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In sharp and perhaps surprising contrast to his most
recent fiction—the worlds of darkness, violence, and
suffering portrayed in Guerrillas (1975) and A Bend in
the River (1979)—V. S. Naipaul’s first three novels are
delightfully comic (often hilarious) works that take us
into a Caribbean world of laughter and calypso, of
magical events and irrepressible passions, a world
filled with incongruity.

Here we encounter madmen and innocents, house-
wives and prophets, merchants and dreamers—a cast
of characters whose antics, adventures, and indiscre-
tions prove unceasingly entertaining.

The Mystic Masseur traces the astonishing metamor-
phosis of Ganesh Ramsumair—from failed school-
teacher to village masseur to enlightened mystic to
unshamable entrepreneur to peerless politician to the
most popular man in Trinidad....

In The Suffrage of Ehira, the democratization of a
small Trinidadian village becomes the occasion of an
“election bacchanal” as Mr. Surujpat Harbans, candi-
date, woos the local leaders and finds himself paying
dearly—in cash!—for their support. Meanwhile, an
underfed puppy terrorizes the entire community....

Miguel Street gives us, through the perceptions of a
young boy, the street life and local legend of a Port of
Spain slum. We meet: Laura, perpetually pregnant
(“You get use to it after the first three four times. Is a
damn nuisance, though”)...Popo, the carpenter, who
works constantly at building “the thing without a
name”...Man-man, who arranges his own crucifixion
...Big Foot, the neighborhood strongman, who dis-
graces Miguel Street when he turns professional bully
...Bogart, the bigamist...and many others.

Together, these three novels project a comic vision
as brilliant and original as the disturbing, darker vision
of Naipaul’s later novels. When first published—in

(continued on back flap)
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1957, 1958, and 1959, respectively—these works her-
alded an unmistakably important new literary artist.
Today, still fresh and funny—and now brought to-
gether in one volume for the first time—they confirm
what Irving Howe has written in 7The New York Times
Book Review: “For sheer abundance of talent, there can
hardly be a writer alive who surpasses V. S. Naipaul.”

V.S. Naipaul was born in Trinidad, to which his grand-
father had come from India, but he has lived most of his
life in London. His seventeen books—eight of them
novels—have been praised around the world and ac-
corded several of today’s most prestigious literary
prizes, among them England’s Booker Prize.
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MY FATHER
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GORDON WOOILFORD



All characters, organisations and incidents in this novel are fictitious.
This is a necessary assurance because, although its politicians have taken
to calling it a country, Trinidad is a small island, no bigger than Lan-
cashire, with a population somewhat smaller than Nottingham’s. In this
novel the geography of the island is distorted. Dates are, unavoidably,
mentioned; but no actual holder of any office is portrayed. The strike
mentioned in Chapter Twelve has no basis in fact.



The Struggling Masseur

Later he was to be famous and honoured throughout the South Car-
ibbean; he was to be a hero of the people and after that, a British
representative at Lake Success. But when I first met him he was still a
struggling masseur, at a time when masseurs were ten a penny in
Trinidad.

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

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

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

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

My foot was hot and swollen, and getting more and more painful.
“So what we going to do?” | asked.

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

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

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

Two days later she said, “It looking a little serious. Is only Ganesh

now for you, boy.”
“Who the hell is this Ganesh?”



THE MYSTIC MASSEUR

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

“Who is this Ganesh?” my mother mocked. “7his Ganesh? You see
the sort of education they giving you children these days. Your foot break
up and hurting, and still you talking about this man as though you is his
father when the man old enough to be your father.”

[ said, “What he does do?”

“Oh, he does cure people.”

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

It was a long drive to Ganesh’s, more than two hours. He lived in a
place called Fuente Grove, not far from Princes Town. Fuente Grove—
Fountain Grove—seemed a curious name. There was no hint of a foun-
tain anywhere, no hint even of water. For miles around the land was flat,
treeless, and hot. You drove through miles and miles of sugar-cane; then
the sugar-cane stopped abruptly to make room for Fuente Grove. It was
a sad little village, just a dozen or so thatched huts strung out on the
edge of the narrow lumpy road. Beharry’s shop was the one sign of a
social life and we stopped outside it. It was a wooden building, dingy
distemper flaking off the walls and the corrugated-iron roof warped and
rusted. A little notice said that Beharry was licensed to sell spirituous
liquors, and I could see the man so privileged—as I thought—sitting on
a stool in front of the counter. Spectacles rested on the tip of his nose
and he was reading the 7rinidad Sentinel at arm’s length.

Our taxi-driver shouted, “Ai!”

The paper was lowered. “Oi! / is Beharry.” He slid off the stool and
began rubbing the palms of his hands over his little belly. “Is the pundit
you looking for, not so?”

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

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

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

The woman shouted, “Who you looking for?”

My mother replied, “The pundit we looking for.”

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

6



The Struggling Masseur

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

The driver honked the horn and a woman appeared from behind the
house. She was a young woman, big-boned but thin, and she was trying
to give us some attention and shoo away some fowls with a cocoye broom
at the same time. She examined us for a while and then began shouting,
“Man! Eh, manwa!”

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

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

A high voice came fluting out of the house. “Yes, man.”

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

Presently a young man came out on the small verandah. He was
dressed in the ordinary way, trousers and vest, and | didn’t think he
looked particularly holy. He wasn’t wearing the dhoti and koortah and
turban I had expected. I was a little reassured when I saw that he was
holding a big book. To look at us he had to shelter his eyes from the
glare with his free hand, and as soon as he saw us he ran down the
wooden steps and across the yard and said to my mother, “Is nice to see
you. How is everything these days?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ganesh and the taxi-driver shook their heads.

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

»”n

[ say, ‘Playing the fool, you mean.
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Ganesh said to the taxi-driver, “Help me take the boy inside the
house.”

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

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

But nothing had prepared me for what | was to see inside Ganesh’s
hut. As soon as we entered my mother winked at me, and | could see
that even the taxi-driver was fighting to control his astonishment. There
were books, books, here, there, and everywhere; books piled crazily on
the table, books rising in mounds in the corners, books covering the floor.
I had never before seen so many books in one place.

“How much books it have here, pundit?” I asked.

“I never really count them,” Ganesh said, and called, “Leela!”

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

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

“Let me see,” Leela said, and hitched up the broom to her waistband.
She started to count off the fingers of her left hand. “Four hundred Every-
man, two hundred Penguin—six hundred. Six hundred, and one hundred
Reader’s Library, make seven hundred. I think with all the other book it
have about fifteen hundred good book here.”

The taxi-driver whistled, and Ganesh smiled.

“They is all yours, pundit?” I asked.

“Is my only vice,” Ganesh said. “Only vice. | don’t smoke. [ don’t
drink. But I must have my books. And, mark you, every week | going to
San Fernando to buy more, you know. How much book I buy last week,
Leela?”

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

“Seven inches,” Ganesh said.

“Yes, seven inches,” Leela said.

I supposed Leela was Ganesh’s wife because she went on to say, with
mock irritation, “That is all he good for. You know how much I does
tell him not to read all the time. But you can’t stop him from reading.
Night and day he reading.”

Ganesh gave a short laugh and signalled to Leela and the taxi-driver
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The Struggling Masseur

to leave the room. He made me lie down on a blanket on the floor and
began feeling my leg all over. My mother remained in a corner, watching.
From time to time Ganesh thumped my foot and I gave a great yelp of
pain and he said, “Ummbh,” very thoughtfully.

I tried to forget Ganesh thumping my leg about and concentrated on
the walls. They were covered with religious quotations, in Hindi and
English, and with Hindu religious pictures. My gaze settled on a beautiful
four-armed god standing in an open lotus.

When Ganesh had done examining me, he rose and said, “Nothing
wrong with the boy at all, maharajin. Nothing at all. Is the trouble with
so much people who does come to me. Nothing really wrong with them.
The only thing I could say about the boy is that he have a little bad
blood. That is all. It have nothing I could do.”

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

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

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

“Before or after meals?” my mother asked.

“Never after!” Ganesh warned.

My mother was satisfied.

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

After seeing all those books in Ganesh’s hut | was ready to believe
in him and quite prepared to take his mixture. And I respected him even
more when he gave my mother a little booklet, saying, “Take it. I giving
it to you free although it cost me a lot to write it and print it.”

I said, “Is really you who write this book, pundit?”

He smiled and nodded.

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

It was hurtful and surprising, therefore, when two weeks later my
mother said, “You know, [ have a good mind to leave you alone and let
you get better by yourself. If you did only go with a good mind to see
Ganesh, you woulda be better and walking about by now.”

9
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In the end I went to a doctor in St. Vincent Street who took one look
at my foot, said, “Abscess. Will have to cut it.” And charged ten dollars.

I never read Ganesh’s booklet, 101 Questions and Answers on the Hindu
Religion; and although I had to take his terrible mixture three times a day
(I refused to have it in my food), | held no ill-will towards him. On the
contrary, I often thought with a good deal of puzzled interest about the
little man locked away with all those fifteen hundred books in the hot
and dull village of Fuente Grove.

“Trinidad full of crazy people,” I said.

“Say that if it make you happy,” my mother snapped back. “But
Ganesh ain’t the fool you think he is. He is the sorta man who woulda
be a rishi in India. The day go come when you go be proud to tell
people that you did know Ganesh. Now shut your mouth up so that |
could dress the foot for you.”

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

WHO IS THIS GANESH?

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

The Trinidad populace didn’t rise as one man and bay for further
information about Ganesh. We were used to challenging advertisements,
and Ganesh’s caused little comment. None of us foresaw that advertise-
ment’s astounding consequences. It was only later on, when Ganesh had
won the fame and fortune he deserved so well, that people remembered
it. Just as I have.

Nineteen forty-six was the turning-point of Ganesh’s career; and, as
if to underline the fact, in that year he published his autobiography, 7he
Years of Guilt (Ganesh Publishing Co. Ltd., Port of Spain. $2.40). The book,
variously described as a spiritual thriller and a metaphysical who-
dunit, had a considerable success of esteem in Central America and the
Caribbean. Ganesh, however, confessed that the autobiography was a

10
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mistake. So, in the very year of publication it was suppressed and the
Ganesh Publishing Company itself wound up. The wider world has not
learnt of Ganesh’s early struggles, and Trinidad resents this. I myself
believe that the history of Ganesh is, in a way, the history of our times;
and there may be people who will welcome this imperfect account of the
man Ganesh Ramsumair, masseur, mystic, and, since 1953, M.B.E.



P upil ana’ T eac/zer

Ganesh was never really happy during the four years he spent at the
Queen’s Royal College. He went there when he was nearly fifteen and
he was not as advanced as the other boys of his own age. He was always
the oldest boy in his class, with some boys three or even four years
younger than himself. But he was lucky to go to the college at all. It was
by the purest chance that his father got the money to send him there.
For years the old man had held on to five acres of waste land near
Fourways in the hope that the oil companies would sink a well in it, but
he could not afford to bribe the drillers and in the end he had to be
content with a boundary well. It was disappointing and unfair, but op-
portune; and the royalties were enough to keep Ganesh in Port of Spain.

Mr. Ramsumair made a lot of noise about sending his son to the
“town college,” and the week before the term began he took Ganesh all
over the district, showing him off to friends and acquaintances. He had
Ganesh dressed in a khaki suit and a khaki topee and many people said
the boy looked like a little sahib. The women cried a little and begged
Ganesh to remember his dead mother and be good to his father. The men
begged him to study hard and help other people with his learning,.

Father and son left Fourways that Sunday and took the bus to Princes
Town. The old man wore his visiting outht: dhoti, koortah, white cap, and
an unfurled umbrella on the crook of his left arm. They knew they looked
important when they got into the train at Princes Town.

“Careful with your suit now,” the old man said loudly, and his neigh-
bours heard. “Remember you are going to the town college.”

When they got to St. Joseph, Ganesh began to feel shy. Their dress
and manner were no longer drawing looks of respect. People were smil-

12



Pupil and Teacher

ing, and when they got off at the railway terminus in Port of Spain, a
woman laughed.

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

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

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

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

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

Ganesh preferred not to remember what happened the next day when
he was taken to school. The old boys laughed, and although he had not
worn the khaki topee, he felt uncomfortable in his khaki suit. Then there
was the scene in the principal’s office: his father gesticulating with his
white cap and umbrella; the English principal patient, then firm, and fi-
nally exasperated; the old man enraged, muttering, “Gaddaha’ Gaddaha!”

Ganesh never lost his awkwardness. He was so ashamed of his Indian
name that for a while he spread a story that he was really called Gareth.
This did him little good. He continued to dress badly, he didn’t play
games, and his accent remained too clearly that of the Indian from the
country. He never stopped being a country boy. He still believed that
reading by any light other than daylight was bad for the eyes, and as
soon as his classes were over he ran home to Dundonald Street and sat
on the back steps reading. He went to sleep with the hens and woke
before the cocks. “That Ramsumair boy is a real crammer,” boys laughed;
but Ganesh never became more than a mediocre student.

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

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



THE MYSTIC MASSEUR

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

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

Ganesh kept on walking.

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

Dookhie caught Ganesh by the shoulder and said, “Cut out this non-
sense, man. Stop behaving stupid. You think I have all day to run after
you? You think you really going to Benares? That is in India, you know,
and this is Trinidad.”

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

His head was still practically bald when he went back to school, and
the boys laughed so much that the principal called him and said, “Ram-
sumair, you are creating a disturbance in the school. Wear something on
your head.”

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

There was another Indian boy, called Indarsingh, living in the house
at Dundonald Street. He was also at the Queen’s Royal College, and
although he was six months younger than Ganesh he was three forms
ahead. He was a brilliant boy and everybody who knew him said he was
going to be a great man. At sixteen Indarsingh was making long speeches
in the Literary Society Debates, reciting verses of his own at Recitation
Contests, and he always won the Impromptu Speech Contests. Indarsingh
also played all games, not very well, but he had the sportsman’s instincts
and it was this that caused him to be held up to the boys as an ideal.
Indarsingh once persuaded Ganesh to play football. When Ganesh bared
his pale, jaundiced legs, a boy spat in disgust and said, “Eh, eh, your foot
don’t see sun at all at all!” Ganesh played no more football, but he re-
mained friendly with Indarsingh. Indarsingh, for his part, found Ganesh
useful. “Come for a little walk in the Botanical Gardens,” he would say
to Ganesh, and during the whole of the walk Indarsingh would talk non-
stop, rehearsing his speech for the next debate. At the end he would say,
“Good, eh? Demn good.” This Indarsingh was a short, square boy, and
his walk, like his talk, had the short man’s jauntiness.

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

In due course Ganesh wrote the Cambridge School Certificate and
surprised everybody by passing in the second grade. Mr. Ramsumair sent
his congratulations to Ganesh, offered an annual prize to the college, and
told Ganesh that he had found a nice girl for him to marry.

“The old man really rushing you,” Mrs. Cooper said.

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

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

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

“Teach,” Ganesh said, because he felt he ought to flatter his head-
master.

“Teach? Strange. Primary schools?”

“What you mean, sir?”

“You’re not thinking of teaching in tAis school?”

“Nah, sir. You making joke.”

In the end, with the headmaster’s help, Ganesh was enrolled in the
Government Training College for teachers in Port of Spain, where there
were many more Indians, and he felt less ill at ease. He was taught many
important subjects and from time to time he practised on little classes
from schools nearby. He learned to write on a blackboard and overcame
his dislike of the sound of scraping chalk. Then they turned him out to
teach.

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

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

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

The headmaster was sweating when he came back to Ganesh. He
wiped his big face with a mauve handkerchief and said, “Yes, I was
telling you that you is a lucky man. Most of the times they just lose a
new man like you somewhere in the country, all up by Cunaripo and all
sorta outa the way places.”

The headmaster laughed and Ganesh felt he had to laugh too; but as
soon as he did so the headmaster became stern and said, “Mr. Ramsumair,
I don’t know what views you have about educating the young, but I want
to let you know right away, before we even start, that the purpose of
this school is to form, not to inform. Everything is planned.” He pointed
to a framed time-table, done in inks of three colours, hanging next to the
picture of King George V. “Miller, the man you replacing, paint that. He
sick,” the headmaster said.

“It look good and I sorry Miller sick,” Ganesh said.

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

suddenly.
“Form ” Ganesh began.
“Not——" the headmaster encouraged.
“Inform.”

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

Ganesh was given Miller’s class, the Remove. It was a sort of rest-
station for the mentally maimed. Boys remained there uninformed for
years and years, and some didn’t even want to leave. Ganesh tried all the
things he had been taught at the Training College, but the boys didn’t
play fair.

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

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

“Form not inform.”

Ganesh gave up trying to teach the boys anything, and was happy
enough to note a week-to-week improvement in his Record Book. Ac-
cording to that book, the Remove advanced from Theorem One to
Theorem Two in successive weeks, and then moved on unexhausted to

Theorem Three.



Pupil and Teacher

Having much time on his hands, Ganesh was able to observe Leep
next door. Leep had been at the Training College with him, and Leep
was still keen. He was nearly always at the blackboard, writing, erasing,
constantly informing, except for the frequent occasions when he rushed
off to flog some boy and disappeared behind the celotex screen which
separated his class from Ganesh’s.

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

“What happen?”

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

Ganesh leaned forward.

“Now don’t quote me,” the headmaster said. “Don’t quote me at all.
But this is how I look at it. If you leave the boys alone, they leave you
alone. They is good boys, but the parents—God! So when Miller come
back, you have to take Leep class.”

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

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

“I leave a good good class,” Miller said. “The boys was going on
all right. Eh, eh, I turn my back for a week—well, two three months—
and when | turn round again, what | see? The boys and them ain’t learn
nothing new and they even forget what I spend so much time trying to
teach them. This teaching is a art, but it have all sort of people who
think they could come up from the canefield and start teaching in Port of
Spain.”

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

And left the school for good.

He went for a walk along the wharves. It was early afternoon and
the gulls mewed amid the masts of sloops and schooners. Far out, he saw
the ocean liners at anchor. He allowed the idea of travel to enter his mind
and just as easily allowed it to go out again. He spent the rest of the
afternoon in a cinema; but this was torture. He especially resented the
credit titles. He thought, “All these people with their name in big print
on the screen have their bread butter, you hear. Even those in little little
print. They not like me.”
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He needed all Mrs. Cooper’s solace when he went back to Dundonald
Street.

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

“You a little bit like your father, you know. But you mustn’t worry,
boy. I can feel your aura. You have a powerhouse for a aura, man. But
still, you was wrong throwing up a good work like that. It wasn’t as if
they was working you hard.”

At dinner she said, “You can’ go and ask your headmaster again.”

“No,” he agreed quickly.

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

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

“It don’t matter. He could always get a licence for you, and then you
ain’t have to do much driving. You just have to test other drivers, and if
you anything like my cousin, you could make a lot of money giving out
licence to all sort of fool with money.”

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

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

Ganesh read the telegram and passed it to her.

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

“Never hear about him,” Ganesh said.

“What you think it is?”

“Oh, you know . ..”

“But ain’t that strange?” Mrs. Cooper interrupted. “Just last night |
was dreaming about a dead. Yes, it really strange.”
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Although it was nearly half-past eleven when his taxi got to Four-
ways that night, the village was alive and Ganesh knew that Mrs. Cooper
was right. Someone had died. He sensed the excitement and recognised
all the signs. Lights were on in most of the houses and huts, there was
much activity on the road, and his ears caught the faint hum, as of distant
revelry. It wasn’t long before he realised that it was his father who had
died. Fourways seemed to be waiting for the taxi and the moment people
saw Ganesh sitting in the back they began to wail.

The house itself was chaos. He had hardly opened the taxi door when
scores of people he didn’t know scrambled towards him with outstretched
arms, bawling; and led, almost carried, him into the house, which was
full of even more mourners he didn’t know or remember.

He could hear the taxi-driver saying over and over, “Man, I guess
long time what the case was. We stepping on the gas all the way from
Port of Spain, driving like madness all in the dark. And the boy so mash
up inside he not even crying.”

A fat, sobbing man embraced Ganesh and said, “You get my tele-
gram? Fust telegram I send. [ is Ramlogan. You don’t know me but I
know your father. Just yesterday, just yesterday”—Ramlogan broke down
and wept afresh—"“just yesterday | meet him and I say, ‘Baba’—I does
always call him that—Baba,’ I say, ‘come inside and have something to
eat.’ | take over Dookhie shop now, you know. Yes, Dookhie dead nearly
seven months now and I take over the shop.”

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

A woman put her arms around Ganesh and asked, “What he say?”
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“You want to know what he say?” Ramlogan embraced the woman.
“He say, ‘No, Ramlogan. | don’t want to eat today.’”

He could hardly finish the sentence.

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

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

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

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

“You think I could see Pa?” he asked.

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

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

When he had closed the door behind him the wailing sounded far
away. The coffin rested on a table in the centre of the room and he
couldn’t see the body from where he was. To his left a small oil lamp
burned low and threw monstrous shadows on the walls and the galva-
nised-iron ceiling. When he walked nearer the table his footsteps re-
sounded on the floor-planks and the oil lamp shivered. The old man’s
moustache still bristled fiercely but the face had fallen and looked weak
and tired. The air around the table felt cool and he saw that it came from
the casing of ice around the coffin. It was a room of the dead, strange
with the smell of camphor balls, and there was nothing alive in it except
himself and the squat yellow flame of the oil lamp, and they were both
silent. Only from time to time, the water from the melting ice plopped
into the four pans at the feet of the table and punctured the silence.

He didn’t know what he thought or felt but he didn’t want to cry,
and left the room. They were waiting for him to come out and quickly encir-
cled him. He heard Ramlogan saying, “Come on, man, give the boy air.
Is his father dead, you know. His only father.” And the wailing began
again.

No one asked him about plans for the cremation. Everything seemed
arranged already and Ganesh was content that it should be so. He al-
lowed Ramlogan to take him away from the house, with its sobs and
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shrieks and lamentations, its gas lamps, oil lamps, bottle flambeaux, bright
lights everywhere except in the small bedroom.

“No cooking here tonight,” Ramlogan said. “Come and eat at the
shop.”

Ganesh didn’t sleep that night and everything he did seemed unreal.
Afterwards he remembered the solicitude of Ramlogan—and his daugh-
ter; remembered returning to the house where no fire could be lit, re-
membered the sad songs of the women lengthening out the night; then,
in the early morning, the preparations for the cremation. He had to do
many things, and he did without thought or question everything the pun-
dit, his aunt, and Ramlogan asked him. He remembered having to walk
round the body of his father, remembered applying the last caste-marks
to the old man’s forehead, and doing many more things until it seemed
that ritual had replaced grief.

When it was all over—his father burnt, the ashes scattered, and every-
body, including his aunt, gone away—Ramlogan said, “Well, Ganesh,
you is a man now.”

Ganesh took stock of his position. First he considered money. He
owed Mrs. Cooper eleven dollars for two weeks board and lodging, and
he found that of his own money he had no more than sixteen dollars and
thirty-seven cents. He had about twenty dollars to collect from the school,
but he had made up his mind not to ask for it and to return it if it were
sent him. He had not stopped at the time to think who had paid for the
cremation; it was only later, just before his marriage, he found that his
aunt had paid for it. Money was not an immediate problem, now that he
had the oil royalties—nearly sixty dollars a month—which made him
practically a rich man in a place like Fourways. Still, the royalties could
dry up at any moment; and although he was twenty-one, and educated,
he had no means of earning a living.

One thing gave him hope. As he wrote afterwards in 7he Years of
Guilt: “In conversation with Shri Ramlogan I learnt a curious fact. My
father had died that Monday morning between five minutes past ten and
a quarter past ten—just about the time, in short, when I had the dispute
with Miller, and was deciding to give up my teaching job. I was much
struck by the coincidence, and it was only then, for the first time, | felt |
had something big ahead of me. For it was indeed a singular conspiracy
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of events that pulled me away from the emptiness of urban life back into
the stimulating peace and quiet of the country.”

Ganesh was happy to get away from Port of Spain. He had spent five
years there but he had .never become used to it or felt part of it. It was
too big, too noisy, too alien. It was better to be back in Fourways, where
he was known and respected and had the double glamour of a college
education and a father recently dead. They called him “sahib,” and some
parents encouraged their children to call him “Teacher Ganesh,” but this
brought back unhappy memories and Ganesh made them stop it.

“It wrong to call me that,” he said, adding cryptically, “I feel I was
teaching the wrong things to the wrong people.”

For more than two months he loafed. He didn’t know what he wanted
to do or what he could do, and he was beginning to doubt the value of
doing anything at all. He ate at the houses of people he knew and, for
the rest, merely wandered around. He bought a second-hand bicycle and
went for long rides in the hilly lanes near Fourways.

People said, “He doing a lot of thinking, that boy Ganesh. He full
with worries, but still he thinking thinking all the time.”

Ganesh would have liked his thoughts to be deep and it disturbed
him that they were simple things, concerned with passing trifles. He began
to feel a little strange and feared he was going mad. He knew the Four-
ways people, and they knew him and liked him, but now he sometimes
felt cut off from them.

But he couldn’t escape Ramlogan. Ramlogan had a sixteen-year-old
daughter he wanted married, and wanted married to Ganesh. It was an
open secret in the village. Ganesh was always getting little gifts from
Ramlogan—a special avocado pear, a tin of Canadian salmon or Austral-
ian butter—and whenever he passed the shop Ramlogan was sure to call
him in.

“Eh, eh, sahib. What happening that you passing without saying a
word? People go think we vex.”

Ganesh could not find it in his heart to refuse Ramlogan’s invitation,
though he knew that whenever he looked at the doorway leading to the
room at the back of the shop he was going to see Ramlogan’s daughter
peering through the grimy lace curtains. He had seen her on the night of
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his father’s death, but he hadn’t paid much attention to her then. Now he
saw that the girl behind the curtains was tall; sometimes, when she peered
too closely, he could see her eyes wide with mischief, simplicity, and
awe, all at once. .

He couldn’ link the girl with her father. She was thin and fair, Ram-
logan fat and almost black. He seemed to have only one shirt, a dirty
striped blue thing, which he wore collarless and open down his hairy chest
to just where his round and big belly began. He looked of a piece with
his shop. Ganesh got the impression that every morning someone went
over everything in it—scales, Ramlogan and all—with a greased rag.

“It ain’t dirty,” Ramlogan said. “It just /ook dirty. Sit down, sahib, sit
down. You ain’t have to blow any dust or anything away. You just sit
down on that bench against the wall and let we have a good chat. I is
not a educated man, but [ like to hear educated people talk.”

Ganesh, reluctantly seated, did not at once respond.

“It have nothing like a good chat,” Ramlogan began, slipping off his
stool and dusting the counter with his fat hands. “I like hearing educated
people giving off ideas.”

Meeting with further silence, Ramlogan remounted his stool and
spoke about the death. “Your father, sahib, was a good man.” His voice
was heavy with grief. “Still, we give him a good funeral. Fust funeral |
attend in Fourways, you know, sahib. I see a lot of funeral in my time,
but I go say now and I don’t care who hear me say it, that your father
funeral was the best I see. Smatterer fact, Leela—my daughter, you
know, second and best—Leela say is the best funeral she see. She say she
count more than five hundred people from all over Trinidad at the funeral,
and it had a lot of cars following the body. People did like your father,
sahib.”

Then they both fell silent, Ramlogan out of respect for the dead,
Ganesh because he didn’t know what he was expected to say; and the
conversation ended.

“I like these little chats we does have, sahib,” Ramlogan would say,
walking to the door with Ganesh. “I ain’t educated meself but I like to
hear educated people giving off ideas. Well, sahib, why you don’t drop
in again? Let we say, tomorrow?”

Ramlogan later solved the conversation problem by pretending that
he couldn’t read and getting Ganesh to read the newspapers for him; and
he listened, elbows on the counter, his hands holding his greasy head,
his eyes filling with tears.
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“This reading, sahib, is a great great thing,” Ramlogan once said.
“Just think. You take up this paper that to me just look like a dirty sheet
with all sort of black mark and scrawl all over the place”—he gave a
little self-deprecating laugh—“you take this up and—eh! eh!—before I
have time to even scratch my back, man, I hear you reading from it and
making a lot of sense with it. A great thing, sahib.”

Another day he said, “You does read real sweet, sahib. | could just
shut my eye and listen. You know what Leela tell me last night, after |
close up the shop? Leela ask me, ‘Pa, who was the man talking in the
shop this morning? He sound just like a radio I hear in San Fernando.’ |
tell she, ‘Girl, that wasn’t a radio you was hearing. That was Ganesh
Ramsumair. Pundit Ganesh Ramsumair,’ I tell she.”

“You making joke.”

“Ah, sahib. Why I should make joke with you, eh? You want me call
Leela here self, and you could ask she?”

Ganesh heard a titter behind the lace curtain. He looked down quickly
at the floor and saw it littered with empty cigarette boxes and discarded
paper bags. “Nah, nah. Don’t bother the girl.”

A week after that Ramlogan told Ganesh, “Something happen to
Leela foot, sahib. I wonder if you would mind having a look at it.”

“I ain’t a doctor, man. | ain’t know anything about people foot.”

Ramlogan laughed and almost slapped Ganesh on the back. “Man,
how you could say a thing like that, sahib? Ain’t you was learning learning
all all the time at the town college® And too besides, don’t think I forget-
ting that your father was the best massager we had.”

For years old Mr. Ramsumair had this reputation until, his luck run-
ning out, he massaged a young girl and killed her. The Princes Town
doctor diagnosed appendicitis and Mr. Ramsumair had to spend a lot of
money to keep out of trouble. He never massaged afterwards.

“Wasn’t his fault,” Ramlogan said, leading Ganesh behind the
counter to the curtained doorway. “He was still the best massager we
ever had, and I too too proud that I know his one and only son.”

Leela was sitting in a hammock made from a sugar sack. She was
wearing a clean cotton frock and her long black hair looked washed and
combed.

“Why you don’t have a look at Leela foot, sahib?”

Ganesh looked at Leela’s foot, and a curious thing happened. “I just
seemed to touch it,” he wrote, “and it was all right.”

Ramlogan did not hide his admiration. “Like I tell you, sahib. You is
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your father son. Is only special people who could do that sort of thing. |
wonder why you don’t take up massaging.”

Ganesh remembered the queer feeling he had of being separated from
the village people, and he felt that there was something in what Ram-
logan said.

He didn’t know what Leela thought because as soon as he had fixed
her foot she giggled and ran away.

Thereafter Ganesh was a more willing visitor at Ramlogan’s, and
with every visit he noted improvements in the shop. The most spectacular
of these was the introduction of a new glass case. It was given pride of
place in the middle of the counter; it was so bright and clean it looked
out of place.

“Is really Leela idea,” Ramlogan said. “It does keep out the flies from
the cakes and it more modern.”

The flies now congregated inside the case. Presently a pane was bro-
ken and patched up again with brown paper. The glass case now be-
longed.

Ramlogan said, “I doing my best to make this Fourways a modern
place—as you see—but is hard, man, sahib.”

Ganesh still went out cycling, his thoughts maundering between him-
self, his future, and life itself; and it was during one of his afternoon
wanderings that he met the man who was to have a decisive influence on
his life.

The first meeting was not happy. It happened on the dusty road that
begins at Princes Town and wriggles like a black snake through the green
of sugar-cane to Debe. He was not expecting to see anyone on the road
at that dead time of day when the sun was almost directly overhead and
the wind had ceased to rustle the sugar-cane. He had passed the level-
crossing and was freewheeling down the incline just before the small
village of Parrot Trace when a man ran into the middle of the road at
the bottom of the incline and waved to him to stop. He was a tall man
and looked altogether odd, even for Parrot Trace. He was covered here
and there in a yellow cotton robe like a Buddhist monk and he had a
staff and a bundle.

“My brother!” the man shouted in Hindi.

Ganesh stopped because he couldn’t do anything else; and, because
he was afraid of the man, he was rude. “Who you is, eh?”
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“Indian,” the man said in English, with an accent Ganesh had never
heard before. His long thin face was fairer than any Indian’s and his teeth
were bad.

“You only lying,” Ganesh said. “Go away and let me go.”

The man tightened his face into a smile. “I am Indian. Kashmiri.
Hindu too.”

“So why for you wearing this yellow thing, then?”

The man fidgeted with his staff and looked down at his robe. “It isn’t
the right thing, you mean?”

“Perhaps in Kashmir. Not here.”

“But the pictures—they look like this. I would very much like to talk
with you,” he added, with sudden warmth.

“All right, all right,” Ganesh said soothingly, and before the man
could say anything he was on his bicycle saddle and pedalling away.

When Ramlogan heard about the encounter he said, “That was Mr.
Stewart.”

“He just did look crazy crazy to me. He had funny cat-eyes that
frighten me, and you shoulda see the way the sweat was running down
his red face. Like he not used to the heat.”

“l did meet him in Penal,” Ramlogan said. “Just before I move here.
Eight nine months back. Everybody say he mad.”

Ganesh learnt that Mr. Stewart had recently appeared in South Trin-
idad dressed as a Hindu mendicant. He claimed that he was Kash-
miri. Nobody knew where he came from or how he lived, but it was
generally assumed that he was English, a millionaire, and a little mad.

“He a little bit like you, you know, sahib. He does think a lot. But I
say, when you have so much money you could damn well afford to do a
lot of thinking. Sahib, my people make me shame the way they does rob
the man just because he have a lot of money and like to give it away.
He does stay in one village, give away money, and then he does move
somewhere else and start giving there.”

When Ganesh next saw Mr. Stewart, in the village of Swampland,
Mr. Stewart was in distress, the object of a scrimmage of little boys who
were doing their best to unwind his yellow robe. Mr. Stewart was not
resisting or protesting. He was simply looking about him in a bemused
way. Ganesh quickly got off his cycle and picked up a handful of blue-
metal stone from a pile left on the verge by the Public Works Department
and no doubt given up for lost.
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“Don’t hurt them,” Mr. Stewart shouted, as Ganesh pursued the boys.
“They are only children. Put down the stones.”

The boys routed, Ganesh came up to Mr. Stewart. “You all right?”

“My dress is a little dusty,” Mr. Stewart admitted, “but 1 am still
sound in wind and limb.” He brightened. “I knew I was going to meet
you again. Do you remember our first meeting?”

“I really sorry about that.”

“Oh, I understand. But we must have a talk soon. I feel I can talk to
you. The vibrations are right. No, don’t deny it. The vibrations are there
all right.”

Ganesh smiled at the compliment and in the end accepted an invita-
tion to tea. He did so only out of politeness and had no intention of
going, but a talk with Ramlogan made him change his mind.

“He is a lonely man, sahib,” Ramlogan said. “It have nobody here
who really like him and, believe me, I don’t think he half as mad as
people say. I would go if I was you. You go get on all right with him,
seeing that both of you is educated people.”

So Ganesh went to the thatched hut outside Parrot Trace where Mr.
Stewart now lived. From the outside it looked like any other hut, grass
roof and mud walls, but inside it was all order and simplicity. There was
a small bed, a small table, and a small chair.

“A man needs no more,” Mr. Stewart said.

Ganesh was about to sit in the chair without being asked when Mr.
Stewart said, “Nooh! not that one.” He lifted up the chair and showed it.
“Something | made myself, but | fear it is a trifle unreliable. Made from
local materials, you know.”

Ganesh was more interested in Mr. Stewart’s clothes. He was dressed
conventionally, khaki trousers and white shirt, and there was no sign
anywhere of the yellow robe.

Mr. Stewart divined Ganesh’s interest. “It doesn’t matter what you
wear. No spiritual significance, I’ve decided.”

Mr. Stewart showed Ganesh some clay statuettes he had made of
Hindu gods and goddesses and Ganesh was astonished, not by the art-
istry, but by the fact that Mr. Stewart had made them at all.

Mr. Stewart pointed to a water-colour on the wall. “I’ve been working
on that picture for years. Once or twice a year | get a new idea for it and
it has to be drawn all over again.”

The water-colour, done in blues and yellows and browns, depicted a
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number of brown hands reaching out for a yellow light in the top left-
hand corner.

“This, I think, is rather interesting.” Ganesh followed Mr. Stewart’s
finger and saw a blue shrunk hand curling backwards from the yellow
light. “Some see Illumination,” Mr. Stewart explained. “But they do some-
times get burnt and withdraw.”

“Why all the hands brown?”

“Hindu hands. Only people really striving after the indefinite today.
You look worried.”

“Yes, I worried.”

“About life?”

“I think so,” Ganesh said. “Yes, I think I worried about life.”

“Doubts?” Mr. Stewart probed.

Ganesh only smiled because he didn’t know what Mr. Stewart meant.

Mr. Stewart sat down on the bed next to him and said, “What do you
do?”

Ganesh laughed. “Nothing at all. I guess I just doing a lot of
thinking.”

“Meditating?”

“Yes, meditating.”

Mr. Stewart jumped up and clasped his hands before the water-colour.
“Typical!” he said, and closed his eyes as if in ecstasy. “Typical!”

Then he opened his eyes and said, “But now—tea.”

He had taken a lot of trouble to prepare tea. There were sandwiches
of three sorts, biscuits, and cakes. And although Ganesh was beginning
to like Mr. Stewart and wanted to eat his food, all his Hindu instincts
rose high and he was nauseated to bite into a cold egg-and-cress
sandwich.

Mr. Stewart saw. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “It’s too hot, anyway.”

“Oh, I like it. But I more thirsty than hungry, that’s all.”

They talked, and talked. Mr. Stewart was anxious to learn all of
Ganesh’s problems.

“Don’t think you are wasting your time meditating,” he said. “l know
the things that are worrying you, and I think one day you may find the
answer. One day you may even bring it all out in a book. If I weren’t so
terribly afraid of getting involved I might have written a book myself.
But you must find your own spiritual rhythm before you start doing
anything. You must stop being worried about life.”

“All right,” Ganesh said.
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Mr. Stewart talked like a man who had saved up conversation for
years. He told Ganesh all about his life, his experiences in the First World
War, his disillusionment, his rejection of Christianity. Ganesh was en-
tranced. Apart from the insistence that he was a Kashmiri Hindu, Mr.
Stewart was as sane as any of the masters at the Queen’s Royal College;
and as the afternoon wore on, his blue eyes ceased to be frightening and
looked sad.

“Why you don’t go to India then?” Ganesh asked.

“Politics. Don’t want to get involved in any way. You can’t imagine
how soothing it is here. One day you may go to London—I pray not—
and you will see how sick you can get gazing from your taxi at the stupid,
cruel faces of the mob on the pavements. You can’t help being involved
there. Here there is no such need.”

The tropical night fell suddenly and Mr. Stewart lit an oil lamp. The
hut felt very small and very sad, and Ganesh was sorry that soon he had
to go and leave Mr. Stewart to his loneliness.

“You must write your thoughts,” Mr. Stewart said. “They may help
other people. You know, I felt all along that I was going to meet some-
one like you.”

Before Ganesh left, Mr. Stewart presented him with twenty copies of
The Science of Thought Review.

“They have given me a great deal of comfort,” he said. “And you
may find them useful.”

Ganesh said in surprise, “But is not a Indian magazine, Mr. Stewart.
It say here that it print in England.”

“Yes, in England,” Mr. Stewart said sadly. “But in one of the prettier
parts. In Chichester, in Sussex.”

That was the end of their conversation and Ganesh saw no more of
Mr. Stewart. When he called at the hut some three weeks later, he found
it occupied by a young labourer and his wife. Many years afterwards
Ganesh learnt what had happened to Mr. Stewart. About six months after
their conversation he had returned to England and joined the army. He
died in ltaly.

This was the man whose memory Ganesh so handsomely honoured
in the dedication of his autobiography:

To Lorp STEWART OF CHICHESTER
Friend and Counsellor
of Many Years
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Ganesh had become more than a regular visitor at Ramlogan’s. He
was eating there every day now; and when he called, Ramlogan no longer
allowed him to remain in the shop, but invited him in immediately to the
room at the back. This caused Leela to retreat to the bedroom or the
kitchen.

And even the back room began to undergo improvements. The table
got an oilcloth cover; the unpainted, mildewed partitions became gay
with huge Chinese calendars; the hammock made from a sugar sack was
replaced by one made from a flour sack. A vase appeared one day on the
oilcloth on the table; and less than a week later paper roses bloomed in
the vase. Ganesh himself was treated with increasing honour. At first they
fed him out of enamel dishes. Now they gave him earthenware ones.
They knew no higher honour.

The table itself was to offer a further surprise. One day a whole series
of booklets on The Art of Salesmanship appeared on it.

Ramlogan said, “I bet you does miss all the big books and thing you
did have in Port of Spain, eh, sahib?”

Ganesh said he didn’.

Ramlogan strove to be casual. “I have a few books myself. Leela put
them out on the table.”

“They look pretty and nice.”

“Education, sahib, is one hell of a thing. Nobody did bother to send
me to school, you know. When | was five they send me out to cut grass
instead. But look at Leela and she sister. Both of them does read and
write, you know, sahib. Although I don’t know what happening to
Soomintra since she married that damn fool in San Fernando.”

Ganesh flipped through the pages of one of the booklets. “Yes, they
look as really nice books.”

“Is really for Leela I buy the book, sahib. I say, if the girl can read,
we must give she something to read. Ain’t true, sahib?”

“Is not true, Pa,” a girl’s voice said, and they turned to see Leela at
the kitchen door.

Ramlogan turned back quickly to Ganesh. “Is the sort of girl she is,
sahib. She don’t like people to boast about she. She shy. And if it have
one thing she hate, is to hear lies. | was just testing she, to show you.”

Leela, not looking at Ganesh, said to Ramlogan, “You buy those
books from Bissoon. When he went away you get so vex you say that if
you see him again you go do for him.”
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Ramlogan laughed and slapped his thigh. “This Bissoon, sahib, is a
real smart seller. He does talk just as a professor, not so good as you,
but still good. But what really make me buy the books is that we did
know one another when we was small and in the same grass-cutting
gang. We was ambitious boys, sahib.”

Ganesh said again, “I think they is good books.”

“Take them home, man. What book make for if not to read? Take
them home and read them up, sahib.”

It was not long after that Ganesh saw a big new notice in the shop,
painted on cardboard.

“Is Leela self who write that,” Ramlogan said. “I didn’ ask she to
write it, mind you. She just sit down quiet quiet one morning after tea
and write it off.”

It read:

NOTICE!
NOTICE, 1S. HEREBY; PROVIDED: THAT, SEATS!
ARE, PROVIDED. FOR; FEMALE: SHOP, ASSISTANTS!

Ganesh said, “Leela know a lot of punctuation marks.”

“That is it, sahib. All day the girl just sitting down and talking about
these puncturation marks. She is like that, sahib.”

“But who is your shop assistants?”

“Leela say is the law to have the sign up, sahib. But, smatterer fact,
I don’t like the idea of having a girl in the shop.”

Ganesh had taken away the booklets on salesmanship and read them.
The very covers, shining yellow and black, interested him; and what he
read enthralled him. The writer had a strong feeling for colour and beauty
and order. He spoke with relish about new paint, dazzling displays, and
gleaming shelves.

“These is first-class books,” Ganesh told Ramlogan.

“You must tell Leela so, sahib. Look, I go call she and you you go
tell she and then perhaps she go want to read the books sheself.”

It was an important occasion and Leela acted as though she felt its
full importance. When she came in she didn’t look up and when her
father spoke she only lowered her head a bit more and sometimes she
giggled, coyly.

Ramlogan said, “Leela, you hear what the sahib tell me. He like the
books.”

Leela giggled, but decorously.
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Ganesh asked, “Is you who write the sign?”

“Yes, is me who write the sign.”

Ramlogan slapped his thigh and said, “What I did tell you, sahib?
The girl can really read and really write.” He laughed.

Then Leela did a thing so unexpected it killed Ramlogan’s laughter.

Leela spoke to Ganesh. She asked Aim a question!

“You could write too, sahib?”

It took him off his guard. To cover up his surprise he began rearrang-
ing the booklets on the table.

“Yes,” he said. “I could write.” And then, stupidly, almost without
knowing what he was saying, “And one day I go write books like these.
Just like these.”

Ramlogan’s mouth fell open.

“You only joking, sahib.”

Ganesh slapped his hand down on the booklets, and heard himself
saying, “Yes, just like these. fust like these.”

Leela’s wide eyes grew wider and Ramlogan shook his head in amaze-
ment and wonder.
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“I suppose,” Ganesh wrote in 7he Years of Guilt, “l had always, from
the first day I stepped into Shri Ramlogan’s shop, considered it as settled
that I was going to marry his daughter. I never questioned it. It all
seemed preordained.”

What happened was this.

One day when Ganesh called Ramlogan was wearing a clean shirt.
Also, he looked freshly washed, his hair looked freshly oiled; and his
movements were silent and deliberate, as though he were doing a pya.
He dragged up the small bench from the corner and placed it near the
table; then sat on it and watched Ganesh eat, all without saying a word.
First he looked at Ganesh’s face, then at Ganesh’s plate, and there his
gaze rested until Ganesh had eaten the last handful of rice.

“Your belly full, sahib?”

“Yes, my belly full.” Ganesh wiped his plate clean with an extended
index finger.

“It must be hard for you, sahib, now that your father dead.”

Ganesh licked his finger. “I don’ really miss him, you know.”

“No, sahib, don’t tell me. I know is hard for you. Supposing, just
supposing—I just putting this up to you as a superstition, sahib—but just
supposing you did want to get married, it have nobody at all to fix up
things for you.”

“I don’t even know if I want to get married.” Ganesh rose from the
table, rubbing his belly until he belched his appreciation of Ramlogan’s
food.

Ramlogan rearranged the roses in the vase. “Still, you is a educated
man, and you could take care of yourself. Not like me, sahib. Since I was
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five 1 been working, with nobody looking after me. Still, all that do
something for me. Guess what it do for me, sahib.”

“Can’t guess. Tell me what it do.”

“It give me cha’acter and sensa values, sahib. That’s what it give me.
Cha’acter and sensa values.”

Ganesh took the brass jar of water from the table and went to the
Demerara window to wash his hands and gargle.

Ramlogan was smoothing out the oilcloth. with both hands and dust-
ing away some crumbs, mere specks. “I know,” he said apologetically,
“that for a man like you, educated and reading books night and day,
shopkeeping is a low thing. But I don’t care what people think. You,
sahib, answer me this as a educated man: you does let other people worry
you?”

Ganesh, gargling, thought at once of Miller and the row at the school
in Port of Spain, but when he spat out the water into the yard he said,
“Nah. I don’t care what people say.”

Ramlogan pounded across the floor and took the brass jar from
Ganesh. “I go put this away, sahib. You sit down in the hammock.
Ooops! Let me dust it for you first.”

When he had seated Ganesh, Ramlogan started to walk up and down
in front of the hammock.

“People can’t harm me,” he said, holding his hands at his back. “All
right, people don’t like me. All right, they stop coming to my shop. That
harm me? That change my cha’acter? I just go to San Fernando and open
a little stall in the market. No, don’t stop me, sahib. Is exactly what I
would do. Take a stall in the market. And what happen? Tell me, what
happen?”

Ganesh belched again, softly.

“What happen?” Ramlogan gave a short crooked laugh. “Bam! In
five years | have a whole chain of grocery shop. Who laughing then?
Then you go see them coming round and begging, ‘Mr. Ramlogan’—
that’s what it go be then, you know: Mister Ramlogan—‘Mr. Ramlogan,
gimme this, gimme that, Mr. Ramlogan.” Begging me to go up for elec-
tions and a hundred and one stupid things.”

Ganesh said, “You ain’t have to start opening stall in San Fernando
market now, thank God.”

“That is it, sahib. Just just as you say. Is all God work. Count my
property now. Is true I is illiterate, but you just sit down in that hammock
and count my property.”
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Ramlogan was walking and talking with such unusual energy that the
sweat broke and shone on his forehead. Suddenly he halted and stood
directly in front of Ganesh. He took away his hands from behind his back
and started to count off his fingers. “Two acres near Chaguanas. Good
land, too. Ten acres in Penal. You never know when I could scrape
together enough to make the drillers put a oil-well there. A house in
Fuente Grove. Not much, but is something. Two three houses in Siparia.
Add up all that and you find you looking at a man worth about twelve
thousand dollars, cool cool.”

Ramlogan passed his hand over his forehead and behind his neck. “I
know is hard to believe, sahib. But is the gospel truth. I think is a good
idea, sahib, for you to married Leela.”

“All right,” Ganesh said.

He never saw Leela again until the night of their wedding, and both
he and Ramlogan pretended he had never seen her at all, because they
were both good Hindus and knew it was wrong for a man to see his wife
before marriage.

He still had to go to Ramlogan’s, to make arrangements for the wed-
ding, but he remained in the shop itself and never went to the back room.

“You is not like Soomintra damn fool of a husband,” Ramlogan told
him. “You is a modern man and you must have a modern wedding.”

So he didn’ send the messenger around to give the saffron-dyed rice
to friends and relations and announce the wedding. “That old-fashion,”
he said. He wanted printed invitations on scalloped and gilt-edged cards.
“And we must have nice wordings, sahib.”

“But you can’t have nice wordings on a thing like a invitation.”

“You is the educated man, sahib. You could think of some.”

RSV.P?”

“What that mean?”

“It don’t mean nothing, but it nice to have it.”

“Let we have it then, man, sahib! You is a modern man, and too
besides, it sound as pretty wordings.”

Ganesh himself went to San Fernando to get the cards printed. The
printer’s shop was, at first sight, a little disappointing. It looked black
and bleak and seemed to be manned only by a thin youth in ragged khaki
shorts who whistled as he operated the hand-press. But when Ganesh
saw the cards go in blank and come out with his prose miraculously
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transformed into all the authority of type, he was struck with something
like awe. He stayed to watch the boy set up a cinema handbill. The boy,
whistling without intermission, ignored Ganesh altogether.

“Is on this sort of machine they does print books?” Ganesh asked.

“What else you think it make for?”

“You print any good books lately?”

The boy dabbed some ink on the roller. “You ever hear of Trinidad
people writing books?”

“/ writing a book.”

The boy spat into a bin full of ink-stained paper. “This must be a
funny sort of shop, you know. The number of people who come in here
and ask me to print the books they writing in invisible ink, man!”

“What you name?”

“Basdeo.”

“All right, Basdeo, boy. The day go come when I go send you a book
to print.”

“Sure, man. Sure. You write it and I print it.”

Ganesh didn’t think he liked Basdeo’s Hollywood manner, and he
instantly regretted what he had said. But so far as this business of writing
books was concerned, he seemed to have no will: it was the second time
he had committed himself. It all seemed pre-ordained.

“Yes, they is pretty invitation cards,” Ramlogan said, but there was
no joy in his voice.

“But what happen now to make your face long long as mango?”

“Education, sahib, is one hell of a thing. When you is a poor illiterate
man like me, all sort of people does want to take advantage on you.”

Ramlogan began to cry. “Right now, right right now, as you sitting
down on that bench there and I sitting down on this stool behind my
shop counter, looking at these pretty pretty cards, you wouldn’t believe
what people trying to do to me. Right now it have a man in Siparia
trying to rob my two house there, all because I can’t read, and the people
in Penal behaving in a funny way.”

“What they doing so?”

“Ah, sahib. That is just like you. | know you want to help me, but is
too late now. All sort of paper with fine fine writing they did make me
sign and everything, and now—now everything lost.”

Ganesh had not seen Ramlogan cry so much since the funeral. He
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said, “Well, look. If is the dowry you worried about, you could stop. I
don’t want a big dowry.”

“Is the shame, sahib, that eating me up. You know how with these
Hindu weddings everybody does know how much the boy get from the
girl father. When, the morning after the wedding the boy sit down and
they give him a plate of kedgeree, with the girl father having to give
money and keep on giving until the boy eat the kedgeree, everybody go
see what | give you, and they go say, ‘Look, Ramlogan marrying off his
second and best daughter to a boy with a college education, and this is
all the man giving.’ Is that what eating me up, sahib. I know that for
you, educated and reading books night and day, it wouldn’t mean much,
but for me, sahib, what about my cha’acter and sensa values?”

“You must stop crying and listen. When it come to eating the ked-
geree, | go eat quick, not to shame you. Not too quick, because that
would make people think you poor as a church-rat. But I wouldn’t take
much from you.”

Ramlogan smiled through his tears. “Is just like you, sahib, just what
I did expect from you. I wish Leela did see you and then she woulda
know what sort of man I choose for she husband.”

“I wish I did see Leela too.”

“Smatterer fact, sahib, | know it have some modern people nowadays
who don’ even like waiting for money before they eat the kedgeree.”

“But is the custom, man.”

“Yes, sahib, the custom. But still I think is a disgrace in these modern
times. Now, if it was | was getting married, | wouldn’t want any dowry
and | woulda say, ‘To hell with the kedgeree, man.””

As soon as the invitations were out Ganesh had to stop visiting Ram-
logan altogether, but he wasn’t alone in his house for long. Dozens of
women descended on him with their children. He had no idea who most
of them were; sometimes he recognised a face and found it hard to believe
that the woman with the children hanging about her was the same cousin
who was only a child herself when he first went to Port of Spain.

The children treated Ganesh with contempt.

A small boy with a running nose said to him one day, “They tell me
is you who getting married.”

“Yes, is me.”

The boy said, “Ahaha!” and ran away laughing and jeering.
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The boy’s mother said, “Is something we have to face these days.
The children getting modern.”

Then one day Ganesh discovered his aunt among the women, she
who had been one of the principal mourners at his father’s funeral. He
learnt that she had not only arranged everything then, but had also paid
for it all. When Ganesh offered to pay back the money she became an-
noyed and told him not to be stupid.

“This life is a funny thing, eh,” she said. “One day somebody dead
and you cry. Two days later somebody married, and then you laugh. Oh,
Ganeshwa boyj, at a time like this you want your own family around you,
but what family you have? Your father, he dead; your mother, she dead
too.”

She was so moved she couldn’t cry; and for the first time Ganesh
realised what a big thing his marriage was.

Ganesh thought it almost a miracle that so many people could live
happily in one small house without any sort of organisation. They had
left him the bedroom, but they swarmed over the rest of the house and
managed as best they could. First they had made it into an extended
picnic site; then they had made it into a cramped camping site. But they
looked happy enough and Ganesh presently discovered that the anarchy
was only apparent. Of the dozens of women who wandered freely about
the house there was one, tall and silent, whom he had learnt to call King
George. It might have been her real name for all he knew: he had never
seen her before. King George ruled the house.

“King George got a hand,” his aunt said.

“A hand?”

“She got a hand for sharing things out. Give King George a little
penny cake and give she twelve children to share it out to, and you could
bet your bottom dollar that King George share it fair and square.”

“You know she, then?”

“Know she! Is I who take up King George. Mark you, I think | was
very lucky coming across she. Now I take she everywhere with me.”

“She related to us?”

“You could say so. Phulbassia is a sort of cousin to King George and
you is a sort of cousin to Phulbassia.”

The aunt belched, not the polite after-dinner belch, but a long, stut-
tering thing. “Is the wind,” she explained without apology. “It have a
long time now—since your father dead, come to think of it—I suffering
from this wind.”
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“You see a doctor?”

“Doctor? They does only make up things. One of them tell me—you
know what?—that I have a lazy liver. Is something I asking myself a long
time now: how a liver could be lazy, eh?”

She belched again, said, “You see?” and rubbed her hands over her
breasts.

Ganesh thought of this aunt as Lady Belcher and then as The Great
Belcher. In a few days she had a devastating effect on the other women
in the house. They all began belching and rubbing their breasts and com-
plaining about the wind. All except King George.

Ganesh was glad when the time came for him to be anointed with
saffron. For those days he was confined to his room, where his father’s
body had lain that night, and where now The Great Belcher, King
George, and a few other anonymous women gathered to rub him down.
When they left the room they sang Hindi wedding songs of a most pes-
simistic nature, and Ganesh wondered how Leela was putting up with
her own seclusion and anointing.

All day long he remained in his room, consoling himself with 7he
Science of Thought Review. He read through all the numbers Mr. Stewart
had given him, some of them many times over. All day he heard the
children romping, squealing, and being beaten; the mothers beating, shout-
ing, and thumping about on the floor.

On the day before the wedding, when the women had come in to rub
him down for the last time, he asked The Great Belcher, “I never think
about it before, but what those people outside eating? Who paying for
it?”

“You.”

He almost sat up in bed, but King George’s strong arm kept him
down.

“Ramlogan did say that we mustn’t get you worried about that,” The
Great Belcher said. “He say your head hot with enough worries already.
But King George looking after everything. She got a account with Ram-
logan. He go settle with you after the wedding.”

“Oh God! I ain’t even married the man daughter yet, and already he
start!”

Fourways was nearly as excited at the wedding as it had been at the
funeral. Hundreds of people, from Fourways and elsewhere, were fed at
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Ramlogan’s. There were dancers, drummers, and singers, for those who
were not interested in the details of the night-long ceremony. The yard
behind Ramlogan’s shop was beautifully illuminated with all sorts of
lights, except electric ones; and the decorations—mainly fruit hanging
from coconut-palm arches—were pleasing. All this for Ganesh, and Ganesh
felt it and was pleased. The thought of marriage had at first embarrassed
him, then, when he spoke with his aunt, awed him; now he was simply
thrilled.

All through the ceremony he had to pretend, with everyone else, that
he had never seen Leela. She sat at his side veiled from head to toe, until
the blanket was thrown over them and he unveiled her face. In the mel-
low light under the pink blanket she was as a stranger. She was no longer
the giggling girl simpering behind the lace curtains. Already she looked
chastened and impassive, a good Hindu wife.

Shortly afterwards it was over, and they were man and wife. Leela
was taken away and Ganesh was left alone to face the kedgeree-eating
ceremony the next morning.

Still in all his bridegroom’s regalia, satin robes and tasse]led crown,
he sat down on some blankets in the yard, before the plate of kedgeree.
It looked white and unpalatable, and he knew it would be easy to resist
any temptation to touch it.

Ramlogan was the first to offer money to induce Ganesh to eat. He
was a little haggard after staying awake all night, but he looked pleased
and happy enough when he placed five twenty-dollar bills in the brass
plate next to the kedgeree. He stepped back, folded his arms, looked from
the money to Ganesh to the small group standing by, and smiled.

He stood smiling for nearly two minutes; but Ganesh didn’t even look
at the kedgeree.

“Give the boy money, man,” Ramlogan cried to the people around.
“Give him money, man. Come on, don’t act as if you is all poor poor as
church-rat.” He moved among them, laughing, and rallying them. Some
put down small amounts in the brass plate.

Still Ganesh sat, serene and aloof, like an over-dressed Buddha.

A little crowd began to gather.

“The boy have sense, man.” Anxiety broke into Ramlogan’s voice.
“What you think a college education is these days?”

He put down another hundred dollars. “Eat, boy, eat it up. I don’
want you to starve. Not yet, anyway.” He laughed, but no one laughed
with him.
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Ganesh didn’t eat.

He heard a man saying, “Well, this thing was bound to happen some
day.”

People said, “Come on, Ramlogan. Give the boy money, man. What
you think he sitting down there for? To take out his photo?”

Ramlogan gave a short forced laugh, and lost his temper. “If he think
he going to get any more money from me he damn well mistaken. Let
him don’t eat. Think I care if he starve? Think I care?”

He walked away.

The crowd grew bigger; the laughter grew louder.

Ramlogan came back and the crowd cheered him.

He put down two hundred dollars on the brass plate and, before he
rose, whispered to Ganesh, “Remember your promise, sahib. Eat, boy;
eat son; eat, sahib; eat, pundit sahib. I beg you, eat.”

A man shouted, “No! I not going to eat!”

Ramlogan stood up and turned around. “You, haul your tail away
from here quick quick, before I break it up for you. Don’t meddle in what
don’t concern you.”

The crowd roared.

Ramlogan bent down again to whisper. “You see, sahib, how you
making me shame.” This time his whisper promised tears. “You see,
sahib, what you doing to my cha’acter and sensa values.”

Ganesh didn’t move.

The crowd was beginning to treat him like a hero.

In the end Ganesh got from Ramlogan: a cow and a heifer, fifteen
hundred dollars in cash, and a house in Fuente Grove. Ramlogan also
cancelled the bill for the food he had sent to Ganesh’s house.

The ceremony ended at about nine in the morning; but Ramlogan
was sweating long before then.

“The boy and | was only having a joke,” he said again and again at
the end. “He done know long time now what [ was going to give him.
We was only making joke, you know.”

Ganesh returned home after the wedding. It would be three days
before Leela could come to live with him and in that time The Great
Belcher tried to restore order to the house. Most of the guests had left as
suddenly as they had arrived; though from time to time Ganesh still saw
a straggler who wandered about the house and ate.
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“King George gone to Arima yesterday,” The Great Belcher told him.
“Somebody dead there yesterday. | going tomorrow myself, but I send
King George ahead to arrange everything.”

Then she decided to give Ganesh the facts of life.

“These modern girls is hell self,” she said. “And from what | see and
hear, this Leela is a modern girl. Anyway, you got to make the best of
what is yours.”

She paused to belch. “All she want to make she straight as a arrow
is a little blows every now and then.”

Ganesh said, “You know, I think Ramlogan really vex with me now
after the kedgeree business.”

“Wasn’t a nice thing to do, but it serve Ramlogan right. When a man
start taking over woman job, match-making, he deserve all he get.”

“But | go have to leave here now. You know Fuente Grove? It have
a house there Ramlogan give me.”

“But what you want in a small outa the way place like that? All the
work it have doing there is work in the cane-field.”

“It ain’t that | want to do.” Ganesh paused, and added hesitantly, “I
thinking of taking up massaging people.”

She laughed so much she belched. “This wind, man, and then you—
you want to kill me or what, boy? Massaging people! What you know
about massaging people?”

“Pa was a good massager and | know all he did know.”

“But you must have a hand for that sort of thing. Think what go
happen if any- and everybody start running round saying, ‘I thinking of
taking up massaging people.” It go have so much massagers in Trinidad
they go have to start massaging one another.”

“I feel I have a hand for it. Just like King George.”

“She have her own sort of hand. She born that way.”

Ganesh told her about Leela’s foot.

She twisted her mouth. “It sound good. But a man like you should
be doing something else. Bookwork, man.”

“I going to do that too.” And then it came out again. “I thinking of
writing some books.”

“Good thing. It have money in books, you know. | suppose the man
who write the Macdonald Farmer’s Almanac just peeling money. Why you
don’t try your hand at something like the Napoleon Book of Fate? 1 just feel
you could do that sort of thing good.”

“People go want to buy that sort of book?”
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“Is exactly what Trinidad want, boy. Take all the Indians in the
towns. They ain’t have any pundit or anything near them, you know.
How they go know what to do and what not to do, when and not when?
They just have to guess.”

Ganesh was thoughtful. “Yes, is that self I go do. A little bit of
massaging and a little bit of writing.”

“I know a boy who could make anything you write sell as hot cakes
all over Trinidad. Let we say, you selling the book at two shillings, forty
eight cents. You give the boy six cents a book. Let we say now, you
print four five thousand——"

“It make about two thousand dollars, but—wait, man! [ ain’t even
write the book yet.”

“I know you, boy. Once you put your mind to it, you go write nice
nice books.”

She belched.

As soon as Leela had come to live with Ganesh and the last guest
had left the village, Ramlogan declared war on Ganesh and that very eve-
ning ran through Fourways crying out, chanting, his declaration. “See how
he rob me. Me with my wife dead, me now without children, me a poor
widow. See how he forget everything I do for him. He forget all that |
give him, he forget how I help burn his father, he forget all the help |
give him. See how he rob me. See how he shame me. Watch me here
now, so help me God, if I don’t here and now do for the son of a bitch.”

Ganesh ordered Leela to bolt the doors and windows and put out the
lights. He took one of his father’s old walking-sticks and remained in the
middle of the front room.

Leela began to cry. “The man is my own father and here you is
taking up big big stick to beat him.”

Ganesh heard Ramlogan shouting from the road, “Ganesh, you damn
little piss-in-tail boy, you want property, eh? You know the only place
you could take my property? You going to take it away on your chest,
six foot of it.”

Ganesh said, “Leela, in the bedroom it have a little copy-book. Go
bring it. And it have a pencil in the table drawer. Bring that t0o0.”

She brought the book and pencil and Ganesh wrote, Carry away his
property on my chest. Below he wrote the date. He had no particular reason
for doing this except that he was afraid and felt he had to do something.
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Leela cried. “You working magic on my own father!”

Ganesh said, “Leela, why you getting fraid” We not staying in this
place long. In a few days we moving to Fuente Grove. Nothing to fraid.”

Leela continued to cry and Ganesh loosened his leather belt and beat
her.

She cried out, “Oh God! Oh God! He go kill me today self!”

[t was their first beating, a formal affair done without anger on
Ganesh’s part or resentment on Leela’s; and although it formed no part
of the marriage ceremony itself, it meant much to both of them. It meant
that they had grown up and become independent. Ganesh had become
a man; Leela a wife as privileged as any other big woman. Now she
too would have tales to tell of her husband’s beatings; and when she
went home she would be able to look sad and sullen as every woman
should.

The moment was precious.

Leela cried for a bit and said, “Man, I really getting worried about
Pa.”

This was another first: she had called him “man.” There could be no
doubt about it now: they were adults. Three days before Ganesh was
hardly better than a boy, anxious and diffident. Now he had suddenly lost
these qualities and he thought, “My father was right. I shoulda get mar-
ried long before now.”

Leela said, “Man, I getting really worried about Pa. Tonight he not
going to do you anything. He just go shout a lot and go away, but he
won’t forget you. | see him horsewhip a man in Penal really bad one
time.”

They heard Ramlogan shouting from the road, “Ganesh, this is the
last time I warning you.”

Leela said, “Man, you must do something to make Pa feel nice. Other-
wise | don’t know.”

Ramlogan’s shout sounded hoarse now. “Ganesh, tonight self I sharp-
ening up a cutlass for you. I make up my mind to send you to hospital
and go to jail for you. Look out, I warning you.”

And then, as Leela had said, Ramlogan went away.

The next morning, after Ganesh had done his puja and eaten the first
meal that Leela had cooked for him, he said, “Leela, you got any pictures
of your father?”

She was sitting at the kitchen table, cleaning rice for the midday meal.
“Why you want it for?” she asked with alarm.
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“You forgetting yourself, girl. Somebody make you a policeman now
to ask me question? Is a old picture?”

Leela wept over the rice. “Not so old, man. Two three years now Pa
did go to San Fernando and Chong take out a photo of Pa by hisself and
another one with Pa and Soomintra and me. Just before Soomintra did
get married. They was pretty photos. Paintings behind and plants in
front.”

“I just want a picture of your father. What I don’t want is your tears.”

He followed her to the bedroom, and while he put on his town
clothes—khaki trousers, blue shirt, brown hat, brown shoes—Leela
pulled out her suitcase, an Anchor Cigarettes coupons-gift, from under
the bed and looked for the photograph.

“Gimme,” he said, when she had found it, and snatched it away.
“This go settle your father.”

She ran after him to the steps. “Where you going, man?”

“Leela, you know, for a girl who ain’t married three days yet you
too damn fast.”

He had to pass Ramlogan’s shop. He took care to swing his father’s
walking-stick, and behaved as though the shop didn’t exist.

And sure enough, he heard Ramlogan calling out, “Ganesh, you play-
ing man this morning, eh? Swinging walking-stick as if you is some
master-stickman. But, boy, when I get after you you not going to run
fast enough.”

Ganesh walked past without a word.

Leela confessed later that she had gone to the shop that morning to
warn Ramlogan. She found him mounted on his stool and miserable.

“Pa, I have something to tell you.”

“I have nothing to do with you or your husband. I only want you to
take a message to him. Tell him for me that Ramlogan say the only way
he going to get my property is to take it away on his chest.”

“He write that down last night in a copy-book. And then, Pa, this
morning he ask me for a photo of you and he have it now.”

Ramlogan slid, practically fell, off his stool. “Oh God! Oh God! I
didn’t know he was that sort of man. He look so quiet.” He stamped up
and down behind the counter. “Oh God! What I do to your husband to
make him prosecute me in this way? What he going to do with the
picture?”
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Leela was sobbing.

Ramlogan looked at the glass case on the counter. “All that I do for
him. Leela, I didn’t want any glass case in my shop.”

“No, Pa, you didn’t want any glass case in the shop.”

“Is for he I get the glass case. Oh God! Leela, is only one thing he
going to do with the picture. Work magic and obeah, Leela.”

In his agitation Ramlogan was clutching at his hair, slapping his chest
and belly, and beating on the counter. “And then he go want more prop-
erty.” Ramlogan’s voice palpitated with true anguish.

Leela shrieked. “What you going to do to my husband, Pa? Is only
three days now I married him.”

“Soomintra, poor little Soomintra, she did tell me when we was going
to take out the photos, ‘Pa, I don’t think we should take out any photos.’
God, oh God! Leela, why I didn’t listen to poor little Soomintra?”

Ramlogan passed a grubby hand over the brown-paper patch on the
glass case, and shook away his tears.

“And last night, Pa, he beat me.”

“Come, Leela, come, daughter.” He leaned over the counter and put
his hands on her shoulder. “Is your fate, Leela. Is my fate too. We can’t
fight it, Leela.”

“Pa,” Leela wailed, “what you going to do to him? He is my husband,
you know.”

Ramlogan withdrew his hands and wiped his eyes. He beat on the
counter until the glass case rattled. “That is what they call education these
days. They teaching a new subject. Pickpocketing.”

Leela gave another shriek. “The man is my husband, Pa.”

When, later that afternoon, Ganesh came back to Fourways, he was
surprised to hear Ramlogan shouting, “Oh, sahib! Sahib! What happen
that you passing without saying anything? People go think we vex.”

Ganesh saw Ramlogan smiling broadly behind the counter. “What
you want me to say when you have a sharpen cutlass underneath the
counter, eh?”

“Cutlass? Sharpen cutlass? You making joke, sahib. Come in, man,
sahib, and sit down. Yes, sit down, and let we have a chat. Eh, but is just
like old times, eh, sahib?”

“Things change now.”

“Ah, sahib. Don’t say you vex with me.”
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“I ain’t vex with you.”

“Is for stupid illiterate people like me to get vex. And when illiterate
people get vex they does start thinking about working magic against
people and all that sort of thing. Educated people don’t do that sort of
thing.”

“You go be surprised.”

Ramlogan tried to draw Ganesh’s attention to the glass case. “Is a
nice modern thing, aint so, sahib? Nice, pretty, little modern thing.” A
drowsy fly was buzzing on the outside, anxious to join its fellows inside.
Ramlogan brought down his hand quickly on the glass and killed the fly.
He threw it out of the side window and wiped his hands on his trousers.
“These flies is a botheration, sahib. What is a good way of getting rid of
these botherations, sahib?”

“I ain’t know anything about flies, man.”

Ramlogan smiled and tried again. “How you like being a married
man, sahib?”

“These modern girls is hell self. They does keep forgetting their
place.”

“Sahib, I have to hand it to you. Only three days you married and
you find that out already. Is the valua education. You want some salmon,
sahib? Is just as good as any salmon in San Fernando.”

“Don’t like San Fernando people.”

“How business there for you, sahib?”

“Tomorrow, please God, we go see what happen.”

“Oh God! Sahib, I didn’t mean anything bad last night. Was only a
little drunk I was, sahib. A old man like me can’t hold his liquor, sahib.
I don’t mind how much you want from me. [ is a good good Hindu,
sahib. Take away everything from me and it don’t make no difference,
once you leave me with my cha’acter.”

“You is a damn funny sort of man, you know.”

Ramlogan slapped at another fly and missed. “What go happen to-
morrow, sahib?”

Ganesh rose from the bench and dusted the seat of his trousers. “Oh,
tomorrow is one big secret.”

Ramlogan rubbed his hands along the edge of the counter.

“Why you crying?”

“Oh, sahib, I is a poor man. You must feel sorry for me.”

“Leela go be all right with me. You mustn’ cry for she.”
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He found Leela in the kitchen squatting before the low chulha fire,
stirring boiling rice in a blue enamel pot.

“Leela, I have a good mind to take off my belt and give you a good
dose of blows before I even wash my hand or do anything else.”

She adjusted the veil over her head before turning to him. “What
happen now, man?”

“Girl, how you let all your father bad blood run in your veins, eh?
How you playing you dont know what happen, when you know that
you run around telling Tom, Dick, and Harry my business?”

She faced the chulha again and stirred the pot. “Man, if we start quar-
relling now, the rice go boil too soft and you know you don’t like it like
that.”

“All right, but I go want you to answer me later on.”

After the meal she confessed and he surprised her by not beating her.

So she was emboldened to ask, “Man, what you do with Pa photo?”

“I think I settle your father. Tomorrow it wouldn’t have one man in
Trinidad who wouldn’t know about him. Look, Leela, if you start this
crying again, I go make you taste my hand again. Start packing. Tomor-
row self we moving to Fuente Grove.”

And the next morning the 7rinidad Sentinel carried this story on page
five:

BenerFacTor EnDOws CULTURAL INSTITUTE

Shri Ramlogan, merchant, of Fourways, near Debe, has donated
a considerable sum of money with the view of founding a Cultural
Institute at Fuente Grove. The aim of the proposed Institute,
which has yet to be named, will be the furthering of Hindu Culture
and Science of Thought in Trinidad.

The President of the Institute, it is learnt, will be Ganesh
Ramsumair, B.A.

And there was, in a prominent place, a photograph of a formally attired
and slimmer Ramlogan, a potted plant at his side, standing against a
background of Greek ruins.

The counter of Ramlogan’s shop was covered with copies of the 7rin-
idad Sentinel and the Port of Spain Herald. Ramlogan didn’t look up when
Ganesh came into the shop. He was gazing intently at the photograph
and trying to frown.
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“Don’t bother with the Herald,” Ganesh said. “I didn’t give them the
story.”

Ramlogan didn’t look up. He frowned more severely and said,
“Hmmh!” He turned the page over and read a brief item about the danger
of tubercular cows. “They pay you anything?”

“The man wanted me to pay.”

“Son of a bitch.”

Ganesh made an approving noise.

“So, sahib.” Ramlogan looked up at last. “Was really this you wanted
the money for?”

“Really really.”

“And you really going to write books at Fuente Grove and everything?”’

“Really going to write books.”

“Yes, man. Been reading it here, sahib. Is a great thing, and you is a
great man, sahib.”

“Since when you start reading?”’

“I learning all all the time, sahib. I does read only a little tiny little
bit. Smatterer fact, it have a hundred and one words | just can’t make
head or tail outa. Tell you what, sahib. Why you don’t read it out to me?
When you read I could just shut my eyes and listen.”

“You does behave funny afterwards. Why you just don’t look at the
photo, eh?”

“Is a nice photo, sahib.”

“You look at it. I got to go now.”

Ganesh and Leela moved to Fuente Grove that afternoon; but just
before they left Fourways a letter arrived. It contained the oil royalties
for the quarter, and the information that his oil had been exhausted and
he was to receive no more royalties.

Ramlogan’s dowry seemed providential. It was another remarkable
coincidence that gave Ganesh fresh evidence that big things were ahead
of him.

“Great things going to happen in Fuente Grove,” Ganesh told Leela.
“Really great things.”
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For more than two years Ganesh and Leela lived in Fuente Grove
and nothing big or encouraging happened.

Right from the start Fuente Grove looked unpromising. The Great
Belcher had said it was a small, out-of-the-way place. That was only half
true. Fuente Grove was practically lost. It was so small, so remote, and
so wretched, it was marked only on large maps in the office of the Gov-
ernment Surveyor; the Public Works Department treated it with con-
tempt; and no other village even thought of feuding with it. You couldn’t
really like Fuente Grove. In the dry season the earth baked, cracked, and
calcined; and in the rainy season melted into mud. Always it was hot.
Trees would have made some difference, but Ganesh’s mango tree was
the only one.

The villagers went to work in the cane-fields in the dawn darkness
to avoid the heat of day. When they returned in the middle of the morn-
ing the dew had dried on the grass; and they set to work in their vege-
table gardens as if they didn’t know that sugar-cane was the only thing
that could grow in Fuente Grove. They had few thrills. The population
was small and there were not many births, marriages or deaths to excite
them. Two or three times a year the men made a noisy excursion to a
cinema in distant, wicked San Fernando. Little happened besides. Once a
year, at the “crop-over” harvest festival, when the sugar-cane had been
reaped, Fuente Grove made a brave show of gaiety. The half-dozen bullock
carts in the village were decorated with pink and yellow and green streamers
made from crépe paper; the bullocks themselves, sad-eyed as ever, wore
bright ribbons in their horns; and men, women and children rattled the
piquets on the carts and beat on pans, singing about the bounty of God.
It was like the gaiety of a starving child.
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Every Saturday evening the men gathered in Beharry’s shop and
drank a lot of bad rum. They became sufficiently enthusiastic about their
wives to beat them that night. On Sunday they woke sick, cursing Be-
harry and his rum, continued sick all day, and rose fresh and strong early
Monday morning, ready for the week’s work.

It was only this Saturday drinking that kept Beharry’s shop going.
He himself never drank because he was a good Hindu and because, as
he told Ganesh, “it have nothing like a clear head, man.” Also, his wife
didn’t approve.

Beharry was the only person in Fuente Grove with whom Ganesh
became friendly. He was a little man, scholarly in appearance, with a neat
little belly and thin, greying hair. He alone in Fuente Grove read the
newspapers. A day-old copy of the 7rnnidad Sentine!/ came to him every
day by cyclist from Princes Town and Beharry read it from end to end,
sitting on a high stool in front of his counter. He hated being behind the
counter. “It does make me feel I is in a pen, man.”

The day after he arrived in Fuente Grove Ganesh called on Beharry
and found that he knew all about the Institute.

“Is just what Fuente Grove want,” Beharry said. “You going to write
books and thing, eh?”

Ganesh nodded and Beharry shouted, “Suruj!”

A boy of about five ran into the shop.

“Suruj, go bring the books. They under the pillow.”

“All the books, Pa?”

“AlL”

The boy brought the books and Beharry passed them one by one to
Ganesh: Napoleon’s Book of Fate, a school edition of Eothen which had lost
its covers, three issues of the Booker’s Drug Stores Almanac, the Gita and
the Ramayana.

“People can’t fool me,” Beharry said. “Tom is a country-bookie but
Tom ain’t a fool. Sury;j!”

The boy ran up again.

“Cigarette and match, Suruj.”

“But they on the counter, Pa.”

“You think I can’t see that? Hand them to me.”

The boy obeyed, then ran out of the shop.

“What you think of the books?” Beharry asked, pointing with an
unlighted cigarette.

When Beharry spoke he became rather like a mouse. He looked anx-
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ious and worked his small mouth nervously up and down as though he
were nibbling.

“Nice.”

A big woman with a tired face came into the shop. “Suruj Poopa,
you ain’t hear me calling you to eat?”

Beharry nibbled. “I was just showing the pundit the books I does
read.”

“Read!” Her tired face quickened with scorn. “Read! You want to
know how he does read?”

Ganesh didn’t know where to look.

“He does close up the shop if I don’t keep a eye on him, and he does
jump into bed with the books. | ain’t know him read one book to the end
yet, and still he ain’t happy unless he reading four five book at the same
time. It have some people it dangerous learning them how to read.”

Beharry replaced the cigarette in the box.

“This world go be a different and better place the day man start
making baby,” the woman said, sweeping out of the shop. “Life hard
enough with you one, leave alone your three worthless children.”

There was a short silence after she had gone.

“Suruj Mooma,” Behary explained.

“They is like that,” Ganesh agreed.

“But she right, you know, man. If everybody did start behaving like
me and you it would be a crazy kinda world.”

Beharry nibbled, and winked at Ganesh. “I telling you, man. This
reading is a dangerous thing.”

Suruj ran into the shop again. “She calling you, Pa.” His tone carried
his mother’s exasperation.

As Ganesh left he heard Beharry saying, “She? Is how you does call
your mother? Who is she? The cat mother?”

Ganesh heard a slap.

He went often to Beharry’s shop. He liked Beharry and he liked the
shop. Beharry made it bright with coloured advertisements for things he
didn’t stock; and it was as dry and clean as Ramlogan’s shop was greasy
and dirty.

“It beat me what you does see in this Beharry,” Leela said. “He think
he could run shop but he does only make me laugh. I must write and tell
Pa about the sort of shop it have in Fuente Grove.”

“It have one thing you must write and tell your father to do. Tell
him to go and open a stall in San Fernando market.”
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Leela cried. “You see the sort of thing Beharry putting in your head.
The man is my father.” And she cried again.

But Ganesh still went to Beharry’s.

When Beharry heard that Ganesh was going to set himself up as a
masseur he nibbled anxiously and shook his head. “Man, you choose a
hard hard thing. These days nearly everybody you bouncing up is either
massager or dentist. One of my own cousin—really Suruj Mooma cousin,
but Suruj Mooma family is like my own family—a really nice boy he is,
he too starting in this thing.”

“As another massager?”

“Wait, you go hear. Last Christmas Suruj Mooma take up the chil-
dren by their grandmooma and this boy just come up to she cool cool
and say he taking up dentistry. You could imagine how Suruj Mooma
was surprise. And the next thing we hear is that he borrow money to
buy one of them dentist machine thing and he start pulling out people
teeth, just like that. The boy killing people left and right, and still people
going. Trinidad people is like that.”

“It ain’t people teeth | want to pull out. But the boy doing all right,
eh?”

“For the time, yes. He done pay back for the machine. But Tunapuna
is a busy place, remember. Eh, I see the time coming when quack go find
it hard getting two cent to buy a bread and some cheap red butter.”

Suruj Mooma came in hot and dusty from the yard with a cocoye
broom. “I was coming with a good good mind to sweep out the shop—
eh!—and look at the first thing I hearing. Why for you must call the boy
quack? It ain’t as if he not trying.” She looked at Ganesh. “You know
what wrong with Suruj Poopa? He just jealous the boy. He can’t even
cut toenail, and a little little boy pulling out big people teeth. Is just
jealous he jealous the boy.”

Ganesh said, “You have something there, mahargjin. Is like me and
my massaging. | ain’t just rushing into it like that, you know. I learn and
stop and study a lot about it, from my own father. It ain’t quack work.”

Beharry, on the defensive, nibbled. “Wasn’t that | did mean at all. |
was just telling the pundit here that if he set hisself up as a massager in
Fuente Grove he go have it hard.”

It didn’t take Ganesh long to find out that Beharry was right. There
were too many masseurs in Trinidad, and it was useless to advertise. Leela
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told her friends, The Great Belcher told hers, Beharry promised to write
to all the people he knew; but few cared to bring their ailments to a place
as far away as Fuente Grove. The villagers themselves were very healthy.

“Man,” Leela said, “I don’t think you really make for massage.”

And the time came when he himself began to doubt his own powers.
He could cure a nara, a simple stomach dislocation, as well as any mas-
seur, and he could cure stiff joints. But he could never bring himself to
risk bigger operations.

One day a young girl with a twisted arm came to see him. She looked
happy enough but her mother was weeping and miserable. “We try every-
body and everything, pundit. Nothing happen. And every day the girl
getting older, but who go want to married she?”

She was a pretty girl, too, with lively eyes in an impassive face. She
looked only at her mother, not once at Ganesh.

“Twenty time people break over the girl hand, if they break it over
one time,” the mother continued. “But still the hand can’t set.”

He knew what his father would have done. He would have made the
girl lie down, he would have placed his foot on her elbow, levered the
arm upwards until it broke, then set it again. But all Ganesh said, after
examining the hand, was, “It have nothing wrong with the girl, maharajin.
She only have a little bad blood, that is all. And too besides, God make
she that way and is not for me to interfere in God work.”

The girl’s mother stopped sobbing and pulled her pink veil over her
head. “Is my fate,” she said, without sadness.

The girl never spoke a word.

Afterwards Leela said, “Man, you shoulda at least try to fix the hand
first, and then you coulda start talking about God work. But you don’t
care what you doing to me. It look as though you only want to drive
away people now.”

Ganesh continued to offend his patients by telling them that nothing
was wrong with them; he spoke more and more about God’s work; and,
if he was pressed, he gave out a mixture he had made from one of his
father’s prescriptions, a green fluid made mostly from shining-bush and
leaves of the neem tree.

He said, “Facts is facts, Leela. I ain’t have a hand for massage.”

There was another disappointment in his life. After a year it was clear
that Leela couldn’t have children. He lost interest in her as a wife and
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stopped beating her. Leela took it well, but he expected no less of a good
Hindu wife. She still looked after the house and in time became an effi-
cient housekeeper. She cared for the garden at the back of the house and
minded the cow. She never complained. Soon she was ruler in the house.
She could order Ganesh about and he didn’t object. She gave him advice
and he listened. He began to consult her on nearly everything. In time,
though they would never have admitted it, they had grown to love each
other. Sometimes, when he thought about it, Ganesh found it strange that
the tall hard woman with whom he lived was the saucy girl who had
once asked, “You could write too, sahib?”

And always there was Ramlogan to be mollified. The newspaper cut-
ting with his photograph hung, mounted and framed, in his shop, above
Leela’s notice concerning the provision of chairs for female shop assistants.
Already the paper was going brown at the edges. Whenever Ganesh
went, for one reason or another to Fourways, Ramlogan was sure to ask,
“How the Institute going, man?”

“Thinking about it all the time,” Ganesh would say. Or, “Is all in my
head, you know. Don’t rush me.”

Everything seemed to be going wrong and Ganesh feared that he had
misread the signs of fate. It was only later that he saw the providential
pattern of these disappointing months. “We never are what we want to
be,” he wrote, “but what we must be.”

He had failed as a masseur. Leela couldn’t have children. These
disappointments, which might have permanently broken another man,
turned Ganesh seriously, dedicatedly to books. He had always intended
to read and write, of course, but one wonders whether he would have
done so with the same assiduity if he had been a successful masseur or
the father of a large family.

“Going to write a book,” he told Leela. “Big book.”

There is a firm of American publishers called Street and Smith, versa-
tile, energetic people who had pushed their publications as far as South
Trinidad. Ganesh was deeply impressed by Street and Smith, had been
since he was a boy; and, without saying a word to Beharry or Leela, he
sat down one evening at the little table in the drawing room, turned up
the oil lamp, and wrote a letter to Street and Smith. He told them that
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he was thinking of writing books and wondered whether either of them
was interested.

The reply came within a month. Street and Smith said they were very
interested.

“You must tell Pa,” Leela said.

Beharry said, “The Americans is nice people. You must write this
book for them.”

Ganesh framed the Street and Smith letter in passe-partout and hung
it on the wall above the table where he had written his letter.

“Is only the beginning,” he told Leela.

Ramlogan came all the way from Fourways and when he gazed on
the framed letter his eyes filled with tears. “Sahib, this is something else
for the papers. Yes, man, sahib, write the books for them.”

“Is just what Beharry, Fuente Grove so-call shopkeeper, tell him,”
Leela said.

“Never mind,” Ramlogan said. “I still think he should write the
books. But I bet it make you feel proud, eh, sahib, having the Americans
begging you to write a book for them?”

“Nah,” Ganesh said quickly. “You wrong there. It don’t make me
feel proud at all at all. You know how it make me feel? It make me feel
humble, if I tell the truth. Humble humble.”

“Is the sign of a great man, sahib.”

The actual writing of the book worried Ganesh and he kept putting
it off. When Leela asked, “Man, why you ain’t writing the book the
American people begging you to write?” Ganesh replied, “Leela is talk
like that that does break up a man science of thought. You mean you
can’t see that I thinking, thinking about it all all the time?”

He never wrote the book for Street and Smith.

“I didn’t promise anything,” he said. “And don’t think I waste my
time.”

Street and Smith had made him think about the art of writing. Like
many Trinidadians Ganesh could write correct English but it embarrassed
him to talk anything but dialect except on very formal occasions. So
while, with the encouragement of Street and Smith, he perfected his prose
to a Victorian weightiness he continued to talk Trinidadian, much against
his will.

One day he said, “Leela, is high time we realise that we living in a
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British country and [ think we shouldn’t be shame to talk the people
language good.”

Leela was squatting at the kitchen chulha, coaxing a fire from dry mango
twigs. Her eyes were red and watery from the smoke. “All right, man.”

“We starting now self, girl.”

“As you say, man.”

“Good. Let me see now. Ah, yes. Leela, have you lighted the fire?
No, just gimme a chance. Is ‘lighted’ or ‘li’, girl?”

“Look, ease me up, man. The smoke going in my eye.”

“You aint paying attention, girl. You mean the smoke is going in
your eye.”

Leela coughed in the smoke. “Look, man. | have a lot more to do
than sit scratching, you hear. Go talk to Beharry.”

Beharry was enthusiastic. “Man, is a master idea, man! Is one of the
troubles with Fuente Grove that it have nobody to talk good to. When
we starting?”

“Now.”

Beharry nibbled and smiled nervously. “Nah, man, you got to give
me time to think.”

Ganesh insisted.

“All right, then,” Beharry said resignedly. “Let we go.”

“It is hot today.”

“] see what you mean. It is very hot today.”

“Look, Beharry. This go do, but it won’t pay, you hear. You got to
give a man some help, man. All right now, we going off again. You
ready? The sky is very blue and I cannot see any clouds in it. Eh, why
you laughing now?”

“Ganesh, you know you look damn funny.”

“Well, you look damn funny yourself, come to that.”

“No, what | mean is that it funny seeing you so, and hearing you
talk so.”

Rice was boiling on the chulha when Ganesh went home. “Mr. Ram-
sumair,” Leela asked, “where have you been?”

“Beharry and me was having a little chat. You know, Beharry did
look real funny trying to talk good.”

It was Leela’s turn to laugh. “I thought we was starting on this big
thing of talking good English.”

“Girl, you just cook my food good, you hear, and talk good English
only when I tell you.”
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This was the time when Ganesh felt he had to respond to every
advertiser’s request to fill in coupons for free booklets. He came across
the coupons in American magazines at Beharry’s shop; and it was a great
thrill for him to send off about a dozen coupons at once and await the
arrival, a month later, of a dozen bulging packets. The Post Office people
didn’t like it and Ganesh had to bribe them before they sent a postman
cycling down with the packets to Fuente Grove in the evenings, when it
was cool.

Beharry had to give the postman a drink.

The postman said, “The two of all you getting one set of big fame
in Princes Town. Everywhere I turn it have people asking me, ‘Who is
these two people? They come just like Americans, man.”” He looked
down at his emptied glass and rocked it on the counter. “And guess what
I does do when they ask me?”

It was his manner of asking for a second drink.

“What | does do?” He downed his second glass of rum at a gulp,
made a wry face, asked for water, got it, wiped his mouth with the back
of his hand, and said, “Man, I does tell them straight off who you is!”

Both Beharry and Ganesh were excited by the booklets and handled
them with sensuous reverence. “That America, boy, is the place to live
in,” Beharry said. “They does think nothing of giving away books like
this.”

Ganesh shrugged a knowing shoulder. “Is nothing at all for them,
you know. Before you twist and turn three times—bam!—a book done
print.”

“Ganesh, you is a man with a college education. How much book
they does print every year in America, you think?”

“About four five hundred so.”

“You crazy, man. [s more about a million. So I read somewhere the
other day.”

“Why you ask me then?”

Beharry nibbled. “Just to make sure.”

Then they had a long discussion whether one man could ever get to
know everything about the world.

Beharry annoyed Ganesh one day by showing a folder. He said casu-
ally, “Look what these people in England send me.”

Ganesh frowned.
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Beharry sensed trouble. “Didn’t ask for it, you know. You mustn’t
think I setting up in competition with you. They just send it, just like
that.”

The folder was too beautiful for Ganesh’s annoyance to last.

“I don’t suppose they go just send it to me like that, though.”

“Take it, man,” Beharry said.

“Yes, take it before I burn it up.” The voice of Suruj Mooma, inside.
“I don’t want any more rubbish in my house.”

It was a folder from the Everyman Library.

Ganesh said, “Nine hundred and thirty book at two shilling a book.
Altogether that make——"

“Four hundred and sixty dollars.”

“Is a lot of money.”

Beharry said, “Is a lot of book.”

“If a man read all those book, it go have nobody at all to touch him
in the line of education. Not even the Governor.”

“You know, is something I was talking about to Suruj Mooma about
only the other day. I don’t think Governor and them is really educated
people.”

“How you mean, man?”

“If they was really educated they wouldn’t want to leave England
where they printing books night and day and come to a place like
Trinidad.”

Ganesh said, “Nine hundred and thirty book. Every book about one
inch thick, I suppose.”

“Make about seventy-seven feet.”

“So with shelf on two walls you could find room for all.”

“I prefer big books myself.”

The walls of Ganesh’s drawing-room were subject to a good deal of
scrutiny that evening.

“Leela, you got a ruler?”

She brought it.

“You thinking of alterations, man?”

“Thinking of buying some book.”

“How much, man?”

“Nine hundred and thirty.”

“Nine hundred!” She began to cry.

“Nine hundred and thirty.”
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“You see the sort of idea Beharry putting in your head. You just
want to make me a pauper. It ain’t enough for you to rob my own father.
Why you don’t send me straight off to the Poor House?”

So Ganesh didn’t buy all the Everyman Library. He bought only three
hundred volumes and the Post Office delivered them in a van late one
afternoon. It was one of the biggest things that had happened to Fuente
Grove, and even Leela was impressed, though reluctantly. Suruj Mooma
alone remained indifferent. The books were still being taken into
Ganesh’s house when she told Beharry loudly, so that everybody could
hear, “Now, you don’t start copying anybody and making a fool of your-
self, you hear. Leela could go to the Poor House. Not me.”

But Ganesh’s reputation, lowered by his incompetence as a masseur,
rose in the village; and presently peasants, crumpling their grimy felt hats
in their hands, came to ask him to write letters for them to the Governor,
or to read letters which the Government, curiously, had sent them.

For Ganesh it was only the beginning. It took him about six months
to read what he wanted of the Everyman books; after that he thought of
buying more. He made regular trips to San Fernando and bought books,
big ones, on philosophy and history.

“You know, Beharry, sometimes I does stop and think. What those
Everyman people did think when they was parcelling up those books for
me? You think they did ever guess that it had a man like me in Trinidad?”

“I ain’t know about that but, Ganesh, you beginning to get me vex
now. You always forgetting nearly all what you read. You can’t even
end what you was beginning to remember sometimes.”

“What to do, then?”

“Look, I have a copy-book here. I can’t sell it because the cover get
oily—is that boy Suruj playing the fool with the candles—and I go give
you this copy-book. When you reading a book, make notes here of the
things you think is important.”

Ganesh had never liked copy-books, since his school days; but the
idea of note-books interested him. So he made another trip to San Fer-
nando and explored the stationery department of one of the big stores in
the High Street. It was a revelation. He had never before realised that
paper could be so beautiful, that there were so many kinds of paper, so
many colours, so many glorious smells. He stood still, marvelling and
reverent, until he heard a woman’s voice.

“Mister.”
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He turned to see a fat woman, traces of white powder on her black
face, wearing a dress of a most splendidly floriferous design.

“Mister. How you selling the”—she fished out a piece of paper from
her purse and read from it—“Nelson /ntroductory reading-book?”

“Me?” Ganesh said in surprise. “I ain’t a seller here.”

She began to laugh all over the place. “Kee! Kee! Kyah! | did take
you for the clurkist!”

And she went in search of the clerk, laughing and shaking and bend-
ing forward to hide her laughter.

Left alone, Ganesh began taking surreptitious sniffs at the paper, and,
closing his eyes, passed his hands over many papers, the better to savour
their texture.

“What you think you feeling?”

It was a boy, wearing a white shirt, a tie, unmistakable badge of
authority, and blue serge shorts.

“What you think you feeling? Yam or cassava in the market?”

Ganesh in a panic bought a ream of light-blue paper.

Now, with the desire to write on his paper strong within him, he
decided to have another look at Basdeo’s printing shop. He went to the
narrow, sloping street and was surprised to find that the building he knew
had been replaced by a new one, all glass and concrete. There was a
new sign: ELITE ELECTRIC PRINTERY; and a slogan: When Better Printing
is Printed We Will Print It. He heard the clatter of machinery and pressed
his face against a glass window to look in. A man was sitting at a machine
that looked like a huge typewriter. It was Basdeo, long-trousered, mous-
tached, adult. There could be no doubt that he had risen in the world.

“Got to write my book,” Ganesh said aloud. “Got to.”

There were diversions, however. Presently he developed a passion
for making note-books. When Leela complained he said, “Just making
them now and putting them away. You never know when they go be
useful.” And he became a connoisseur of paper-smells. He told Beharry,
“You know, I could just smell a book and tell you how old it is.” He
always held that the book with the best smell was the Harrap’s French
and English dictionary, a book he had bought, as he told Beharry, simply
for the sake of its smell. But paper-smelling was only part of his new
passion; and when he bribed a policeman at Princes Town to steal a
stapling-machine from the Court House, his joy was complete.

In the beginning, filling the note-books was frankly a problem. At
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this time Ganesh was reading four, sometimes five, books a week; and
as he read he scored a line, a sentence, or even an entire paragraph, in
preparation for his Sunday. This had become for him a day of ritual and
perfect joy. He got up early, bathed, did his puja, ate; then, while it was
still cool, he went to Beharry’s. He and Beharry read the newspaper and
talked, until Suruj Mooma pushed an angry head through the shop door
and said, “Suruj Poopa, your mouth always open. If it ain’t eating, is
talking. Well, talk done now. Is time to eat.”

Ganesh would take the hint and leave.

The least pleasant part of Sunday was that walk back to his own
house. The sun was wicked and the lumps of crude asphalt on the road
were soft and hot underfoot. Ganesh played with the idea of covering all
Trinidad with a huge canvas canopy to keep out the sun and to collect
the water when it rained. This thought occupied him until he got home.
Then he ate, bathed again, put on his good Hindu clothes, dhoti, vest,
and koortah, and attended to his note-books.

He brought out the whole pile from a drawer in the bedroom bureau
and copied out the passages he had marked during the week. He had
evolved a system of note-taking. It had appeared simple enough in the
beginning—white paper for notes on Hinduism, light blue for religion in
general, grey for history, and so on—but as time went on the system
became hard to maintain and he had allowed it to lapse.

He never used any note-book to the end. In each he began with the
best of intentions, writing in a fine, sloping hand, but by the time he had
reached the third or fifth page he lost interest in the note-book, the
handwriting became a hasty, tired squiggle, and the note-book was aban-
doned.

Leela complained about the waste. “You go make we all paupers.
Just as Beharry making Suruj Mooma a pauper.”

“Girl, what you know about these things? Is not a shop-sign I copy-
ing out here, you know. Is copying right enough, but it have a lot of
thinking I doing at the same time.”

“I getting too tired hearing you talking, talking. You say you come
here to write your precious books. You say you come here to massage
people. How much people you massage? How much book you write?
How much money you make?”

The questions were rhetorical and all Ganesh could say was: “You
see! You getting to be just like your father, talking like a lawyer.”

Then, in the course of a week’s reading, he came upon the perfect
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reply. He made a note of it there and then, and the next time Leela
complained he said, “Look, shut up and listen.”

He hunted about among his books and note-books until he got a pea-
green note-book marked Literature.

“Just let me sit down, man, before you start reading.”

“And when you listen don’t fall asleep. Is one of your nasty habits,
you know, Leela.”

“Can’t help it, man. The moment you start reading to me you does
make me feel sleepy. | know some people does feel sleepy the moment
they see a bed.”

“They is people with clean mind. But listen, girl. 4 man may wm over
half a library to make one book. It ain’t me who make that up, you know.”

“How I know you ain’t fooling me, just as how you did fool Pa?”

“But why for I go want to fool you, girl?”

“I ain’t the stupid little girl you did married, you know.”

And when he brought the book and revealed the quotation on the
printed page, Leela fell silent in pure wonder. For however much she
complained and however much she reviled him, she never ceased to mar-
vel at this husband of hers who read pages of print, chapters of print,
why, whole big books; this husband who, awake in bed at nights, spoke,
as though it were nothing, of one day writing a book of his own and
having it printed!

But it was hard for her when she went to her father’s, as she did on
most of the more important holidays. Ramlogan had long ago come to
regard Ganesh as a total loss and a crook besides. And then there was
Soomintra to be faced. Soomintra had married a hardware merchant in
San Fernando and she was rich. More than that, she looked rich. She was
having child after child, and growing plump, matronly, and important.
She had a son whom she had called Jawaharlal, after the Indian leader;
and her daughter was called Sarojini, after the Indian poetess.

“The third one, the one coming, if he is a boy, I go call him Motilal;
if she is a girl I go call she Kamala.”

Admiration for the Nehru family couldn’t go much further.

More and more Soomintra and her children looked out of place in
Fourways. Ramlogan himself grew dingier and the shop grew dingier
with him. Left alone, he seemed to have lost interest in housekeeping.
The oilcloth on the table in the back room was worn, crinkled and cut
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about; the flour sack hammock had become brown, the Chinese calendars
fly-blown. Soomintra’s children wore clothes of increasing cost and fussi-
ness, and they made more noise; but when they were about Ramlogan
had time for no one else. He petted them and pampered them, but they
soon made it clear that they considered his attempts at pampering ele-
mentary. They wanted more than a sugar-coated sweet from one of
the jars in the shop. So Ramlogan gave them lollipops. Soomintra got
plumper and looked richer, and it was a strain for Leela not to pay too
much attention when Soomintra crooked her right arm and jangled her
gold bracelets or when, with the licence of wealth, she complained she
was tired and needed a holiday.

“The third one come,” Soomintra said at Christmas. “I wanted to
write and tell you, but you know how it hard.”

“Yes, I know how it hard.”

“Was a girl, and | call she Kamala, like I did say. Eh, girl, but |
forgetting. How your husband? I ain’t see any of the books he writing.
But then, you see, I isn’t a big reader.”

“He ain’t finish the book yet.”

“Oh.”

“Is a big big book.”

Soomintra jangled her gold bracelets and at the same time coughed,
hawked, but didn’ spit—another mannerism of wealth, Leela recognised.
“Jawaharlal father start reading the other day too. He always say that if
he had the time he would do some writing, but with all the coming and
going in the shop he ain’t really have the time, poor man. I don’t suppose
Ganesh so busy, eh?”

“You go be surprise how much people does come for massage. If
you hear anybody wanting a massage you must tell them about him.
Fuente Grove not so hard to reach, you know.”

“Child, you know I go do anything at all to help you out. But you
go be surprise the number of people it have these days who going around
calling theyself massagers. Is people like that who taking away the work
from really good people like Ganesh. But the rest of these little boys who
taking up massaging, 1 feel they is only a pack of good-for-nothing
idlers.”

Kamala, in the bedroom, began to cry; and little Jawaharlal, wearing
a brand-new sailor suit, came and lisped, “Ma, Kamala wet sheself.”

“Children!” Soomintra exclaimed, thumping out of the room. “Leela
girl, you ain’t know how lucky you is, not having any.”
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Ramlogan came in from the shop with Sarojini on his hip. She was
partly sucking a lemon lollipop, partly investigating its stickiness with
her fingers.

“I been listening,” Ramlogan said. “Soomintra don’t mean anything
bad. She just feeling a little rich and she got to show off a little.”

“But he going to write the book, Pa. He tell me so heself. He reading
and writing all the time. One day he go show all of all you.”

“Yes, I know he going to write the book.” Sarojini was dragging the
lollipop over Leela’s uncovered head, and Ramlogan was making unsuc-
cessful efforts to stop her. “But stop crying. Soomintra coming back.”

“Ah, Leela! Sarojini take a liking to you. First person she take a liking
to, just like that. Ah, you mischeevyus little girl, why for you playing
with your auntie hair like that?”

Ramlogan surrendered Sarojini.

“Lookish prettish girlish,” Soomintra said, “wif prettish namish. We
having a famous family, you know, Leela. This little girl name after a
woman who does write nice nice poetry and again it have your husband
writing a big big book.”

Ramlogan said, “No, when you think about it, I think we is a good
family. Once we keep cha’acter and sensa values, is all right. Look at me.
Supposing people stop liking me and stop coming to my shop. That harm
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me? That change my
“All right, Pa, but take it easy,” Soomintra interrupted. “You go wake
up Kamala again if you walk up and down like that and talk so loud.”
“But still, man, the truth is the truth. It does make a man feel good
to have all his family around him, and seeing them happy. | say that
every family must have a radical in it, and I proud that we have Ganesh.”

“So is that what Soomintra saying, eh?” Ganesh was trying to be
calm. “What else you expect? Money is all she and she father does think
about. She don’t care about books and things. Is people like that did laugh
at Mr. Stewart, you know. And they call theyself Hindus! Now, if I was
in India, I woulda have people coming from all over the place, some
bringing me food, some bringing me clothes. But in Trinidad—bah!”

“But, man, we got to think about money now. The time coming when
we won’t have a cent remaining.”

“Look, Leela. Look at this thing in a practical way. You want food?
You have a little garden in the back. You want milk? You have a cow.
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You want shelter? You have a house. What more you want? Chut! You
making me talk like your father now.”

“Is all right for you. You ain’t have no sisters to face and hear them
laughing at you.”

“Leela, is the thing everybody who want to write have to face. Pov-
erty and sickness is what every writer have to suffer.”

“But you ain’t writing, man.”

Ganesh didn’t reply.

He kept on reading. He kept on making notes. He kept on making
note-books. And he began to acquire some sensitivity to type-faces. Al-
though he owned nearly every Penguin that had been issued he disliked
them as books because they were mostly printed in Times, and he told
Beharry that it looked cheap, “like a paper.” The works of Mr. Aldous
Huxley he could read only in Fournier; in fact, he had come to regard
that type as the exclusive property of Mr. Huxley.

“But is just the sort of type | want my book to be in,” he told Beharry
one Sunday.

“You think they have that sort of type in Trinidad. All they have
here is one sort of mash-up type, ugly as hell.”

“But this boy, this man | was telling you about, Basdeo, he have a
new printing machine. It like a big typewriter.”

“Line of type.” Beharry passed his hand over his head and nibbled.
“It does just show you how backward this Trinidad is. When you look
at those American magazines, you don’t wish people in Trinidad could
print like that?”

Ganesh couldn’t say anything because just then Suruj Mooma put her
head through the door and gave Ganesh his hint to leave.

He found his food neatly laid out for him in the kitchen, as usual.
There was a brass jar of water and a little plate of fresh coconut ch:tney.
When he was finished he lifted up the brass plate to lick it and found a
short note below it, written on one of his best sheets of light-blue paper:

[, cannot; live: here. and, put; up: with. the, insult; of- my. Family!
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He didn’t feel it at all, at first.

Then he got up on a sudden and kicked the brass jar over, spilling
water all over the floor. He watched the jar circling until it stopped on its
side.

“Let she go!” he said aloud. “Lesshego!”

He spent some time walking up and down. “Going to show she. Not
going to write at all. Not going to write a single line.”

He gave the jar another kick and was surprised to see a little more
water spill. “Let she feel sorry and shame. Let she go. Saying she coming
here to live with me and then she can’t even have a thing like a baby, a
small tiny little thing like a baby! Let she shame! Lesshego!”

He went to the drawing room and began pacing there, among his
books. He stopped and gazed at the wall. Instantly he began working out
whether he could really have fitted in seventy-seven feet of book-shelves
on it. “Just like she father. No respect for books. Only money, money,
money.”

He went back to the kitchen, picked up the jar and mopped up the
floor. Then he bathed, singing devotional songs with a certain fierceness.
From time to time he stopped singing and cursed and sometimes he
shouted, “Going to show she. Not going to write a single line.”

He dressed and went to see Beharry.

“The Governor say the truth, man,” Beharry said, when he had heard.
“The trouble with we Indians is that we educate the boys and leave the
girls to fend for theyself. So now it have you more educated than Leela
and me more educated than Suruj Mooma. That is the real trouble.”

Suruj Mooma made a sudden irruption into the shop and as soon as
she saw Ganesh she began crying, hiding her face in her veil. She tried
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to embrace him across the counter, failed; and, still crying, ducked under
the counter and passed over to where Ganesh was standing. “Don’t tell
me,” she sobbed, and flung an arm over his shoulder. “Don’t tell me a
single word. I know it already. I myself didn’t think she was serious or I
woulda try to stop she. But we have to fight things like that. Ganesh,
you must be brave. Is what life is.”

She edged Beharry off the shop-stool, sat on it, and cried by herself,
wiping her eyes with the corner of her veil. Beharry and Ganesh watched
her.

“l would never leave Suruj Poopa,” she said. “Never. | ain’t educated
enough.”

Suruj appeared at the door. “I hear you calling me, Ma?”

“No, son. I ain’t calling you, but come.”

Suruj did as he was told and his mother pressed his head against her
knees. “You think I go ever want to leave Suruj and he Poopa?” She
gave a short scream. “Never!”

Suruj said, “I could go now, Ma?”

“Yes, son, you could go now.”

When Suruj had gone she became a little calmer. “That is the trouble,
giving girls education these days. Leela spend too much of she time
reading and writing and not looking after she husband properly. 1 did
talk to she about it, mark you.”

Beharry, rubbing his belly and looking down thoughtfully at the floor,
said, “The way I look at it is this. These young girls not like we, you
know, Ganesh. These young girls today think that getting married is
some sort of game. Something like rounders. Running away and running
back. Is a lot of fun for them. They want you to go and beg them ?

“You never had to beg me once, Suruj Poopa.” Suruj Mooma burst

into fresh tears. “I never once leave you. Is the sort of woman I is. I go
never leave my husband. I ain’t educated enough.”

Beharry put his arm around his wife’s waist and looked at Ganesh, a
little ashamed of having to be so openly affectionate. “You mustn’t mind,
man. Not to mind. You ain’t educated, is true. But you full of sense.”

Crying and wiping her eyes and crying again, Suruj Mooma said,
“Nobody bother to educate me, you know. They take me out of school
when | was in Third Standard. I always come first in my class. You know
Purshottam, the barrister in Chaguanas?”

Ganesh shook his head.

“Me and Purshottam was in the Third Standard together. I always
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come first in my class but still they take me out of school to make me
married. | ain’t educated, man, but I would never leave you.”

Ganesh said, “Don’t cry, maharasin. You is a good woman.”

She cried a bit more; and then stopped abruptly. “Don’t mind,
Ganesh. These girls these days does behave as if marrying is something
like rounders. They run away but all the time they run away only to
come back. But what you going to do now, Ganesh? Who go cook for
you and keep your house clean?”

Ganesh gave a brave little laugh. “Somehow I never get worried by
these things. I always believe, and Suruj Poopa could tell you this, that
everything happen for the best.”

Beharry, his right hand under his vest now, nodded and nibbled. “Ev-
erything have a reason.”

“Is my philosophy,” Ganesh said, throwing up his arms in an expan-
sive manner. “I ain’t worried.”

“Well,” Suruj Mooma said, “eat philosophy at your house and come
and eat food here.”

Beharry went on with his own thoughts. “A wife does keep a man
back—a man like Ganesh, I mean. Now that Leela gone he could really
start writing the book. Eh, Ganesh?”

“Not writing no book. Not. . . going... to... write...any...book.”
He began to stride up and down the short shop. “Not even if she come
back and beg me.”

Suruj Mooma looked incredulous. “You not going to write the
book?”

“No.” And he kicked at something on the floor.

Beharry said, “You ain’t serious, Ganesh.”

“I ain’t laughing.”

Suruj Mooma said, “You musn’t mind what he saying. He just want
we to beg him a little bit.”

“Look, Ganesh,” Beharry said. “What you want is a time-table. And
look, eh, I ain’t begging you. I ain’t go have you playing the fool and
throwing away your abilities. I making a time-table for you right now
and if you don’ follow it, it going to have big trouble between the two
of we. Think, your own book.”

“With your picture in front and your name in big big letters,” Suruj
Mooma added.

“And getting it print on that big typewriter machine you tell me
about.”
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Ganesh stopped pacing.
Suruj Mooma said, “Is all right now. He go write the book.”

“You know my note-books,” Ganesh said to Beharry. “Well, I was
thinking if it wouldn’t be a good idea to start off with that. You know,
printing a set of things about religion, from different authors, and explain-
ing what they say.”

“Antheology,” Beharry said, nibbling.

“Right. A antology. What you think?”

“I thinking.” Beharry passed his hand over his head.

“It go learn people a lot,” Ganesh encouraged.

“Is just what | was thinking. It go learn people a lot. But you think
people want to learn®”

“They ain’t want to learn?”

“Look, Ganesh. You must always remember the sort of people it have
in Trinidad. Every- and anybody not educated up to your standard. Is
your job and is my job to bring the people up, but we can’t rush them.
Start small and later on fling out your antology at them. Is a good idea,
mark you. But leave it for now.”

“Something simple and easy first, eh?”

Beharry placed his hands on his thighs. “Yes. The people here just
like children, you know, and you got to teach them like children.”

“A primer like?”

Beharry slapped his thighs and nibbled furiously. “Yes, man. That
self.”

“Leave it to me, Beharry. | go give them this book, and I go make
Trinidad hold it head and bawl.”

“That is the way Suruj Mooma and me like to hear you talk.”

And he did write the book. He worked hard at it for more than five
weeks, sticking to the time-table Beharry had drawn up for him. He rose
at five, milked the cow in the semidarkness and cleaned out the cow-pen;
bathed, did his pyja, cooked and ate; took the cow and calf out to a rusty
little field; then, at nine, he was ready to work on the book. From time
to time during the day he had to take salted water to the cow and calf.
He had never had to mind a cow before and it came as a surprise to him
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that an animal which looked so patient, trusting and kindly required so
much cleaning and attention. Beharry and Suruj Mooma helped with the
cow, and Beharry helped with the book at every stage.

He said, “Beharry, I going to dedicate this book to you.”

And he did that too. He worked on the dedication even before the
book was completed. “Is the hardest part of the whole book,” he said
jocularly, but the result pleased even Suruj Mooma: For Beharry, who asked
why.

“It sound like po’try,” she said.

“It sound like a rea/ book,” Beharry said.

Finally the day came when Ganesh took his manuscript to San Fer-
nando. He stood on the pavement outside the Elite Electric Printery and
looked in at the machinery. He was a little shy at entering and at the
same time anxious to prolong the thrill he felt that soon that magnificent
and complicated machine and the grown man who operated it were to be
dedicated to the words he had written.

When he went inside he saw a man he didn’t know at the machine.
Basdeo was at a desk in a wire-cage full of pink and yellow slips on
spikes.

Basdeo came out of the cage. “I remember the face.”

“You did print my wedding invitation long time now.”

“Ah, that is a thing for you. So much wedding invitation | printing
and you know I never get one invite. What you have for me today?
Magazine? Everybody in Trinidad bringing out magazine these days.”

“Book.”

Ganesh was alarmed at the casual way in which Basdeo, whistling
through his teeth, flipped his grubby fingers through the manuscript.

“You does write on nice paper, you know. But is only a booklet you
have here, man. Come to that, it more like a pamphlet than a booklet.”

“It don’ take much to see that it ain’t a big book. And it don’t take
much to know too that we all have to start small. Like you. Remember
the old machine you did have. Now, look at all this here.”

Basdeo didn’t reply. He went to his cage and came out again with a
cinema handbill and a stumpy red pencil. He became serious, the busi-
nessman and, bending over a blackened table, started to write down fig-
ures on the back of the handbill, pausing every now and then to blow
away invisible dust from the sheet or to brush it with his right little
finger. “Look, how much you know about this thing?”
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“Printing?”

Basdeo, still bending over the table, nodded, blew away some more
dust, and scratched his head with the pencil.

Ganesh smiled. “I study it a little bit.”

“What point you want it to be in?”

Ganesh didn’t know what to say.

“Eight, ten, eleven, twelve, or what?” Basdeo sounded impatient.

Ganesh was thinking rapidly about the cost. He said firmly, “Eight
go do me.”

Basdeo shook his head and hummed. “You want any leading?”

He was like a Port of Spain barber boosting a shampoo. Ganesh said,
“No. No leading.”

Basdeo looked dismayed. “For a book this size and in this print? You
sure you don’t want leading?”

“Sure sure. But, look, before we go any further just show me the type
you going to print the book in.”

It was Times. Ganesh groaned.

“Is the best we have.”

“Well, all right,” Ganesh said, without enthusiasm. “Another thing. |
want my picture in the front.”

“We don’t make blocks here, but I could fix that up. Extra twelve
dollars.”

“For one little little picture?”

“A dollar a square inch.”

“Is expensive, man.”

“You expect other people to pay for your picture? Well, that settle.
Altogether—but wait, how much copies you want?”

“A thousand in the beginning. But I don’t want you to break up the
type. You never know what could happen.”

Basdeo didn’t look impressed. “Thousand copies,” he mumbled ab-
stractedly, working away at his calculations on the back of the handbill.
“Hundred and twenty-five dollars.” And he flung down his pencil on the
table.

So the process began, the thrilling, tedious, discouraging, exhilarating
process of making a book. Ganesh worked with Beharry on the proofs,
and they both marvelled at the way the words looked so different in print.

“They look so powerful,” Beharry said.

Suruj Mooma could never get over it.

At last the book was completed and it was Ganesh’s joy to bring
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home the thousand copies in a taxi. Before he left San Fernando he told
Basdeo, “Remember now, keep the type set up. You never know how
fast the book go sell, and I don’t want Trinidad bawling for the book
when | ain’t have any left.”

“Sure,” Basdeo said. “Sure. They want ’em, you want ’em, | print
’em. Sure thing, man.”

Though Ganesh’s joy was great there was one disappointment he
couldn’t quite stifle. His book looked so small. [t had no more than thirty
pages, thirty small pages; and it was so thin nothing could be printed on
the spine.

“Is this boy Basdeo,” Ganesh explained to Beharry. “All the big talk
he give me about point and leading, and after all that he not only give
me that ugly type he call Times, but he had to give me small small type.”

Suruj Mooma said, “He make the book look like nothing, man.”

“Is the trouble with Indians in Trinidad,” Beharry said.

“All of them not like Suruj Poopa, you know,” Suruj Mooma inter-
rupted. “Suruj Poopa want to see you get on.”

Beharry went on, “You know, Ganesh, it wouldn’t surprise if some-
body did pay this boy Basdeo to do what he do to your book. Now,
another printer who didn’t jealous you woulda make the book run to
sixty pages and he woulda give you thick thick paper too.”

“Anyway, you mustn’t mind,” Suruj Mooma said. “Is something. Is a
damn lot more than most people do in this place.”

Beharry pointed to the frontispiece and nibbled. “Is a nice picture of
you here, you know, Ganesh.”

“He look like a real professor,” Suruj Mooma said. “So serious, and
with his hand under his chin like if he thinking real deep.”

Ganesh took another copy and pointed to the dedication page. “I
think Suruj Poopa name look nice in print too,” he said to Suruj Mooma.

Beharry nibbled in embarrassment. “Nah. You only making joke,
man.”

“I think the whole thing look nice,” Suruj Mooma said.

Early one Sunday afternoon Leela was standing at the window of the
kitchen at the back of Ramlogan’s shop in Fourways. She was washing
the midday dishes and was about to throw some dirty water out of the
window when she saw a face appear below her. The face was familiar,
but the impish smile on it was new.
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“Leela!” the face whispered.

“Oh—is you. What you doing here?”

“I come back for you, girl.”

“Go away quick march from here, you hear, before | throw this tu-
reen of dirty water all over your face and wash away the grin.”

“Leela, is not only come I come for you; but I have something to tell
you, and I want to tell you first.”

“Say it quick. But I must say you was able to keep it to yourself a
damn long time. Eh, eh, is nearly three months now you drive me away
from your house and in all that time you never bother to send a message
to ask me, ‘Dog, how you is?’ or ‘Cat, how you is”” So why for you
come now, eh?”

“But, Leela, is you who leave me. I couldn’t send you a message
because I was writing.”

“Go and tell that to Beharry, you hear. Look, I go call Pa in a minute
and what he have for you ain’t nice, I could tell you.”

The smile on the face became more impish, and the whisper was more
conspiratorial. “Leela, I write a book.”

She trembled on the brink of belief. “You lying.”

He produced it with a flourish. “Look at the book. And look here at
my name, and look here at my picture, and look here at all these words
| write with my own hand. They print now, but you know I just sit down
at the table in the front-room and write them on ordinary paper with a
ordinary pencil.”

“Oh, man! Oh, man! Oh, man, you really write the book.”

“Careful! Don’t touch it with your soapy hand.”

“Look, I go run and tell Pa.” She turned and went inside. Ganesh
heard her saying, “And we must let Soomintra know. She wouldn’t like
it at all at all.”

Left alone under the window in the shade of the tamarind tree, Ga-
nesh began to hum and take a minute interest in Ramlogan’s backyard,
though he really saw nothing, neither the copper cask, rusted and empty,
nor the barrels of water full of mosquito larvae.

“Sahib!” Ramlogan’s voice rasping from within. “Sahib! Come inside,
man, sahib. Why you pretending that you is a stranger and standing up
outside? Come in, sahib, come in, sit down in your old place in the
hammock. Oh, sahib, is a real honour. I too too proud of you.”

Ganesh sat in the hammock which was now, once again, made from
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a sugar-sack. The Chinese calendars had disappeared from the walls, which
looked mildewed and dingy as before.

Ramlogan was passing his fat hairy hands over the cover, and he
smiled until his cheeks almost covered his eyes. “The book smooth
smooth,” he said. “Look, Leela, feel how smooth it is. And the print on
the cover, man. It look as if, sahib, is really part of the paper. Oh, sahib,
you make me really proud today. Remember, Leela, was just last Christ-
mas | was telling you and Soomintra that Ganesh was the radical in the
family. Is my opinion that every family should have a radical in it.”

“Is just the beginning,” Ganesh said.

“Leela,” Ramlogan said, with mock severity. “Girl, your husband
come all the way from Fuente Grove and you ain’t even ask him if he
hungry or if he thirsty?”

“I ain’t hungry and I ain’t thirsty,” Ganesh said.

Leela looked miserable. “All the rice finish, and the da/ that remain
over not much really.”

“Open a tin of salmon,” Ramlogan ordered. “And get some bread
and butter and peppersauce and some avocado pears.” And he went him-
self to look after the preparations, saying, “We have a author in the
family, man, girl. Girl, we have a author in the family, man.”

They seated him at the table which was again bare, without its oil-
cloth and vase and paper roses, and they fed him in enamel dishes.
Ramlogan and Leela watched him eat, Ramlogan’s gaze shifting from
Ganesh’s plate to Ganesh’s book.

“Have some more salmon, sahib. | ain’t a pauper yet that I can’t
afford to feed the radical in the family.”

“More water, man?” Leela asked.

Chewing and swallowing almost continually, Ganesh found it hard
to acknowledge Ramlogan’s compliments. All he could do was swallow
quickly and nod.

Ramlogan at last turned the green cover of the book.

“I really wish 1 was a proper reader, sahib,” he said. But in his ex-
citement he betrayed his literacy. “A Hundred and One Questions and Answers
on the Hindu Religion, by Ganesh Ramsumair, B.A. It sound nice, man. Eh,
Leela? Just hear it again.” And he repeated the title, shaking his head
and smiling until tears came to his eyes.

Leela said, “Man, [ tell you a long time now that you must stop going
around calling yourself a B.A.”
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Ganesh chewed hard and swallowed with difficulty. He looked up
from his plate and addressed Ramlogan. “Is something me and Beharry
was talking about only the other day. Is a thing I ain’t approve of, you
know: this modern method of education. Everybody start thinking is the
little piece of paper that matter. It ain’t that does make a man a B.A. Is
how he does learn, how much he want to learn, and why he want to
learn, is these things that does make a man a B.A. | really can’t see how
lisn’t a BA.”

“You is a B.A, man, sahib. I like to see the man who go come and
tell me to my face that you ain’t a B.A.”

Ramlogan turned a few more pages and read aloud: “Question Num-
ber Forty-Six. Who is the greatest modern Hindu? Leela, just let me hear
you answer that one.”

“Let me see now. Is—is Mahatma Gandhi, eh?”

“Right, girl. Fust class. Is the selfsame answer it have in the book. Is
really a nice book, man, sahib. Full of nice little things to know.”

Ganesh, swallowing water from a brass jar that practically covered
his face, gurgled.

“Let we see now,” Ramlogan continued. “Listen to this one, Leela.
Question Number Forty-Seven. Who is the second greatest modern
Hindu?”

“I did know. But I forget now.”

Ramlogan was exultant. “Is the same thing | was saying. A/ sort of
nice things in the book. The answer here is Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru.”

“Was that self | was going to say.”

“Try this one. Question Number Forty-Eight. Who is the third great-
est modern Hindu?”

“Leave the book alone now, Pa. I go read it by myself.”

“You is a sensible girl. Is the sort of book, sahib, they should give
to children in school and make them learn it off by heart.”

Ganesh swallowed. “And big people too.”

Ramlogan turned some more pages. Suddenly the smile went off his
face.

“Who is this Beharry you give the book to?”

Ganesh saw trouble coming. “You know him, man. A thin little man
break-up like match-stick who does get good hell from his wife. You did
meet him that day you come to Fuente Grove.”

“He ain’t a educated man, not true? He does keep shop like me, not
true?”’
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Ganesh laughed. “But he ain’t no sort of shopkeeper at all. Is Beharry
who start asking me question and give me the idea for the book.”

Ramlogan put ror Questions and Answers on the Hindu Religion on the table,
rose, and regarded Ganesh with sadness. “And you mean, sahib, you
mean you give that man the book rather than give it to your own father-
in-law, the man who help you burn your father and everything? Was the
least you could do for me, sahib. Who start you off? Who give you the
house in Fuente Grove? Who give you the money for the In-
stitute?”

“The next book go be yours. I done think of the dedication too.”

“Don’t worry about dedication and edication. I did just hoping to see
my name in your first book, that is all. I was right to hope for that,
wasn’t |, sahib? People now go look at the book and say, ‘1 wonder who
daughter the author married.” And the book go tell them?”

“The next book is yours.” Ganesh hurriedly polished his plate with
his fingers.

“Just answer me that, sahib. The book go tell them? You dragging
my name in the mud, sahib.”

Ganesh went to gargle at the window.

“Who it is who always standing up for you, sahib? When everybody
laughing at you, who did protect you? Ah, sahib, you disappoint me. I
give you my daughter, | give you my money, and you don’t even want
to give me your book.”

“Take it easy, Pa,” Leela said.

Ramlogan was crying openly. “How I go take it easy? Tell me, how
I go do that? It isn’t as if a stranger do me something. No, no, Ganesh,
today you really hurt me. You take up a big knife, you sharpen it, you
hold it with your two hands and you push it right inside my heart. Leela,
go bring the cutlass in the kitchen.”

“Pa!” Leela screamed.

“Bring the cutlass, Leela,” Ramlogan sobbed.

“What you doing, Ramlogan?” Ganesh shouted.

Leela, sobbing, brought the cutlass.

Ramlogan took it and looked at it. “Take this cutlass, Ganesh. Come
on, take it. Take it and finish off the job. Cut me up twenty-five times,
and every time you chop me think is your own soul you chopping up.”

Leela screamed again. “Pa, don’t cry. Pa, don’t talk so. Pa, don’t
behave so.”

“No, Ganesh, come, chop me up.”
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“Why [ musn’t cry, eh, girl> How? The man rob me and I ain’t say
nothing. He send you home and ain’t write a line to ask, ‘Dog, how you
is?” or ‘Cat, how you is?” And I ain’t say nothing. Nothing, nothing,
nothing! Is all I does get in this world. People go look at the book and
say, ‘Who daughter the author married” And the book ain’t going to tell
them.”

Ganesh put away the cutlass under the table. “Ramlogan! Is only the
beginning, Ramlogan. The next book——"

“Don’t talk to me. Don’t speak to me. Don’t say another word to
me. You disappoint me. Take your wife. Take she and go home. Take
she, go home, and never come back.”

“All right, if is how you want to behave. Leela, come, let we go. Go
and pack your clothes. Ramlogan, I going from your house. Remember
is you who drive me away. But still, look here. On the table. I leaving
this book for you. I sign it. And the next one——"

“Go,” Ramlogan said. He sat down in the hammock, held his head
in his hands and sobbed silently.

Ganesh waited for Leela in the road. “Trader!” he muttered. “Damn
low-caste trader!”

When Leela came out with her small Anchor Cigarettes coupons—
suitcase, Ganesh said, “How your father so much like a woman, eh?”

“Man, don’t start again so soon.”

Beharry and Suruj Mooma called that evening and as soon as Leela
and Suruj Mooma saw each other they began crying.

“He write the book,” Suruj Mooma wailed.

“l know, I know,” Leela agreed, with a sharper wail, and Suruj
Mooma embraced her.

“Don’t mind you educated. You must never leave him. I would never
leave Suruj Poopa although I read up to Third Standard.”

“No! No!”

When that was over they went to Beharry’s shop and ate. Later, while
the women washed up, Beharry and Ganesh discussed how the book
could best be distributed.

“Gimme some,” Beharry said. “I go put them in the shop.”

“But Fuente Grove is a damn small place, man. Nobody does ever
come here.”
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“If it ain’t do good it ain’t go do harm.”

“We have to paint some signs and send them to Rio Claro and
Princes Town and San Fernando and Port of Spain.”

“Handbills?”

“Nah. Is a book we talking about, not a theatre show.”

Beharry smiled weakly. “Was just an idea. Really Suruj Mooma idea.
But we must have a advertisement in the Sentine/. With a coupon to full
up and cut out and send.”

“Like the American magazines. Is a good idea, that.”

“Eh, is something that was worrying Suruj Mooma. You ask the
printer to keep the print?”

“Yes, man, | know about the business, you know.”

They grew so enthusiastic that Ganesh wondered whether he should-
n’t have printed two thousand copies of the book. Beharry said he visu-
alised Trinidad storming Fuente Grove to get copies, and Ganesh agreed
that the idea wasn’t far-fetched. They were so excited they fixed the price
of the book at forty-eight cents, and not thirty-six, as they had planned
in the beginning.

“Clear three hundred dollars profit,” Beharry said.

“Don’t use that word,” Ganesh said, thinking of Ramlogan.

Beharry brought out a heavy ledger from a shelf under the counter.
“You go want this. Suruj Mooma make me buy it some years now, but
I use only the first page. You go want it to show your expenses and your
sale.”

Soon the 7rinidad Sentinel carried a three-inch column advertisement
for the book, with a coupon to fill in, and the coupon was full of dotted
lines, as Ganesh had insisted. The Sentine/ gave the booklet a three-inch
review.

Ganesh and Beharry warned and bribed the Post Office people; and
waited to deal with the rush.

After a week only one coupon was filled and sent. But the writer had
attached a letter begging for a free copy.

“Throw it away,” Beharry said.

“So Trinidad does behave,” Ganesh said.

Bookshops and even ordinary shops refused to handle the book.
Some of them wanted a fifteen-cent commission on every copy and Ga-
nesh couldn’t agree to that.
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“All they thinking about is money, money,” he told Beharry bitterly.

A few hawkers in San Fernando agreed to display the book and
Ganesh made many journeys to see how the sales were going. The news
wasn’t encouraging, and he walked a good deal about San Fernando with
the book in his shirt pocket so that anyone could see the title; and when-
ever he was on a bus or in a café he took out the book and read it with
absorption, shaking his head and stroking his chin when he came across
a question and answer with which he was particularly pleased.

It made no difference.

Leela was as distressed as he was. “Don’t mind, man,” she said. “You
must remember that Trinidad just full of people like Soomintra.”

Then The Great Belcher came to Fuente Grove and she brought a
long thin boy with her. The boy wore a three-piece suit and a hat and
stood in the yard in the shade of the mango tree while The Great Belcher
explained. “I hear about the book,” she said warmly, “and I get Bissoon
to come. He have a hand for selling.”

“Only printed matter,” Bissoon said, coming up the steps to the ver-
anda.

Ganesh saw that Bissoon wasn’t a boy, but an elderly man; and he
saw too that, although Bissoon wore a three-piece suit, a hat, collar and
tie, he wore no shoes.

“They does keep me back,” he said.

Bissoon was anxious to make it clear that, although he had taken a
lot of trouble to come to Fuente Grove, he had not come as a suppliant.
When he came into the drawing room he didn’t take off his hat, and from
time to time he rose from his chair and spat through the open window
in a clean strong arc. He flung his feet over one arm of the chair and
Ganesh watched his toes playing with each other, dropping a fine powder
of dust onto the floor.

The Great Belcher and Ganesh looked at Bissoon, full of respect for
his selling hand.

Bissoon sucked his teeth loudly. “Lemmesee the book.” He snapped
his fingers. “The book, man.”

Ganesh said, “Yes, the book.” And shouted for Leela to bring the
book from the bedroom where, for safety, all the copies were kept.

“Bissoon, what you doing here?”

For a moment Bissoon’s composure broke up as he turned and saw
Leela.

“Ah, is you. Leela. Ramlogan daughter. How your father, girl?”
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“You do well to ask. Pa got you in mind, I could tell you. All those
books you sell him he didn’t want to buy.”

Bissoon was calm again. “Oh, yes. American books. Pretty books.
Nice books. Salesmanship. Fastest-selling books I ever handle. Reason |
sell them to your father. Last set he get. Lucky man, Ramlogan.”

“I ain’t know about that. But you go be an unlucky man if you ever
go back to Fourways, I could tell you.”

“Leela,” Ganesh said, “Bissoon come here to sell my book.”

The Great Belcher belched and Bissoon said, “Yes, lemmesee the
book. When you in the book business time don’t wait for you, you
know.”

Leela gave him the book, shrugged her shoulders and left.

“Stupid man, Ramlogan,” Bissoon said.

“More a woman than a man,” The Great Belcher said.

“Materialist,” Ganesh said.

Bissoon sucked his teeth again. “You got any water in this place. It
making hot and I thirsty.”

“Yes, yes. We got water, Bissoon, man,” Ganesh said eagerly, rising,
and shouted to Leela to bring the water.

Bissoon shouted, “And, eh, Ramlogan daughter, don’t bring me any
mosquitoey water, you hear.”

“No mosquitoes here, man,” Ganesh said. “Dryest place in Trinidad.”

Leela brought the water and Bissoon put down the book to take the
brass jar. Ganesh and The Great Belcher looked at him intently. Bissoon
drank the water in the orthodox Hindu way, not letting the jar touch his
lips, just pouring the water into his mouth; and Ganesh, sympathetic
Hindu though he was, resented the imputation that his jars were dirty.
Bissoon drank slowly, and Ganesh watched him drink. Then Bissoon
delicately put down the jar on the floor and burped. He pulled out a silk
handkerchief from his coat-pocket, wiped his hands and his mouth, and
dusted his coat. Then he took up the book again.

“Ques-tion Num-ber One. What is Hin-du-ism? Answer: Hin-du-ism
is the re-li-gion of the Hin-dus. Ques-tion Num-ber Two. Why am I a
Hin-du? Answer: Be-cause my pa-rents and grand-pa-rents were Hin-dus.
Ques-tion Num-ber Three——"

“Stop reading it so!” Ganesh cried. “You breaking up the words and
the sentences and you making the whole thing sound like hell.”

Bissoon gave a decisive rub to his toes, got up, dusted his coat and
trousers, and started towards the door.
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The Great Belcher rose hurriedly, belching, and stopped Bissoon.
“God, is this wind troubling me again. Bissoon, you mustn’t go now. Is
for a good cause we want you to sell the book.”

She took his arm and he allowed himself to be led back to his chair.

“Is a holy book, man,” Ganesh apologised.

“Sort of kyatechism,” Bissoon said.

“Just what it is.” Ganesh smiled appeasingly.

“Hard book to sell, kyatechisms.”

“Nah!” The Great Belcher blended a belch into the word.

“Look, is experience I have in this business, you know.” Bissoon’s
feet were draped again over the arm of his chair, and his toes were again
playing with each other. “All my life, ever since I leave the grass-cutting
gang, | in the book business. Now I could just look at a book and tell
you how hard or how easy it is to sell. I start off as a little boy, you
know. Start off with theatre handbills. Had to give them away. I give
away more theatre handbills than any other body in Trinidad. Then, I
move up to San Fernando, selling kyalendars, then 7

“These books is different books,” Ganesh said.

Bissoon picked up the book from the floor and looked through it. “You
right. Handle poetry—it go surprise you how much people in Trinidad

does write poetry—and | handle essays and thing, but | never handle a
kyatechism before. Still, is experience. Gimme nine cents commission.
Remember, if any sort of printed matter could sell in Trinidad, Bissoon
is the man to sell it. Gimme thirty of your kyatechisms to start off with.
Mark you, I warning you now that I don’t think they go sell.”

When Bissoon had left, The Great Belcher said, “He have a hand. He
go sell the books.”

And even Leela was cheerful. “Is a sign. Is the first sign | ever believe
in. Is Bissoon who sell those books to Pa. Is those books that put the
idea of authoring in your head. And is Bissoon who selling them for you.
Is a sign.”

“Is more than a sign,” Ganesh said. “Anybody who could sell a book
to your father could sell milk to a cow.”

But secretly he too believed it was a good sign.

Beharry and Suruj Mooma could not hide their disappointment at the
poor reception of the book.
“Don’t let them worry you,” Suruj Mooma said. “Is just jealous they
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jealous in Trinidad. I still think is a good book. Already it have some
question and answer Suruj know off by heart.”

“It have a lot in what Suruj Mooma say,” Beharry said judiciously.
“But | feel the real trouble is that Trinidad just ain’t ready for that sort
of book. They ain’t educated enough.”

“Hah!” And Ganesh gave a short dry laugh. “They want a book that
look big. Once it look big they think it good.”

“Perhaps they want more than a booklet,” Beharry ventured.

“Look,” Ganesh said sharply. “Is a damn good ook, you hear.”

Beharry, growing bolder, nibbled energetically. “I don’t think you
really go deep enough.”

“You think I should throw out another one at they head?”

“Companion volume,” Beharry said.

Ganesh was silent for a while. “More Questions and Answers on the
Hindu Religion,” he dreamed aloud.

“More Questions and Answers,” Beharry said, “Companion Volume to 101
Questions and Answers.”

“You make it sound good, man, Beharry.”

“Well, write it, man. Write it.”

Before Ganesh even began thinking constructively about the com-
panion volume Bissoon returned with bad news. He gave it with respect
and sympathy. He took off his hat when he came into the house, didn’t
fling his feet over the arm of the chair, and when he wanted water he said,
“Tonnerre! But it hot today. You think you could give me just a little sip
of water?”

“I is not like some people who does go round boasting that they
right,” he said, after he had drunk. “Nah, I is not that sort of man. I
know I did tell you, but I not going to even talk about it now. Wasn’t
your fault that you didn’t know. You ain’t have my experience in the
business, that is all.”

“You ain’t sell none at all?”

“Sell ten, and all the people I sell it to going to behave like your wife
father when they get to find out. Had to sell it to them as a sort of charm.
Pappa, that cost me a lot of work.”

“Ninety cent commission you have to get, then.”

“Don’t bother. You keep that for the next one you write. Anything
in the way of printed matter, if it can sell, Bissoon is the man to sell it.”
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“Can’t understand it, Bissoon.”

“Is easy. You a little too early. You see, is the sort of book you go
have hell even giving away because people go think you want to work
some sort of magic on them. Still, you mustn’t give up.”

“Damn funny sort of sign!”

Bissoon looked up bewildered.

In spite of everything Ganesh still felt that something might be made
of the book. He sent signed copies to the heads of all the Governments
he could think of, and when Beharry found that Ganesh was sending
them free, he was annoyed.

“l'is a independent man,” he said. “And I don’t hold with that sort of
curry-favouring. If the King want to read the book, he got to pay for it.”

This didn’t stop Ganesh sending a copy to Mahatma Gandhi, and
doubtless it was only the outbreak of the war that prevented an acknowl-
edgment.
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Many years after the event, Ganesh wrote in 7he Years of Guilr: “Every-
thing happens for the best. If, for instance, my first volume had been a
success, it is likely that I would have become a mere theologian, writing
endless glosses on the Hindu scriptures. As it was, I found my true path.”

In fact, when the war began, his path was none too clear.

“Is a hell of a thing,” he told Beharry. “I feel | make for something
big, yet I can’t see what it is.”

“Is just why you going to do something big. I still believe in you,
and Suruj Mooma still believe in you.”

They followed the war news with interest and discussed it every
Sunday. Beharry got hold of a war map of Europe and stuck red pins on
it. He talked a lot about strategy and ta'ics, and this gave Ganesh the
idea of publishing monthly surveys of the progress of the war, “as a sort
of history book for later on.” The idea excited him for a little, then lin-
gered and died at the back of his mind.

“I wish Hitler would come over and start bombing up Trinidad,” he
exclaimed one Sunday.

Beharry nibbled, eager for argument. “Why, man?”

“Bomb everything to hell. Then it going to have no more worries
about massaging people and writing books and all that sort of nonsense.”

“But you forgetting that we is just a tiny little dot on some maps. If
you ask me, I think Hitler ain’t even know it have a place called Trinidad
and that it have people like you and me and Suruj Mooma living on it.”

*Nah,” Ganesh insisted. “It have oil here and the Germans thirsty for
oil. If you don’t look out, Hitler come here first.”

“Don’t let Suruj Mooma hear you. She cousin join the Volunteers.

85



THE MYSTIC MASSEUR

The dentist fellow I did tell you about. Dentistry stop paying, so he join
up. He tell Suruj Mooma is a nice, easy work.”

“Suruj Mooma cousin have a eye for that sort of thing.”

“But what if the Germans land here tomorrow?”

“The only thing I sure about is that Suruj Mooma cousin go start
breaking all sort of world record for running.”

“No, man. If the Germans come, what we going to use for money?
What about my shop? And the court-house? Is things like that does worry
me.”

So, discussing the implications of the war, they began to discuss war
in general. Beharry was full of quotations from the Gita, and Ganesh read
again, with fuller appreciation, the dialogue between Arjuna and Krishna
on the field of battle.

It gave a new direction to his reading. Forgetting the war, he became
a great Indologist and bought all the books on Hindu philosophy he could
get in San Fernando. He read them, marked them, and on Sunday after-
noons made notes. At the same time he developed a taste for practical
psychology and read many books on The Art of Getting On. But India
was his great love. It became his habit, on examining a new book, to
look first at the index to see whether there were any references to India
or Hinduism. If the references were complimentary he bought the book.
Soon he owned a curious selection.

“Is a lot of book you getting, you know, Ganesh,” Beharry said.

“l was thinking. Suppose you didn’t know about me and you was
just driving through Fuente Grove in your Lincoln Zephyr. You think
you would guess that my house just full up with a hundred and one sort
of book?”

“Wouldn’t guess,” said Beharry.

Leela’s pride in Ganesh’s books was balanced by her worry about
money. “Man, all this book-buying go do,” she said, “but it not going to
pay. You got to start thinking of making some money now.”

“Look, girl. I have enough worries and I don’t want you to make my
head any hotter, you hear.”

Then two things happened almost at the same time, and his fortunes
were changed for ever.
The Great Belcher, continually on circuit, called one day.
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“Is a blow, Ganesh,” she began. “A big big blow. You can’t trust
nobody these days.”

Ganesh respected his aunt’s sense of the dramatic. “ #har happen now
so, then?”

“King George do me a nasty trick.”

Ganesh showed his interest. She paused to belch and call for water.
Leela brought it and she drank. “A nasty nasty trick.”

“What she do so>”

She belched again. “Wait, you go hear.” She rubbed her breasts.
“God, this wind! King George leave me. She pick up a married man near
Arouca. Is a blow, Ganesh.”

“Oh God!” Ganesh sympathised. “Y ou telling me is a blow. But you
mustn’t worry. You go get somebody else.”

“She was nobody at all when I pick she up. All the clothes she had
she had on she back. I buy she clothes. I take she round, show she to
people. I get the Bombays to make she nice jewellery from my own
gold.”

“Is like what I do for this husband that God give me,” Leela said.

The Great Belcher immediately laid her sorrow aside. “Yes, Leela? |
hearing right? Is how you does always talk about your husband, girl?”
She nodded slowly up and down and put her right palm to her jaw as
though she had tooth-ache.

“It shock me to hear about King George,” Ganesh said, trying to make
peace.

Leela became shrill. “Eh, eh, I have a husband who lose all sensa
values and dragging my name in the mud, and still you don’t want me
to complain?”

Ganesh stood between the women, but The Great Belcher moved him
aside. “No, gimme a chance, boy. | want to hear this thing out to the
end.” She sounded more hurt than annoyed. “But Leela, who you is to
ask your husband what he doing or what he ain’t doing? Oho! This is
the thing they call ed-u-ca-tion?”

“What wrong with education? | educated, is true, but I don’t see why
that should make everybody think they could insult me as they well
want.”

Ganesh laughed unhappily. “Leela is a good girl. She don’t mean
anything, really.”

The Great Belcher turned on him sharply. “What she say is the gos-
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pel truth, though. Everybody in Trinidad have the idea that you just
sitting down here, scratching. Scratching not like hoeing, you know. It
don’t grow food.”

“I ain’t scratching, man. I reading and I writing.”

“Is your story. I did come to let you know about King George, seeing
as she did help you out so much at your wedding, but I really want to
tell you, boy, that you have me worried. What you going to do about
the future?”

Through her sobs Leela said, “I does keep on telling him that he
could become a pundit. He know a lot more than most of the other
pundits in Trinidad.”

The Great Belcher belched. “Is exactly what I come to tell him today.
But Ganesh make to be a lot more than a ordinary pundit. If he is a
Hindu he must realise by now that he have to use his learning to help
out other people.”

“What else you think I doing?” Ganesh asked petulantly. “I sit down
and spend my good good time writing a whole big book. Wasn’t for my
benefit, you know.”

“Man,” Leela pleaded, “don’t start behaving so. Listen to what she
have to tell you.”

The Great Belcher went on unperturbed. “It have a long time now I
studying you, Ganesh. You have the Power all right.”

It was the sort of statement he had grown to expect from The Great
Belcher. “What Power?”

“To cure people. Cure the mind, cure the soul—chut! Man, you mak-
ing me confuse, and you well know what I mean.”

Ganesh said acidly, “You want me to start curing people soul when
you see me catching good hell to cure their toenail!”

Leela coaxed, “Man, the least you could do for me is to give it a try.”

“She right, you know, Ganesh. Is the sort of Power you don’t even
know you have until you start using it.”

“All right, then. I have this great Power. How I go start using it?
What I go tell people? ‘Your soul a little run down today. Here, take this
prayer three times a day before meals.””

The Great Belcher clapped her hands. “Is exactly what I mean.”

“You see, man. | did tell you you only had to listen a little bit.”

The Great Belcher went on, “Is the sort of thing your uncle, poor
man, used to do until he dead.” Leela’s face grew sad again at the men-
tion of the dead, but The Great Belcher snubbed her by refusing to cry.
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“Ganesh, you have the Power. I could see it in your hands, your eyes,
in the shape of your head. Just like your uncle, God bless him. He woulda
be a great man today, if only he did live.”

Ganesh was interested now. “But how and where | go start, man?”

“I go send you all your uncle old books. They have all the prayers
and everything in it, and a lot more besides. Isn’t really the prayers that
important, but the other things. Oh, Ganeshwa, boy, I too too glad
now.” In her relief she began to cry. “I carrying around these books like
a weight on my chest, looking for the proper person to give them to, and
you is the man.”

Ganesh smiled. “How you know that?”

“Why else you think God make you live the sort of life you been
living? Why else you think you been spending all these years doing
nothing but reading and writing?”

“Yes, is true,” Ganesh said. “I did always feel I had something big
to do.”

Then all three of them cried a little, Leela prepared a meal, they ate,
and The Great Belcher took up her sorrow where she had left it. As she
made ready to leave she began belching and rubbing her breasts and
moaning, “Is a blow, Ganesh. King George do me a nasty trick. Ohh!
Ohh! Ganesh, Ganesh, is a blow.” And wailing, she left.

A fortnight later she brought a parcel wrapped in red cotton spattered
with sandalwood paste and handed it over to Ganesh with appropriate
ceremony. When Ganesh untied the parcel he saw books of many sizes
and many types. All were in manuscript, some in Sanskrit, some in Hindi;
some were of paper, some of palm strips. The palm strips bound together
looked like folded fans.

Ganesh warned Leela off. “Don’t touch these books, girl, or I don’t
know what going to happen to you.”

Leela understood and opened her eyes wide.

And at about the same time Ganesh discovered the Hollywood Hin-
dus. The Hollywood Hindus are Hindus who live in or near Hollywood.
They are holy, cultivated men who issue frequent bulletins about the state
of their soul, the complexities and variations of which are endless and
always worth description.

Ganesh was a little annoyed. “You think I could do this sort of thing
in Trinidad and get away with it>” he asked Beharry.
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“I suppose, if you really know, you only jealous them.”

“Man, I could write a book like that every day if I put my mind to
it.”

“Ganesh, you is a big man now. The time come when you must
forget other people and think about yourself.”

So he tried to forget the Hollywood Hindus and set about “preparing
himself,” as he said. The process, it soon became clear, was going to take
time.

Leela began to complain again. “Man, nobody seeing you go think
that it have a war going on and that everywhere people making money.
The Americans come to Trinidad now and they giving away work, with
all sort of big pay.”

“Don’t approve of war,” Ganesh said.

It was during this period of preparation that my mother took me to
see Ganesh. | never knew how she got to know about him; but my
mother was a sociable woman and I believe that she must have met The
Great Belcher at some wedding or funeral. And, as | said at the beginning,
if I had been more acute I would have paid more attention to the Hindi
phrases Ganesh muttered over me while he thumped my foot about.

Thinking now about that visit ] made to Ganesh as a boy, I am struck
only by my egotism. It never crossed my mind then that the people I
saw casually all around me had their own very important lives; that, for
instance, | was as unimportant to Ganesh as he was amusing—and puz-
zling—to me. Yet when Ganesh published his autobiography, 7he Years
of Guilt, 1 read it half hoping to find some reference to myself. Of course,
there was none.

Ganesh devotes quite a third of 7he Years of Guilt to the comparatively
short period of his preparation, and it is perhaps the most rewarding thing
in the book. The anonymous critic of Letras (Nicaragua) wrote: “The
section contains little of what is popularly conceived of as autobiography.
What we get instead is a sort of spiritual thriller, handled with a tech-
nique which would not have disgraced the creator of Sherlock Holmes.
All the facts are stated, the most important spiritual clues are widely and
obviously laid, but the reader keeps guessing the outcome till the last
revelation when it is clear that the outcome could only have been what
it in fact was.”

Ganesh was undoubtedly inspired by the Hollywood Hindus but what
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he says owes nothing to them. It was quite a new thing when Ganesh
said it, but the path that he followed has been trodden so often since that
it has become a rut; and there is little point in going over it here.

Presently The Great Belcher came again. She appeared to have re-
covered from the defection of King George and she told Ganesh almost
as soon as she saw him, “I want to talk to you in private now, to see
how well you study your uncle books.”

After the examination she said she was satisfied. “It just have one
thing you must remember all the time. Is something your uncle use to
say. If you want to cure people, you must believe them, and they must
know that you believe them. But first, people must get to know about
you.”

“Loudspeaker van in San Fernando and Princes Town?” Ganesh
suggested.

“Nah, they might mistake it for the Borough Council elections. Why
you don’t get some leaflets print and get Bissoon to give them out for
you? He have a lot of experience and he wouldn’t go giving them away
to any- and everybody.”

Leela said, “I wouldn’t let Bissoon touch a thing in this house. The
man is a blight.”

“Is strange,” Ganesh said. “Last time he was a sign. Today he is a
blight. Don’t worry with Leela. I go get Basdeo to print some leaflets and
Bissoon to give them away.”

Basdeo was a little plumper when Ganesh went to see him about the
folders—that was how, on Beharry’s advice, he had begun to call the
leaflets—and the first thing he said to Ganesh was, “You still want me to
keep the type for your first book?”

Ganesh didn’t reply.

“You does give me a strange feeling,” Basdeo said, scratching his
neck below the collar. “Something tell me not to break up the type and
[ keeping it. Yes, you does give me a strange feeling.”

Still Ganesh didn’t speak, and Basdeo became gayer. “I have some
news. You know so much wedding invitation | keep on printing and
nobody at all invite me to a wedding. And, mark you, I does beat a damn
good drum. So I think I would invite myself to a wedding. So I get
married.”

Ganesh congratulated him and then coldly outlined his request for an
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illustrated folder—the illustration was his photograph—and when Basdeo
read the copy, which was all about Ganesh’s spiritual qualifications, he
shook his head and said, “Tell me, man, but tell me, how people does
get so crazy in a small small place like Trinidad?”

And after all this, Bissoon refused to handle the folders, and made a
long speech about it.

“Can’t handle that sort of printed matter. | is a seller, not a give-
awayer. Look, I go tell you. I start as a little boy in this business, giving
away theatre handbills. Then I move up to San Fernando, selling kya-
lendars. Is not that I have anything against you or your wife. But is my
reputation I got to be careful about. In the book business you got to be
careful about your reputation.”

Leela was more displeased than Ganesh. “You see what I say? The
man blight. Giving we all that amount of big talk. Is the trouble with
Indians in Trinidad. They does get conceited too quickly, you hear.”

The Great Belcher looked on the bright side. “Bissoon ain’t what he
used to be. He losing his hand, ever since his wife run away. She run
away with Jhagru, the Siparia barber, some five six months, I think. And
Jhagru is a married man, with six children! Bissoon shoot off a lot of big
talk then about killing Jhagru, but he ain’t do nothing. He just start drink-
ing. Too besides, Ganesh, you is a modern educated man and I think you
should do things in a modern way. Put a advertisement in the papers,
man.”

“Coupon to full up?” Ganesh asked.

“If you want, but you must put a picture of yourself. Same picture
you put in your book.”

“Is just like I say in the beginning,” Leela said. “Advertisement in
the papers is the best thing. You wouldn’t waste any of the folders if you
do that.”

Beharry and Ganesh worked on the copy and they produced that
challenging advertisement which was to be so famous later on: WHo 1s
THIS GANESH? The “this” was Beharry’s idea.

There was one other thing. Ganesh was not happy to be called simply
a pundit. He felt he was more than that and he felt that he was entitled
to a weightier word. So, remembering the Hollywood Hindus, he nailed
a signboard on the mango tree: GANESH, Mystic.

“Is nice,” Beharry said, looking at it closely and nibbling, while he
rubbed his belly under his vest. “Is very nice, but you think people go
believe you is a mystic?”
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“But the advertisement in the papers 7

“That was two weeks back. People forget that long time. If you want
people to believe you, you must start a advertising campaign. Yes, ad-
vertising campaign.”

“So they won’t believe, eh? All right, let we see how much they won’t
believe.”

He built a small shed in his front yard, thatched it with carar palm,
which he had to get all the way from Debe, and put up some stands in
it. On these stands he displayed about three hundred of his books, includ-
ing the Questions and Answers. Leela put out the books in the mornings
and brought them in at night.

“Won’t believe!” Ganesh said.

Then he waited for clients, as he called them.

Suruj Mooma told Leela, “I feel sorry for you, Leela, girl. Ganesh
gone mad this time.”

“Well, is his books, and I don’t see why he shouldn’t let people see
them. Other people does drive about in their big car to show it off.”

“I so glad Suruj Poopa is not a big reader. I so glad nobody bother
to educate me after Third Standard.”

Beharry shook his head. “Yes, man. This education and reading is a
dangerous thing. Is one of the very first things I tell Ganesh.”

Ganesh waited for a month. No clients came.

“Is another twenty dollars you throw away on that advertisement,”
Leela moaned. “And that sign and those books. You make me the laugh-
ing-stock in Fuente Grove.”

“Well, girl, is only the country district here, and if plenty people ain’t
see, plenty people ain’t here to laugh. Personally, I feel we want another
advertisement in the papers. Proper advertising campaign.”

Leela began to sob. “No, man. Why you don’t give up and take a
work? Look at Suruj Mooma cousin, look at Sookram. The boy give up
dentistry and Sookram give up massaging and take a work like a brave
man. Suruj Mooma tell me that Sookram getting more than thirty dollars
a week from the Americans. Man, for my sake, why you don’t make up
a brave mind and take a work?”

“You looking at this thing from the wrong point of view. Your sci-
ence of thought tell you that the war going to last for ever? And what

go happen to Sookram and the other massagers when the Americans
leave Trinidad?”

Leela still sobbed.
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Ganesh forced a smile and became coaxing. “Look, Leela girl, we go
put another advertisement in the papers, and we go have my picture and
we go have your picture. Side by side. Husband and wife. Who is this
Ganesh? Who is this Leela?”

She stopped crying and her face brightened for a moment, but then
she began to cry in earnest.

“God, woman! If man did listen to woman all the time, nothing at all
woulda happen in this world. Beharry was right. A woman does keep a
man back. All right, all right, leave me and run back to your father. Think
I care?”

And he stuck his hands in his pockets and went to see Beharry.

“No luck?” Beharry queried, nibbling.

“Why you have this thing about asking damn fool questions, eh? But
don’t think I worried. What is for me I will get.”

Beharry put his hand under his vest. It was a warning, as Ganesh
knew now, that Beharry was going to give advice. “I think you make a
big big mistake in not writing the companion volume. That’s where you
go wrong.”

“Look, Beharry. It have a damn long time now you judging me like
some blasted magistrate, and telling me where | go wrong. I read a lot
of psychology book about people like you, you know. And what those
book have to say about you ain’t nice, I can tell you.”

“Is only for you I worried.” Beharry pulled away his hand from his
vest.

Suruj Mooma came into the shop. “Ah, Ganesh. How?”

“How ‘how’?” Ganesh snapped. “You can’t see?”

Beharry said, “Is a suggestion I have to make to you.”

“All right, I listening. But I ain’t responsible for what I do when I
finish listening.”

“Is really Suruj Mooma idea.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, Ganesh. Me and Suruj Poopa been thinking a lot about you.
We thinking that you must stop wearing trousers and a shirt.”

“It don’t suit a mystic,” Beharry said.

“You must wear proper dhoti and koortah. 1 was talking only last
night to Leela about it when she come here to buy cooking-oil. She think
is a good idea t00.”

Ganesh’s annoyance began to melt. “Yes, is a idea. You feel it go
bring me luck?”
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“Is what Suruj Mooma say.”

Next morning Ganesh involved his legs in a dhoti and called Leela to
help him tie the turban.

“Is a nice one,” she said.

“One of my father old ones. Make me feel funny wearing it.”

“Something telling me it go bring you luck.”

“You really think so?” Ganesh cried, and almost kissed her.

She pulled away. “Look what you doing, man.”

Then Ganesh, a strange and striking figure in white, went to the shop.

“You look like a real maharaj,” Suruj Mooma said.

“Yes, he look nice,” said Beharry. “It make me wonder why more
Indians don’t keep on wearing their own dress.”

Suruj Mooma warned, “You better not start, you hear. Your legs thin
enough already and they look funny even in trousers.”

“It look good, eh?” Ganesh smiled.

Beharry said, “Nobody would believe now that you did go to the
Christian college in Port of Spain. Man, you look like a pukka brahmin.”

“Well, I have a feeling. I feel my luck change as from today.”

A child began crying inside. “My luck don’t change,” Suruj Mooma
said. “If it ain’t Suruj Poopa, is the children. Look at my hands, Ganesh.
You see how smooth they is. They can’t even leave finger-prints now.”

Suruj came into the shop. “The baby crying, Ma.”

Suruj Mooma left and Beharry and Ganesh began a discussion about
dress through the ages. Beharry was putting forward a daring view that
dress wasn’t necessary at all in a hot place like Trinidad when he broke
off suddenly and said, “Listen.”

Above the rustle of the wind through the sugar-cane came the rattle
of a motor car bumping along the lumpy road.

Ganesh was excited. “Is somebody coming to see me.” Then he be-
came very calm.

A light-green 1937 Chevrolet stopped in front of the shop. There was a
woman at the back and she was trying to shout above the beat of the
engine.

Ganesh said, “Go and talk to she, Beharry.”

The engine was turned off before Beharry could get down the shop
steps. The woman said, “Who is this Ganesh?”

“This is this Ganesh,” Beharry said.

And Ganesh stood, dignified and unsmiling, in the centre of the shop
doorway.
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The woman looked at him carefully. “I driving all from Port of Spain
to see you.”

Ganesh walked slowly towards the car. “Good morning,” he said, but
in his determination to be correct he was a little too curt and the woman
was discomfited.

“Good morning.” She had to fumble for the words.

Speaking slowly, because he wanted to speak properly, Ganesh said,
“I do not live here and I cannot talk to you here. I live down the road.”

“Hop in the car,” the taxi-driver said.

“I prefer to walk.”

[t was a strain for him to talk correctly and the woman noted with
obvious satisfaction that he was moving his lips silently before every
sentence, as though he were mumbling a prayer.

Her satisfaction turned to respect when the car stopped outside
Ganesh’s house and she saw the GANESH, Mystic sign on the mango tree
and the book-display in the shed.

“Is books you selling on the side, or what?” the taxi-driver asked.

The woman looked sideways at him and nodded towards the sign.
She began to say something when the taxi-driver, for no apparent reason,
blew his horn and drowned her words.

Leela came running out, but with a glance Ganesh told her to keep
out of the way. To the woman he said, “Come into the study.”

The word had the desired effect.

“But take off your shoes here in the verandah first.”

Respect turned to awe. And when the woman brushed through the
Nottingham lace curtains into the study and saw all the books, she looked
abject.

“My only vice,” Ganesh said.

The woman just stared.

“I don’t smoke. I don’t drink.”

She sat awkwardly on a blanket on the floor. “Is a matter of life and
death, mister, so whatever I say you mustn’t laugh.”

Ganesh looked straight at her. “I never laugh. I listen.”

“Is about my son. A cloud following him.”

Ganesh didn’t laugh. “What sort of cloud?”

“A black cloud. And every day it getting nearer. The cloud even
talking to the boy now. The day the cloud reach him the boy go dead.
I try everything. The real doctors and them want to put the boy in
the mad-house in St. Ann’s, but you know that once they put anybody
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there they does get mad for true. So what I do? I take him to the
priest. The priest say the boy possess, and paying for his sins. It have
a long time now I see your advertisement, but I didn’t know what you
could do.”

As she spoke Ganesh scribbled in one of his note-books. He had
written, Black boy under a black cloud; and he had drawn a great black
cloud. “You mustnt worry. Lots of people see clouds. How long your
son has been seeing the cloud?”

“Well, to tell you the truth, the whole bacchanal begin not long after
his brother dead.”

Ganesh added to the black cloud in his note-book and said, “Hmmbh!”
Then he chanted a short Hindi hymn, snapped his note-book shut and
threw his pencil down. “Bring the boy tomorrow. And don’t worry about
priests. Tell me, you see the cloud?”

The woman looked distressed. “No. That is the thing. None of we
ain’t see the cloud, apart from the boy.”

“Well, don’t worry. Things would be bad if you really did see the
cloud.”

He led her to the taxi. The taxi-driver was sleeping with the 7rnidad
Sentinel over his face. He was awakened, and Ganesh watched the car
drive away.

“I did feel this coming, man,” Leela said. “I did tell you that your
luck change.”

“We don’t know what going to happen yet, girl. Give me a chance
to think this thing out.”

He remained a long time in the study consulting his uncle’s books.
His ideas were slowly beginning to form, when Beharry came in a
temper.

“Ganesh, how you so ungrateful?”

“What happening now?”

Beharry looked helpless in his anger. He nibbled so furiously that for
a while he couldn’t speak. When he could, he stammered. “Don’t tell me
you don’t know. Why you couldn’t walk up to the shop to tell me what
happen, eh? For a hundred and one weeks you coming up all the time,
but today you prefer to make me leave my shop, leave only little Sury;j
in charge, and come to see you.”

“But | was going to come later, man.”

“Tell me, what go happen if somebody come to the shop and beat
up little Suruj and Suruj Mooma and thief everything?”
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“Was going to come, Beharry. Only thing | was doing a little think-
ing first.”

“No, you wasn’t. You just getting conceited now, that is all. Is the
trouble with Indians all over the world.”

“But this new thing I handling is something really big.”

“You sure you could handle it? But look, you see how stupid I is,
still letting myself be interested in your affairs! You could handle it?”

“God will give me a little help.”

“All right, all right. Give me all this fAashy talk. But don’t come round
begging me for anything, you hear.”

And Beharry left.

Ganesh read and thought deeply all that day and most of the night.

“I don’t know why for you wasting all this time on one little black
boy,” Leela said. “Anybody would think you was a schoolchild doing

homework.”

When Ganesh saw the boy next morning he felt he had never seen
anyone so tormented. It was torment heightened by a deep sense of
helplessness. Though the boy was thin now and his arms looked bony
and brittle, it was clear that he had once been strong and healthy. His
eyes were dead, lack-lustre. In them you could see not the passing shock
of momentary fear, but fear as a permanent state, fear so strong that it
had ceased to thrill.

The first thing Ganesh said to the boy was, “Look, son, you mustn’t
worry. | want you to know that I can help you. You believe I can help
you?”

The boy didn’t move but it seemed to Ganesh that he had recoiled a
little. “How I know that you not laughing at me, just as everybody else
laughing at the back of their mind?>”

“You see me laughing? I believe in you, but you must believe in me
too.”

The boy looked down at Ganesh’s feet. “Something tell me you is a
good man and I believe in you.”

Ganesh asked the boy’s mother to leave the room and when she left
he asked, “You see the cloud now?”

The boy looked Ganesh in the face for the first time. “Yes.” The
voice was part whisper, part scream. “It here now and the hands it reach-
ing out getting longer and longer.”
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“Oh, God!” Ganesh gave a sudden shriek. “I see it now too. Oh,
God!”

“You see it? You see it?” The boy put his arms around Ganesh. “You
see how it chasing me? You see the hands it have? You hear what it
saying?”

“You and me is one,” Ganesh said, still a little breathlessly, breaking
into pure dialect. “God! Hear my heart beating. Only you and me see it
because you and me is one. But, listen to something I going to tell you.
You fraid the cloud, but the cloud fraid me. Man, I been beating clouds
like he for years and years. And so long as you with me, it not going to
harm you.”

The boy’s eyes filled with tears and he tightened his embrace on
Ganesh. “I know you is a good man.”

“It just can’t touch you with me around. I have powers over these
things, you know. Look round at all these books in this room, and look
at all those writings on the wall and all the pictures and everything. These
things help me get the power I have and cloud fraid these things. So
don’t frighten. And now tell me how it happen.”

“Tomorrow is the day.”

“What day?”

“It coming to get me tomorrow.”

“Don’t talk stupidness. It coming tomorrow all right, but how it could
take you away if you with me?”

“It saying so for a year.”

“What, you seeing it for a whole year?”

“And it getting bigger all the time.”

“Now, look, man. We must stop talking about it as though we fraid
it. These things know when you fraid them, you know, and then they
does behave like real bad-Johns. How you getting on at school?”

“I stop.”

“What about your brothers and sisters?”

“I ain’t have no sisters.”

“And your brothers?”

The boy broke into a loud cry. “My brother dead. Last year. I didn’t
want him to dead. | never want Adolphus to dead.”

“Eh, eh, but who saying you want him to dead?”

“Everybody. But it ain’t true.”

“He dead last year?”

“Tomorrow go make one year exact.”

99



THE MYSTIC MASSEUR

“Tell me how he dead.”

“A truck knock him down. Ram him against a wall, break him up and
mash him up. But he was trying to get away even then. He try to pull
hisself away and all he could do was take his foot out of the shoe, the
left foot. He didn’t want to dead either. And the ice only melting in the
hot sun and running down on the pavement next to the blood.”

“You see this?”

“I didn™ see it happen. But it was really me that shoulda go to buy
the ice, not he. Ma ask me to go and buy some ice for the grapefruit juice
and I ask my brother to go instead and he go and this thing happen to
him. The priest and everybody else say was my fault and I have to pay
for my sins.”

“What sort of damn fool tell you that®> Well, anyway, you mustn’
talk about it now. Remember, you wasn’t responsible. Wasn’t your fault.
Is clear as anything to me that you didn’t want your brother to dead. As
for this cloud, we go fix him tomorrow self, when he get so close to you
I could reach him and settle him.”

“You know, Mr. Ganesh, I think he getting fraid of you now.”

“Tomorrow we go make him run, you watch and see. You want to
sleep here tonight?”

The boy smiled and looked a little perplexed.

“All right. Go home. Tomorrow we go settle this Mister Cloud. What
time you say he was coming to get you?”

“I didn’t tell you. Two o’clock.”

“By five-past two you go be the happiest boy in the world, believe
me.”

On the verandah the boy’s mother and the taxi-driver sat silently, the
taxi-driver on the floor with his feet on the step.

“The boy go be all right,” Ganesh said.

The taxi-driver rose, dusting the seat of his trousers, and spat into
the yard, just missing the display of Ganesh’s books. The boy’s mother
also rose and put her arm around her son’s shoulders. She looked without
expression at Ganesh.

After they had gone away Leela said, “Man, I hope you could help
the lady out. I feel too sorry for she. She just sit down quiet all the time,
not saying anything, she face small with sadness.”

“Girl, this is the most important case anybody ever handle in the
world. I know that that boy going to dead tomorrow unless I do some-
thing for him. It give you a funny feeling, you know. Is like watching a
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theatre show and then finding out afterwards that they was really killing
people on the stage.”

“l was thinking, man. I didn’t like the taxi-driver. He come here, he
see all the books, he never mention them once. He ask for water and for
this and that and he ain’t even say, ‘Thank you.” And he making a pile
of money bringing these poor people here every day.”

“Girl, but why you have to be like your father for? Why you have
to try to take my mind off what I doing? You want me to start driving
taxi now?”

“I was just thinking.”

When he had washed his hands after eating, Ganesh said, “Leela,
take out my clothes—the English clothes.”

“Where you going?”

“It have a man | want to see in the Oilfields.”

“What for, man?”

“Tonnerre! But you full of questions today. You and Beharry is one.”

She asked no more questions and did as she was told. Ganesh
changed from dhoti and koortah to trousers and shirt. Before he left he
said, “You know, sometimes I glad I get a college education.”

He came back radiant later in the afternoon and immediately began
clearing out the bedroom. He paid no attention to Leela’s objections. He
placed the bed in the drawing-room, the study; and took the table from
the study into the bedroom. He turned the table over on its top and
arranged a three-sided screen round the legs. He made Leela hang a
heavy curtain over the window, and he went over the wooden walls
systematically, blocking up every chink and cranny that let in light. He
rearranged the pictures and quotations, giving the goddess Lakshmi pride
of place just above the screened and upturned table. Below the goddess
he placed a candle-bracket.

“It look frightening,” Leela said.

He walked about the darkened room, rubbing his hands, and hum-
ming a song from a Hindi film. “It don’t matter if we have to sleep in
the study.”

Then they agreed on arrangements for the next day.

All that night camphor and incense burned in the bedroom and in the
morning Ganesh, rising early, went to see how the room smelled.

Leela was still asleep. He shook her by the shoulder. “It look all right
and it smell all right, girl. Get up and milk the cow. I hear the calf
bawling.”

101



THE MYSTIC MASSEUR

He bathed while Leela milked the cow and cleaned out the cow-pen;
did his puyja while Leela made tea and rotr; and when Leela started to clean
the house, he went for a walk. The sun was not yet hot, the leaves of
razor-grass still looked frosted with the dew, and the two or three dusty
hibiscus shrubs in the village carried fresh pink flowers that were to quail
before midday. “This is the big day,” Ganesh said aloud, and prayed
again for success.

Shortly after twelve the boy, his mother and father arrived, in the
same taxi as before. Ganesh, dressed once more in his Hindu garments,
welcomed them in Hindi, and Leela interpreted, as arranged. They took
off their shoes in the verandah and Ganesh led them all to the darkened
bedroom, aromatic with camphor and incense, and lit only by the candle
below the picture of Lakshmi on her lotus. Other pictures were barely
visible in the semidarkness: a stabbed and bleeding heart, a putative like-
ness of Christ, two or three crosses, and other designs of dubious signifi-
cance.

Ganesh seated his clients before the screened table, then he himself
sat down out of view behind the screen. Leela, her long black hair un-
done, sat in front of the table and faced the boy and his parents. In the
dark room it was hard to see more than the white shirts of the boy and
his father.

Ganesh began to chant in Hindi.

Leela asked the boy, “He ask whether you believe in him.”

The boy nodded, without conviction.

Leela said to Ganesh in English, “I don’t think he really believe in
you.” And she said it in Hindi afterwards.

Ganesh spoke in Hindi again.

Leela said to the boy, “He say you must believe.”

Ganesh chanted.

“He say you must believe, if only for two minutes, because if you
don’t believe in him completely, he will dead too.”

The boy screamed in the darkness. The candle burned steadily. “I
believe in him, I believe in him.”

Ganesh was still chanting.

“I believe in him. I don’t want him to dead t00.”

“He say he go be strong enough to kill the cloud only if you believe
in him. He want all the strength you could give him.”

The boy hung his head. “I don’t doubt him.”

Leela said, “He change the cloud. It not following you now. It chas-
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ing him. If you don’t believe, the cloud will kill him and then it will kill
you and then me and then your mother and then your father.”

The boy’s mother shouted, “Hector go believe! Hector go believe!”

Leela said, “You must believe, you must believe.”

Ganesh suddenly stopped chanting and the room was shocked by the
silence. He rose from behind his screen and, chanting once more, went
and passed his hands in curious ways over Hector’s face, head and chest.

Leela still said, “You must believe. You beginning to believe. You
giving him your strength now. He getting your strength. You beginning
to believe, he getting your strength, and the cloud getting frighten. The
cloud still coming, but it getting frighten. As it coming it getting
frighten.”

Ganesh went back behind the screen.

Leela said, “The cloud coming.”

Hector said, “I believe in him now.”

“It coming closer. He drawing it now. It not in the room yet, but it
coming. It can’t resist him.”

Ganesh’s chants were becoming more frenzied.

Leela said, “The fight beginning between them. It starting now. Oh,
God! He get the cloud. It not after you. It after him. God! The cloud
dying,” Leela screamed, and as she screamed there seemed to be a muffled
explosion, and Hector said, “Oh God, I see it leaving me. I can feel it
leaving me.”

The mother said, “Look at the ceiling. At the ceiling. I see the cloud.
Oh, Hector, Hector. It ain’t a cloud at all. Is the devil.”

Hector’s father said, “And I see forty little devils with him.”

“Oh God,” Hector said. “See how they kill the cloud. Look how it
breaking up, Ma. You see it now?”

“Yes, son. | see it. It getting finer and finer. It dead.”

“You see it, Pa.”

“Yes, Hector, I see it.”

And mother and son began to cry their relief, while Ganesh still
chanted, and Leela collapsed on the floor.

Hector was crying, “Ma, it gone now. It really gone.”

Ganesh stopped chanting. He got up and led them to the room out-
side. The air was fresher and the light seemed dazzling. It was like step-
ping into a new world.

“Mr. Ganesh,” Hector’s father said. “I don’t know what we could do
to thank you.”
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“Do just what you want. If you want to reward me, I don’t mind,
because | have to make a living. But I don’t want you to strain yourself.”

Hector’s mother said, “But you save a whole life.”

“Itis my duty. If you want to send me anything, send it. But don’t
go around telling all sorts of people about me. You can’t take on too
much of this sort of work. A case like this does tire me out for a whole
week sometimes.”

“I know how it is,” she said. “But don’t worry. We go send you a
hundred dollars as soon as we get home. Is what you deserve.”

Ganesh hurried them away.

When he came back to the little room the window was open and
Leela was taking down the curtains.

“You ain’t know what you doing, girl,” he shouted. “You losing the
smell. Stop it, man. Is only the beginning. In no time at all, mark my
words, this place go be full of people from all over Trinidad.”

“Man, I take back all the bad things I say and think about you. Today
you make me feel really nice. Soomintra could keep she shopkeeper and
she money. But, man, don’t again ask me to let down my hair and go
through all that rigmarole again.”

“We not going to do that again. | only wanted to make sure this
time. It make them feel good, you know, hearing me talk a language they
can’t understand. But it not really necessary.”

“Manwa, | did see the cloud too, you know.”

“The mother see one devil, the father forty little devil, the boy see
one cloud, and you see one cloud. Girl, whatever Suruj Mooma say about
education, it have it uses sometimes.”

“Oh, man, don’t tell me you use a trick on them.”

Ganesh didn’t say.

There was no report of this incident in the newspapers, yet within
two weeks all Trinidad knew about Ganesh and his Powers. The news
went about on the local grape-vine, the Niggergram, an efficient, almost
clairvoyant, news service. As the Niggergram noised the news abroad,
the number of Ganesh’s successes were magnified, and his Powers be-
came Olympian.

The Great Belcher came from Icacos, where she had been mourning
at a funeral, and wept on Ganesh’s shoulder.

“At long last you find your hand,” she said.
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Leela wrote to Ramlogan and Soomintra.

Beharry came to Ganesh’s house to offer his congratulations and
make up his quarrel. He conceded that it was no longer fitting that
Ganesh should go to the shop to talk.

“From the first Suruj Mooma believe that you had some sort of
Powers.”

“So I did feel too. But ain’ it strange though that for so long I did
feel I had a hand for massaging people?”

“But you was dead right, man.”

“How you mean?”

Beharry nibbled. “You is the mystic massager.”
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Within a month Ganesh was getting as many clients as he could
handle.

He had never imagined there were so many people in Trinidad with
spiritual problems. But what surprised him even more was the extent
of his own powers. No one could lay evil spirits better, even in Trini-
dad, where there were so many that people had acquired especial skill
in dealing with them. No one could tie a house better, bind it, that is,
in spiritual bonds proof against the most resolute spirit. If he ran up
against a particularly tough spirit there were always the books his aunt
had given him. So, balls-of-fire, soucouyants, loups-garoux, all became as
nothing.

In this way he made most of his money. But what he really liked was
a problem which called for all his intellectual and spiritual strength. Like
the Woman Who Couldn’t Eat. This woman felt her food turn to needles
in her mouth; and her mouth actually bled. He cured her. And there was
Lover Boy. Lover Boy was a Trinidad character. Racehorses and racing-
pigeons were named after him. But it was an embarrassment to his friends
and relations that a successful racing-cyclist should fall in love with his
cycle and make love to it openly in a curious way. He cured him too.

So, Ganesh’s prestige had risen until people who came to him sick
went away well. Sometimes even he didn’t know why.

His prestige was secured by his learning. Without this he might easily
have been lumped with the other thaumaturges who swarmed over Trin-
idad. They were nearly all fakes. They knew an ineffectual charm or two
but had neither the intelligence nor sympathy for anything else. Their
method of tackling spirits remained primitive. A sudden kick in the back
of a person possessed was supposed to take the spirit by surprise and
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drive it out. It was because of these ignorant people that the profession
had a bad name. Ganesh elevated the profession by putting the charlatans
out of business. Every obeah-man was quick enough to call himself a
mystic, but the people of Trinidad knew that Ganesh was the only true
mystic in the island.

You never felt that he was a fake and you couldn’t deny his literacy
or learning—not with all those books. And he hadn’t only book-learning.
He could talk on almost any subject. For instance, he had views about
Hitler and knew how the war could be ended in two weeks. “One way,”
he used to say. “Only one. And in fourteen days, even thirteen—bam!—
no more war.” But he kept the way a secret. And he could discuss religion
sensibly as well. He was no bigot. He took as much interest in Chris-
tianity and Islam as in Hinduism. In the shrine, the old bedroom, he had
pictures of Mary and Jesus next to Krishna and Vishnu; a crescent and
star represented iconoclastic Islam. “All the same God,” he said. Christians
liked him, Muslims liked him, and Hindus, willing as ever to risk prayers
to new gods, didn’t object.

But more than his powers, learning or tolerance, people liked his
charity. He had no fixed fee and accepted whatever was given him. When
someone complained that he was poor and at the same time persecuted
by an evil spirit, Ganesh took care of the spirit and waived the fee. People
began to say, “He not like the others. They only hot after your money.
But Ganesh, he is a good man.”

He was a good listener. People poured out their souls to him and he
didn’t make them feel uncomfortable. His speech became flexible. With
simple folk he spoke dialect. With people who looked pompous or scep-
tical or said, “Is the first time in my life I come to anybody like you,” he
spoke as correctly as possible, and his deliberate delivery gave weight to
what he said and won confidence.

So clients came to Fuente Grove from every corner of Trinidad. Soon
he had to pull down the book-shed and put up a canvas-roofed bamboo
tent to shelter them. They brought their sadnesses to Fuente Grove, but
they made the place look gay. Despite the sorrow in their faces and
attitudes they wore clothes as bright as any wedding crowd: veils, bod-
ices, skirts all strident pink, yellow, blue or green.

The Niggergram had it that even the Governor’s wife had consulted
Ganesh. When he was asked about this he grew stern and changed the
subject.
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On Saturdays and Sundays he rested. On Saturday he went to San
Fernando and bought about twenty dollars’ worth of books, almost six
inches; and on Sunday, from habit, he took down Saturday’s new books
and underlined passages at random, although he no longer had the time
to read the books as thoroughly as he would have liked.

On Sunday, too, Beharry came in the morning, to talk. But a change
had come over him. He seemed shy of Ganesh and wasn’t as ready with
talk as before. He just sat on the verandah and nibbled and agreed with
everything Ganesh said.

Now that Ganesh had stopped going to Beharry’s, Leela began. She
had taken to wearing sari and it made her look thinner and frailer. She
spoke to Suruj Mooma about Ganesh’s work and her own fatigue.

As soon as Leela left, Suruj Mooma exploded. “Suruj Poopa, you was
listening to she? You see how Indian people does get conceited quick
quick? Mind you, it ain’t Ae I mind, but she. You hear all that big talk
she giving we about wanting to break down the old house and build up
a new one? And why all this damn nonsense about wearing sari? All she
life she knocking about in bodice and long skirt, and now she start with
sari?”

“Man, was your idea Ganesh should wear dhoti and turban. It ain’t
have anything wrong if Leela wear sari.”

“Suruj Poopa, you ain’t have no shame. They does treat you like dog
and still you sticking up for them. And too besides, he wearing dhoti and
Leela wearing sari is two different things. And what about the other set
of nonsense she sit down on she thin tail here and giving we? All about
feeling tired and wanting holiday. She ever had holiday before? Me ever
had holiday? Ganesh ever had holiday? You ever had holiday? Holiday’
She working hard all the time cleaning out cow-pen and doing a hundred
and one things / wouldn’ dirty myself doing, and we ain’t hear not one
single squeak about tiredness and holiday. Is only because she feeling a
little money in she purse that she start with this nonsense, you hear.”

“Man, it ain’t nice to talk like this. If people hear you they go think
you just jealous.”

“Me jealous? Me jealous she? Eh, but what is this I hearing in my old
age?”’

Beharry looked away.

“Tell me, Suruj Poopa, what cause I have to jealous a thin little
woman who can’t even make a baby? I never leave my husband and run
away from my responsibility, you hear. Is not me you got to complain
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about. Is them who is the ungrateful ones.” She paused, then continued,
solemnly. “I remember how we did take in Ganesh and help him and
feed him and do a hundred and one other things for him.” She paused
again, before snapping, “And now, what we get?”

“Man, we wasn’t looking for anything in return. We was just doing
we duty.”

“You see what we getting. Tiredness. Holiday.”

“Yes, man.”

“Suruj Poopa, you ain’t listening to me. Every Sunday morning
bright and early you jump out of your bed and running over to kiss the
man foot as though he is some Lord Laloo.”

“Man, Ganesh is a great man and | must go and see him. If he treat
me bad, is on his head, not mine.”

And when Beharry went to see Ganesh he said, “Suruj Mooma not
well this morning. Otherwise she woulda come. But she send to say

how.”

For Ganesh the most satisfying thing about these early mystic months
was the success of his Questions and Answers.

It was Basdeo, the printer, who pointed out the possibilities. He came
to Fuente Grove one Sunday morning and found Ganesh and Beharry
sitting on blankets in the verandah. Ganesh, in dhoti and vest, was read-
ing the Sentine/—he had the paper sent to him every day now. Beharry
just stared and nibbled.

“Like I tell you,” Basdeo said, after the salutations. He was a little
more than plump now and when he sat down he could cross his legs
only with difficulty. “I still keeping the print of your book, pundit. Re-
member, I did tell you 1 did feel something special about you. Is a good
good book, and is my opinion that more people should have a chance to
read it.”

“It still have more than nine hundred copies remaining.”

“Sell those at a dollar a copy, pundit. People go snap them up, I tell

you. It have nothing to shame about. After you sell off those I print

another edition
“Revise edition,” Beharry said, but very softly, and Basdeo paid no
attention.
“Another edition, pundit. Cloth cover, jacket, thicker paper, more
pictures.”
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“De luxe edition,” Beharry said.

“Exactly. Nice de luxe edition. What you say, sahib?”

Ganesh smiled and folded the Sentine/ with great care. “How much
the Elite Electric Printery going to make out of this?”

Basdeo didn’t smile. “This is the idea, sahib. I print the book at my
own expense. A nice big de luxe edition. We bring them here. You ain’
pay a cent so far. You sell the book at two dollars a copy. Every copy
you sell you keep a dollar. You ain’t even have to lift your little finger.
And is a good holy book, sahib.”

“What about other sellers?”” Beharry asked.

Basdeo turned apprehensively. “What other sellers? Nobody but the
pundit sahib going to handle the books. Only me and Ganesh pundit
sahib.”

Beharry nibbled. “Is a good idea, and is a good book.”

So 101 Questions and Answers on the Hindu Religion became the first best-
seller in the history of Trinidad publishing. People were willing to pay
the money for it. The simple-minded bought it as a charm; the poor
because it was the least they could do for Pundit Ganesh; but most people
were genuinely interested. The book was sold only at Fuente Grove and
there was no need of Bissoon’s selling hand.

He came, though, to ask for a few copies. He looked longer, thinner,
and at a hundred yards couldn’t be mistaken for a boy. He had grown
very old. His suit was frayed and dusty, his shirt was dirty and he wore
no tie.

“People just ain’t buying from me these days, sahib. Something gone
wrong. | feel your kyatechism go bring back my hand and my luck.”

Ganesh explained that Basdeo was responsible for distribution. “And
he don’t really want any sellers. It have nothing I could do, Bissoon. |
sorry.”

“Is my luck, sahib.”

Ganesh turned up the edge of the blanket on which he was sitting
and brought out some five-dollar notes. He counted four and offered them
to Bissoon.

To his surprise Bissoon rose, very much like the old Bissoon, dusted
his coat and straightened his hat. “You think I come to beg you for
charity, Ganesh? | was a big big man when you was wetting your diaper,
and you want now to give me charity?”

And he walked away.

[t was the last Ganesh saw of him. For a long time no one, not even
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The Great Belcher, knew what became of him, until Beharry brought the
news one Sunday morning that Suruj Mooma thought she had glimpsed
him in a blue uniform in the grounds of the Poor House on the Western

Main Road in Port of Spain.

One Sunday Beharry said, “Pundit, it have something I feel I must
tell you, but I don’t know how to tell you. But I must tell you because it
does hurt me to hear people dirtying your name.”

“Oh.”

“People saying bad things, pundit.”

Leela came out to the verandah, tall, thin and fragile in her sari. “Oh,
Beharry. But you looking we// today. How you is? And how Suru;j
Mooma? And Suruj and the children, they well too?”

“Ah,” Beharry said apologetically. “They well. But how you is, Leela?
You looking very sick these days.”

“I don’t know, Beharry. One foot in the grave, as they does say. |
ain’t know what happening, but I so tired these days. It have so much
things to do these days. I feel | Aave to take a holiday.” She Aopped down
at the other end of the verandah and began to fan herself with the Sunday
Sentnel.

Beharry said, “Ahh, mahargjin,” and turned to Ganesh, who was pay-
ing no attention to Leela. “Yes, pundit. People complaining.”

Ganesh said nothing.

“It have some people even saying you is a robber.”

Ganesh smiled.

“Is not you they complaining about, pundit.” Beharry nibbled anx-
iously. “Is the taxi-drivers they don’t like. You know how it hard to get
up here, and the taxi-drivers charging anything up to five shillings.”

Ganesh stopped smiling. “Is true?”

“Is true true, pundit, so help me God. And the thing, pundit, is that
people saying that you own the taxis, and that if you don’t charge people
for the help you does give them, you does take it out of them in taxi
fare.”

Leela got up. “Man, I think I go go and lie down a little bit. Beharry,
tell Suruj Mooma how for me.”

Ganesh didn’t look at her.

“All right, maharajin,” Beharry said. “You must take good care of
yourself.”
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“But, Beharry, it have a lot of taxis coming here, man.”

“Is where you wrong, pundit. Is only five. The same five. And all of
them charging the same price.”

“But who taxis they is?”

Beharry nibbled and played with the edge of his blanket. “Ah, pundit,
that is the hard part. Wasn’t me did notice it, you know, pundit. Was
Suruj Mooma. These woman and them, pundit, they does notice thing
we can’t even see with magnifying glass. They sharp as razor-grass,
man.” Beharry laughed and looked at Ganesh. Ganesh was serious. Be-
harry looked down at his blanket.

“Who taxis?”

“It make me shame to say, pundit. Your own father-in-law. Is what
Suruj Mooma say. Ramlogan, from Fourways. It have a good three
months now he running those taxis here.”

“Oho!” Ganesh rose quickly from his blanket and went inside.

Beharry heard him shouting. “Look, girl, I ain’t care how tired you
is, you hear. You never too tired to count money. What I want is the
facts. You and your father is proper traders. Buy, sell, make money,
money.”

Beharry listened, pleased.

“Wasn’t your father idea. He too stupid. Was your idea, not so? You
and your father ain’t care what sort of name | have in this place once
you making your money. And, eh, eh, is my money. A year back, how
much motor car coming to Fuente Grove in a whole month? One, two.
Today? Fifty, sometimes a hundred. Who is the cause of that? Me or
your father?”

Beharry heard Leela crying. Then he heard a slap. The crying
stopped. He heard Ganesh walking heavily back to the verandah.

“You is a good good friend, Beharry. I go see about this right away.”

Before midday he had eaten, dressed—not in English clothes but in
his normal Hindu attire—and was on his way to Fourways in a taxi. It
was one of Ramlogan’s. The driver, a fat little man bumping cheerfully
up and down in his seat, handled the steering-wheel almost as if he loved
it. When he wasn’t talking to Ganesh he sang a Hindi song which ap-
parently had only four words, Let us praise God.

He explained, “Is like this, pundit. We five taxi-boys does remain in
Princes Town or San Fernando, and we does tell people that if they going
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to see you they must only use these taxis, because you say so. Is what
Mr. Ramlogan say. But even | say is better for them, seeing how you
bless the taxi yourself.”

He sang Let us praise God a few times. “What you think of your
pictures, sahib?”

“Pictures?”

The driver sang the song again. “Picture on the door, hanging by
where other taxi does have the tariff.”

It was a framed picture, issued by the Gita Press of Gorakhpur in
India, of the goddess Lakshmi standing, as usual, on her lotus. There was
no tariff.

“Is a too nice idea, sahib. Mr. Ramlogan say was your own idea, and
all five of we taxi-boys take we old hat off to you, sahib.” He became
earnest. “It does make a man feel good, sahib, driving a car with a holy
picture inside it, especially when said picture bless by you. And the
people like it too, man.”

“But what about the other taxi-drivers and them?”

“Ah, sahib. Is we biggest problem. How to keep the son-of-a-bitches
away? You have to be very very careful with them. Pappa, they could lie
too, you know. Eh, Sookhoo find one man the other day who did sticking
up he own holy picture.”

“What Sookhoo do?”

The driver laughed and sang. “Sookhoo smart, sahib. He drive the
man car on the grass one day and take up the crank and he go over and
tell him cool cool that if he don’t stop playing the fool, you was going
to make the car bewitch.”

Ganesh cleared his throat.

“Sookhoo is like that, sahib. But listen to the upshot. Two days good
ain’t pass before the man car get in an accident. A bad accident t0o.”

The driver began to sing again.

Ramlogan kept his shop open all week. The laws forbade him to sell
groceries on Sunday; but there was no regulation against the selling of
cakes, aerated water or cigarettes on that day.

He was sitting on his stool behind the counter, doing nothing at all,
just staring out into the road, when the taxi pulled up and Ganesh stepped
out. Ramlogan held out his arms across the counter and began to cry.
“Ah, sahib, sahib, you forgive a old, old man. I didn’t mean to drive you
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away that day, sahib. All the time since that day I only thinking and
saying, ‘Ramlogan, what you do your cha’acter? Ramlogan, oh Ram-
logan, what you go and do your sensa values?” Night and day, sahib, |
praying for you to forgive me.”

Ganesh tossed the tasselled end of his green scarf over his shoulder.
“You looking well, Ramlogan. You getting fat, man.”

Ramlogan wiped his tears away. “Is just wind, sahib.” He blew his
nose. “Just wind.” He had grown fatter and greyer, oilier and dingier.
“Ah, sit down, sahib. Don’t bother about me. I is all right. You remem-
ber, sahib, how when you was a little boy you use to come in Ramlogan
shop and sit down right there and talk to the old man? You was a fust-
class talker, sahib. It use to flubbergast me, sitting down behind the counter
here and hearing you giving off ideas. But now”—Ramlogan waved his
hands around the shop and fresh tears came to his eyes—“everybody gone
and leave me. Me one. Soomintra don’t even want to come by me now.”

“Is not about Soomintra I come to talk——"

“Ah, sahib. | know you just come to comfort a old man left to live by
hisself. Soomintra say [ too old-fashion. And Leela, she always by you.
Why you don’t sit down, sahib? It ain’t dirty. Is just how it does look.”

Ganesh didn’t sit down. “Ramlogan, I come to buy over your taxis.”

Ramlogan stopped crying and got off his stool. “Taxi, sahib? But
what you want with taxi?” He laughed. “A big, educated man like you.”

“Eight hundred dollars apiece.”

“Ah, sahib, | know is help you want to help me out. Especially these
days when taxi ain’t making any money at all. Is not the sort of job you,
a famous mystic, want. I buy the taxi and them, sahib, only because when
you getting old and lonely it must have something for you to do. You
remember this glass case, sahib?”

It looked so much part of the shop now that Ganesh hadn’t noticed
it. The woodwork was grimy, the glass in many places patched and re-
patched with brown paper and, in one instance, with part of the cover of
The lllustrated London News. The short legs stood in four salmon tins filled
with water, to keep out ants. It required memory rather than imagination
to believe the glass case was once new and spotless.

“I glad I do my little piece to help modernise Fourways, but nobody
ain’t appreciate me, sahib. Nobody.”

Ganesh, for the moment forgetting his mission, looked at the news-
paper-cutting and Leela’s notice. The cutting was so brown it looked
scorched. Leela’s notice had faded and was almost unreadable.
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“Is what life is, sahib.” Ramlogan followed Ganesh’s gaze. “Years
does pass. People does born. People does married. People does dead. Is
enough to make anybody a proper philosopher, sahib.”

“Philosophy is my job. Today is Sunda 7

Ramlogan shrugged. “You ain’t really want the taxis, sahib.”

“It go surprise you how much time | have on my hand these days.
Let we say we make a bargain right now, eh?”

Ramlogan became very sad. “Sahib, why for you want to make me a
pauper? Why for you want to make me sad and miserable in my old, old
age? Why for you prosecuting a old illiterate man who don’t know A
from B?”

Ganesh frowned.

“Sahib, wasn’t a trick | was working back on you.”

“Working éack? Trick? What trick you have to work back? Anybody
passing in the road this hot Sunday afternoon and hearing you talk like
this go swear | work some trick on you.”

Ramlogan placed the palms of his hands on the counter. “Sahib, you
know you getting me vex now. I ain’t like other people, you know. |
know you is a mystic, but don’t provoke me, sahib. When I get vex, I
don’t know what | could do.”

Ganesh waited.

“If you wasn’t my son-in-law, you know I take up your little tail and
fling it through that door?”

“Ramlogan, ain’t you does ever get a little bit tired of being smart
smart all the time, even in your old age?”

Ramlogan thumped the counter. “When at your wedding you rob
me, we didn’t get any of this damn mystical stupidness. Look, move out
of here before | lose my temper. And too besides, is Government road
and anybody can run taxi to Fuente Grove. Ganesh, you just try and do
anything and | put you in the papers, you hear.”

“Put me in the papers?”

“One time you did put me in the papers. Remember? But it ain’t going
to be nice for you, I guarantee you. Oh, God! But I take enough from
you in my lifetime! Just just because you married one daughter I did
have. If you was a reasonable man, we coulda sit down, open a tin of
salmon and talk this thing over. But you too greedy. You want to rob
the people yourself.”

“Is a favour I want to do you, Ramlogan. [ giving you money for the
taxis. If I buy my own, you think you could find people to drive your
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taxis from Princes Town and San Fernando to Fuente Grove? Tell me.”

Ramlogan became insulting. Ganesh only smiled. Then, when it was
too late, Ramlogan appealed to Ganesh’s good nature. Ganesh only
smiled.

Ramlogan sold, in the end.

But when Ganesh was leaving, he burst out. “All right, Ganesh, you
making me a pauper. But watch. Watch and see if I don’t put you in the
papers and tell everybody everything about you.”

Ganesh got into his taxi.

“Ganesh!” Ramlogan shouted. “Is war now!”

He might have run the taxis as part of his service to the public, and
not charge for it; but Leela made difficulties and he had to give in. It was
her idea, after all. He charged four shillings for the trip from Princes
Town and San Fernando to Fuente Grove; and if this was a little more
than it ought to have been, it was because the roads were bad. At any
rate the fare was cheaper than Ramlogan’s, and the clients were grateful.

Leela tried to explain away Ramlogan’s threats. “He getting old now,
man, and it ain’t have much for him to live for. You mustn’t mind all the
things he say. He don’t mean it.”

But Ramlogan was good as his word.

One Sunday, when The Great Belcher had called at Fuente Grove,
Beharry came with a magazine, “Pundit, you see what they write about
you in the papers?”

He passed the magazine to Ganesh. It was a ragged thing called 7he
Hindu, printed atrociously on the cheapest paper. Advertisements took up
most of the space, but there were lots of quotations from the Hindu
scriptures in odd corners, stale Information Office hand-outs about the
British War Effort, repeated urgings to “Read The Hindu”; and a column
of original scandal headed 4 Little Bird Tells Us. It was to this that Beharry
drew Ganesh’s attention.

“Suruj Mooma bring it back from Tunapuna. She say you should hear
the amount of scandal it causing.”

There was one item that began: “A little bird tells us that the so-
called mystic in South Trinidad has taken up driving taxis. The little bird
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also twittered into our ears that the said so-called mystic was party to a
hoax played on the Trinidad public concerning a certain so-called Cul-
tural Institute...”

Ganesh passed the paper to The Great Belcher. “Leela father,” he
said.

The Great Belcher said, “Is why I come, boy. People talking about
it. He call you the business Man of God. But you mustn’t get worried,
Ganesh. Everybody know that Narayan, the man who edit it, just jealous
you. He think he is a mystic too.”

“Yes, pundit. Suruj Mooma say that Narayan went up to Tunapuna
and start telling people that with just a little bit of practice he could be
just as good as you in the mystic business.”

The Great Belcher said, “Is the thing about Indians here. They hate
to see another Indian get on.”

“l ain’t worried,” Ganesh said.

And, really, he wasn’t. But there were things in 7he Hindu that people
remembered, such as the description of Ganesh as the business Man of
God; and the accusation was parroted about by people who didn’t know
better.

He didn’t have the business mind. In fact, he despised it. The taxi-
service was Leela’s idea. So was the restaurant, and that could hardly be
called a business idea. Clients had to wait so long now when they came
to see Ganesh that it seemed only considerate to give them food. So Leela
had built a great bamboo tent at the side of the house, where she fed
people; and since Fuente Grove was so far from anywhere else, she had
to charge a little extra.

And then people made a lot of fuss about Beharry’s shop.

To understand the affair—some people made it the scandal—of Be-
harry’s shop, you must remember that for years most of Ganesh’s clients
had been used to fake spirit-charmers who made them burn camphor and
ghee and sugar and rice, and kill cocks and goats. Ganesh had little use
for that sort of silly ritual. But he found that his clients, particularly the
women, loved it; so he too ordered them to burn things two or three
times a day. They brought the ingredients and begged him, and some-
times paid him, to offer them up on their behalf.

He wasn’t really surprised when, one Sunday morning, Beharry said,
“Pundit, sometimes me and Suruj Mooma does stop and think and get
worried about the things people bringing to you. They is poor people,
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they don’t know whether the stuff they getting is good or not, whether
it clean or not. And [ know that it have a lot of shopkeepers who would-
n’t mind giving them the wrong sort of stuff.”

Leela said, “Yes, man. Is something Suruj Mooma been telling me
she worried about for a long long time.”

Ganesh smiled. “Suruj Mooma doing a lot of worrying these days.”

“Yes, pundit. I know you woulda see my point. The poor people
ain’t educated up to your standard and is up to you to see that they
getting the right stuff from the proper shopkeeper.”

Leela said, “I think it would make the poor people feel nicer if they
could buy the stuff right here in Fuente Grove.”

“Why you don’t keep it by you then, maharajin?”

“It wouldn’t look nice, Beharry. People go start thinking we working
a trick on them. Why not at your shop? Suruj Mooma done tell me that
it wouldn’t be any extra work. In fact, I think that you and Suruj Mooma
is the correctest people to handle the stuff. And I so tired these days,
besides.”

“You overworking yourself, maharajin. Why you don’t take a rest?”

Ganesh said, “Is nice for you to help me out this way, Beharry.”

So clients bought the ingredients for offerings only from Beharry’s
shop. “Things not cheap there,” Ganesh told them. “But is the only place
in Trinidad where you sure of what you getting.”

Nearly everything Beharry sold came to Ganesh’s house. A fair
amount was used for ritual. “And even that,” Ganesh said, “is a waste of
good good food.” Leela used the rest in her restaurant.

“I want to give the poor people only the best,” she said.

Fuente Grove prospered. The Public Works Department recognised
its existence and resurfaced the road to a comparative evenness. They
gave the village its first stand-pipe. Presently the stand-pipe, across the
road from Beharry’s shop, became the meeting-place of the village
women; and children played naked under the running water.

Beharry prospered. Suruj was sent as a boarder to the Naparima Col-
lege in San Fernando. Suruj Mooma started a fourth baby and told Leela
about her plans for rebuilding the shop.

Ganesh prospered. He pulled down his old house, carried on business
in the restaurant, and put up a mansion. Fuente Grove had never seen
anything like it. It had two stories; its walls were of concrete blocks; the
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Niggergram said that it had more than a hundred windows and that if
the Governor got to hear, there was going to be trouble because only
Government House could have a hundred windows. An Indian architect
came over from British Guiana and built a temple for Ganesh in proper
Hindu style. To make up for the cost of all this building Ganesh was
forced to charge an entrance fee to the temple. A professional sign-writer
was summoned from San Fernando to rewrite the GANESH, Mystic sign.
At the top he wrote, in Hindi, Peace to you all; and below, Spiritual solace
and comfort may be had here at any time on every day except Saturday and
Sunday. It is regretted, however, that requests for monetary assistance cannot be
entertained. In English.

Every day Leela became more refined. She often went to San Fer-
nando to visit Soomintra, and to shop. She came back with expensive
saris and much heavy jewellery. But the most important change was in
her English. She used a private accent which softened all harsh vowel
sounds; her grammar owed nothing to anybody, and included a highly
personal conjugation of the verb to be.

She told Suruj Mooma, “This house I are building, I don’t want it to
come like any erther Indian house. | wants it to have good furnitures and
I wants everything to remain prutty prutty. I are thinking about getting
a refrigerator and a few erther things like that.”

“I are thinking too,” Suruj Mooma said. “I are thinking about build-
ing up a brand-new modern shop, a real proper grocery like those in
Suruj Poopa books, with lots of tins and cans on good good shelf—-"

“—and all that people says about Indians not being able to keep their
house properly is true true. But I are going to get ours painted prutty
prutty ”

“—a long time now Suruj Poopa say that, and we going to paint up

the shop, paint it up from top to bottom, and we going to keep it prutty
prutty, with a nice marble-top counter. But, mark you, we not going to
forget where we live. 7hat going to be prutty prutty too——"

“—with good carpets like therse Soomintra and I see in Gopal’s, and

nice curtains ”

“—morris chairs and spring-cushions. But look, I hear the baby cry-
ing and I think he want his feed. | has to go now, Leela, my dear.”

With so much to say to each other now, Leela and Suruj Mooma
remained good friends.

And Leela wasn’t talking just for the sake of talk. Once the house
was completed—and that, for a Trinidad Indian, is in itself an achieve-
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ment—she had it painted and she expressed her Hindu soul in her choice
of bright and clashing colours. She commissioned one house-painter to
do a series of red, red roses on the blue drawing room wall. She had the
British Guianese temple-builder execute a number of statues and carvings,
which she scattered about in the most unlikely places. She had him build
an ornate balustrade around the flat roof, and upon this he was later com-
missioned to erect two stone elephants, representing the Hindu elephant
god Ganesh. Ganesh thoroughly approved of Leela’s decorations and
designed the elephants himself.

“I don’t give a damn what Narayan want to say about me in 7he
Hindu,” he said. “Leela, [ going to buy that refrigerator for you.”

And he did. He placed it in the drawing room, where it hid part of
the rose-design on the wall but could be seen from the road.

He didn’t forget the smaller things. From an Indian dealer in San
Fernando he bought two sepia reproductions of Indian drawings. One
represented an amorous scene; in the other God had come down to earth
to talk to a sage. Leela didn’t like the first drawing. “It are not going to
hang in my drawing room.”

“You have a bad mind, girl.” Under the amorous drawing he wrote,
Will you come to me like this? And under the other, or like this?

The drawings went up.

And after they had settled that they really began hanging pictures.
Leela started with photographs of her family.

“I ain’t want Ramlogan picture in my house,” Ganesh said.

“I are not going to take it down.”

“All right, leave Ramlogan hanging up. But see what I going to put

up.”

It was a photograph of a simpering Indian film-actress.

Leela wept a little.

Ganesh said blandly, “It does make a change to have a happy face in
the house.”

The one feature of the new house which thrilled them for a long time
was the lavatory. It was so much better than the old cess-pit. And one
Saturday, in San Fernando, Ganesh came upon an ingenious toy which
he decided to use in the lavatory. It was a musical toilet-paper rack.
Whenever you pulled at the paper, it played Yankee Doodle Dandy.

This, and the sepia drawings, were to inspire two of Ganesh’s most
successful writings.
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Narayan’s attacks increased, and varied. One month Ganesh was ac-
cused of being anti-Hindu; another month of being racialist; later he was
a dangerous atheist; and so on. Soon the revelations of The Little Bird
threatened to swamp 7he Hindu.

“And still he are calling it a little bird.”

“You right, girl. The little bird grow up and come a big black
corbeau.”

“Dangerous man, pundit,” Beharry warned. When Beharry came now
to see Ganesh he had to go to the fern-smothered veranda upstairs.
Downstairs was one large room where clients waited. “The time go come
when people go start believing him. Is like a advertising campaign, you
know.”

“If you ask me,” said Leela, in her fatigued, bored manner, “the man
is a disgrace to Hindus in this place.” She rested her head on her right
shoulder and half-shut her eyes. “I remember how my father did give a
man a proper horse-whipping in Penal. It are just what Narayan want.”

Ganesh leaned back in his morris chair. “The way [ look at it is this.”

Beharry nibbled, all attention.

“What would Mahatma Gandhi do in a situation like this?”

“Don’t know, pundit.”

“Write. That’s what he would do. Write.”

So Ganesh took up pen again. He had considered his writing career
almost over; and was only planning, in a vague way, a spiritual auto-
biography on the lines of the Hollywood Hindus. But this was going to
be a big thing, to be attempted much later, when he was ready for it
Now he had to act immediately.

He wanted to do things properly. He went to Port of Spain—his
courage failed him at the last moment and he wore English clothes—to
the Registrar-General’s Office in the Red House. There he registered
Ganesh Publishing Company, Limited. The insignia of the firm was an
open lotus.

Then he began to write again and found, to his delight, that the desire
to write had not died, but was only submerged. He worked hard at his
book, sitting up late at night after treating clients all day; and often Leela
had to call him to bed.

Beharry rubbed his hands. “Oh, this Narayan going to get it good.”

The book, when it came out two months later, was a surprise to
Beharry. It looked like a real book. It had hard covers; the type was big
and the paper thick; and the whole thing looked substantial and author-
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itative. But Beharry was dismayed at the subject. The book was called
The Guide to Trinidad.

“Basdeo do a nice job this time,” Ganesh said.

Beharry agreed, but looked doubtful.

“It go knock hell out of Narayan. It go do you a lot of good and it
go do Leela a lot of good.”

Beharry dutifully read 7he Guide to Trinidad. He found it good. The
history, geography and population of Trinidad were described in a mas-
terly way. The book spoke about the romance of Trinidad’s many races.
In a chapter called 7he East in the West, readers were told that they would
be shocked to find a mosque in Port of Spain; and even more shocked to
find, in a village called Fuente Grove, a genuine Hindu temple which
looked as if it had been bodily transported from India. The Fuente Grove
Hindu temple was considered well worth a visit, for spiritual and artistic
reasons.

The anonymous author of the Guide was enthusiastic about the is-
land’s modernity. The island, he stressed, had three up-to-date daily news-
papers, and foreign advertisers could consider them good investments.
But he deplored the absence of any influential weekly or monthly paper,
and he warned foreign advertisers to be wary of the mushroom monthlies
which claimed to be organs of certain sections of the community.

Ganesh sent free copies of the Guide to all the American Army camps
in Trinidad, “to welcome,” as he wrote, “our brave brothers-in-arms.”
He also sent copies to export agencies and advertising agencies in America
and Canada which dealt with Trinidad.

Beharry did his best to hide his bewilderment.

Leela said, “It are beat me, if I see why for you doing all this.”

He left her to her worries; ordered her to get tablecloths, lots of
knives, forks and spoons; and warned her to look after the restaurant
properly. He told Beharry it would be wise for him to lay in large stocks
of rum and lager.

Presently the American soldiers began to pour into Fuente Grove and
the village children had their first chew of gum. The soldiers came in
jeeps and army lorries, some in taxis with girl-friends. They saw ele-
phants in stone and were reassured, if not satisfied, but when Ganesh
took them on a tour of his temple—he used the word “tour”—they felt
they had their money’s worth.
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Leela counted more than five thousand Americans.

Beharry had never been so busy in all his life.

“Is like what I did think,” Ganesh said. “Trinidad is a small place and
it ain’t have much for the poor Americans to do.”

Many of them asked for spiritual advice and all who asked received it.

“Sometimes,” Ganesh said, “I does feel that these Americans is the
most religious people in the world. Even more than Hindus.”

“Hollywood Hindus,” muttered Beharry, but he nibbled so badly Ga-
nesh didn’t catch what he was saying.

After three months 7he Hindu announced that it had to cut the number
of its pages because it wished to help the war effort. Not many people
besides Ganesh noticed that there were fewer advertisements for patent
medicines and other internationally known products. 7he Hindu lost the
glamour of illustrated advertisements; and Narayan was making money

only from plain statements about small shops here and there in Trinidad.
But The Little Bird still twittered.
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Ganesh found himself now a philosopher and arbiter. Indian villages
in Trinidad still had panchayats, councils of elders, and he was often in-
vited by them to give judgment in a case of minor theft or assault, or to
settle a quarrel between husband and wife. Often, too, he was asked to
address prayer-meetings.

His arrival at such a meeting was impressive. He came out of his taxi
with dignity, tossed his green scarf over his shoulder and shook hands
with the officiating pundit. Then two more taxis came up with his books.
Helpers fell upon these taxis, grabbed armfuls of books and took them to
the platform. The helpers were proud and busy people then, and looked
almost as solemn as Ganesh. They ran from taxi to platform and back
again, frowning, never saying a word.

Seated on the platform under a tasselled red canopy, and surrounded
by his books, Ganesh looked the picture of authority and piety. His gaily
dressed audience rippled out from the platform in widening circles of
diminishing splendour, from well-dressed businessmen and shopkeepers
just below the platform to ragged labourers at the back, from extrava-
gantly bedecked children sleeping on blankets and cushions to naked,
spidery-limbed children sprawling on sugar-sacks.

People came to hear him not only because of his reputation but also
because of the novelty of what he said. He spoke about the good life,
about happiness and how to get it. He borrowed from Buddhism and
other religions and didn’t hesitate to say so. Whenever he wished to
strengthen a point he snapped his fingers and a helper held a book open
towards the audience so that they could see that Ganesh wasn’t making
it all up. He spoke in Hindi but the books he showed in this way were
in English, and people were awed by this display of learning.
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His main point was that desire was a source of misery and therefore
desire ought to be suppressed. Occasionally he went off at a tangent to
discuss whether the desire to suppress desire wasn’t itself a desire; but
usually he tried to be as practical as possible. He spoke with fervour
about the Buddha’s Fire Sermon. Sometimes from that he moved on nat-
urally to the war, and war in general, and to the quotation from Dickens’s
Child’s History of England that “war is a dreadful thing.” At other times he
said that happiness was only possible if you cleared your mind of desire
and looked upon yourself as part of Life, just a tiny link in the vast chain
of Creation. “Lie down on the dry grass and feel Life growing out from
the rocks and earth beneath you, through you, and upwards. Look at the
clouds and sky when it isn’t hot and feel that you are part of all that.
Feel that everything else is an extension of you. Therefore you, who are
all this, can never die.”

People sometimes understood and when they got up they felt a little
nobler.

And it was precisely for this that now, in 1944, The Little Bird began
attacking Ganesh. It seemed to have reconciled itself to his “so-called
mysticism.”

The Little Bird said: “I am just a little birdie but I think it is surely a
retrograde step for any community these days to look up to a religious
visionary ...”

The Great Belcher told Ganesh, “And, boy, Narayan start copying
you. He start giving lectures now—in the towns. And he showing his
own books and thing too. Something about religion and the people.”

“Opium,” Beharry said.

Every new revelation of The Little Bird was carefully studied in Fu-
ente Grove.

“It ain’t your mystical powers he jealousing now, pundit. He working
for the elections in two years’ time. First election with universal adult
franchise. Yes, universal adult franchise. Is what he have his eye on.”

Later issues of 7he Hindu seemed to show that Beharry was right.
Spare inches of the magazine were no longer filled up with quotations
from the Gita or the Upanishads. Now it was all: Workers, Unite! Each One
Teach One, Mens Sana in Corpore Sano, Per Ardua ad Astra, The Hindu is an
Organ of Progress, [ may not agree with what you say but I will fight to the
death to defend your right to say ir. The Little Bird began to agitate for A
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Fair Day’s Pay for a Fair Day’s Work, and Homes for the Destitute; later
it announced the opening of 7he Hindu “Homes for Destitutes” fund.

One day Leela said to Suruj Mooma, “I are thinking of taking up
social welfare work.”

“My dear, is the said selfsame thing that Suruj Poopa begging me to
do a long long time now. But, my dear, I ain’t have the time.”

The Great Belcher was enthusiastic and practical. “Leela, it have nine
years now | know you, and is the best idea you ever have. All this food
I does come here and see you throwing away, you could give to poor
people.”

“Ah, aunt, it are not much that | does throw away. If something are
not use today, well it are use tomorrow. But how I could start up with
this social welfare work?”

“I go tell you how they does do it. You just get some children to-
gether, bring them inside the restaurant and feed them up. Or you go
outside, look for children, and feed them outside. Christmas-time come
round now, you pick up two three balloons and you go round giving
them away.”

“Yes, Soomintra beginning to stock a lot of prutty prutty balloons.”

And every Sunday now Leela, with the help of The Great Belcher,
did social work.

Ganesh worked on, unperturbed by Narayan and The Little Bird. It
was as if Narayan’s taunts had encouraged him to do just the thing for
which he was attacked. In this he was far-sighted; for certainly it was the
books he wrote at this time which helped to establish his reputation, not
only in the country, but also in Port of Spain. He used the material of
his talks for 7he Road to Happiness. After that came Re-incarnation, The Soul
as [ See It, The Necessity for Faith. These books sold regularly and well;
but none of them had spectacular success.

And then, one after the other, appeared the two books that made his
name a household word in Trinidad.

The first book began: “On Thursday, May 12, at nine o’clock in the
morning, just after I had had breakfast, I saw God. He looked at me and
said...”

What God Told Me must surely rank as a classic in Trinidad literature.
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Its stark simplicity, almost ingenuousness, is shattering. The character of
the narrator is beautifully revealed, especially in the chapters of dialogue,
where his humility and spiritual bewilderment counterpoint the unravel-
ling of many knotty metaphysical points. There were also some chapters
of spirited prophecy. The end of the war was predicted, and the fate of
certain local people.

The book set a fashion. Many people in many parts of Trinidad began
seeing God. The most celebrated was Man-man of Miguel Street in Port
of Spain. Man-man saw God, tried to crucify himself and had to be put
away.

And only two months after the publication of What God Told Me
Ganesh scored a stupendous success of scandal. His inspiration was the
musical toilet-roll rack. Because Profitable Evacuation was published during
the war its title was misunderstood; fortunately, for it might not have
been allowed if the authorities knew that it was concerned more or less
with constipation. “A vital subject,” Ganesh wrote in his Preface, “one
that has adversely dogged human relationships since the beginning of
time.” The gist of the book was that evacuation could be made not only
pleasurable but profitable, a means of strengthening the abdominal mus-
cles. The system he recommended is roughly that which contortionists
and weight-lifters call excavation.

This, printed on thick paper, with a cover of brightest yellow deco-
rated with a lotus, established Ganesh finally, without question.

Left to himself Ganesh might not have taken any further action
against Narayan. The Little Bird was only a twitter of protest amid
whole-hearted and discerning applause. But people like The Great Belcher
and Beharry didn’t like it.

Beharry, in particular, was upset. Ganesh had opened up to him
vaster vistas of reading and knowledge; and it was because of Ganesh
that he prospered. He had put up his new shop, all concrete and plaster
and glass. Land-values in Fuente Grove had risen and he had profited by
that too. From time to time he was asked by various Literary-Debating-
and-Social-Welfare Societies to talk on aspects of Ganesh’s career: Ga-
nesh the man, Ganesh the mystic, the contribution of Ganesh to Hindu
thought. His fate was bound up with Ganesh’s and he, more than anyone,
resented Narayan’s attacks.

He did what he could to encourage Ganesh to act.
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“The man attack you again this month, pundit.”

“Gaddaha!”’

“But it does look bad bad, pundit. Especially now that Ramlogan
beginning to write against you in 7he Hindu. Is dangerous.”

But Ganesh wasn’t worried that Narayan was preparing for the 1946
elections. “I ain’t burning to be one of those damn crooks who does go
up for elections.”

“You hear the latest, pundit? Narayan form a party. The Hindu As-
sociation. Is a election stunt, pundit. He aint have a chance to win in
Port of Spain. He have to come to the country and that is where he
frighten you beat him.”

“Beharry, you and me know what sort of thing Indian associations is
in this place. Narayan and those people just like little girls playing dolly-
house.”

Ganesh’s judgment was sound. At the first general meeting of the
Hindu Association Narayan was elected President. The following were
also elected: four Assistant-Presidents, two Vice-Presidents, four Assist-
ant Vice-Presidents; many Treasurers; one Secretary-in-Chief, six Secre-
taries, twelve Assistant-Secretaries.

“You see? They ain’t leave nobody out. Look, Beharry, boy, going
about talking to all these prayer-meetings, I get to know Trinidad Indians
like the back of my own hand.”

But then Narayan began playing the fool. He began sending off cables
to India, to Mahatma Gandhi, Pandit Nehru and the All-India Congress;
in addition to anniversary cables of all sorts, he noted centenaries, bicen-
tenaries, tercentenaries. And every time he sent a cable the news was
reported in the 7rinidad Sentinel. There was nothing to prevent Ganesh
sending his own cables; but in India, where they didn’t know what
was what in Trinidad, what chance would a cable signed GANESH PUNDIT
MYSTIC have against one signed NARAYAN PRESIDENT HINDU ASSOCIATION
TRINIDAD?

The deputation was the work of Beharry.

Two men and a boy came one Saturday afternoon to Ganesh’s resi-
dence. One man was tall, black and fat. He looked a little like Ramlogan;
only, he was dressed in spotless white: his belly was so big it hung over
his black leather belt and hid it. In his shirt pocket he carried a letter and
a whole row of pens and pencils. The other man was thin, fair and good-
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looking. The boy wore short trousers and his shirt-sleeves were buttoned
at his wrists. Ganesh had often met the men and knew them as organi-
sers. The boy he didn’t know.

The deputation sat down carefully on the morris chairs in the veran-
da and Ganesh shouted for Leela to bring out some Coca-Cola.

The deputation looked through the drawing room doors and ex-
amined the pictures and the two big Coca-Cola calendars on the walls.

Then they saw Leela, thin and elegant in her sari, opening the refrig-
erator. The fat man nudged the boy sitting next to him on the couch; and
the whole deputation stopped staring.

The fat man became businesslike. “Sahib, we ain’t come here to beat
about the bush. Beharry and your aunt—a nice nice woman, sahib—-they
ask me to come because of the amount of experience | have organising
prayer-meetings and things like that——"

The Coca-Cola came. Four frosted bottles on a glass-bottomed tray.
Leela sighed. “Wait jirst one moment. | are going to get the glasses.”

The fat man looked at the bottles. The thin fair man fingered the strip
of adhesive-plaster above his left eye. The boy looked at the tassels on
Ganesh’s scarf. Ganesh smiled at them all in turn and they all smiled
back, except the boy.

On another glass-bottomed tray Leela brought expensive-looking
glasses of great beauty, arabesqued in gold, red and green and ringed
with gold bands.

The deputation held their glasses in both hands.

There was an awkward silence until Ganesh asked the fat man,
“What you doing these days, Swami?”

Swami took a sip of Coca-Cola, a refined lilliputian sip. “Jirst living,
sahib.”

“Jirst living, eh?” Ganesh smiled.

Swami nodded and smiled back.

“And what happen to you, Partap? | see you cut yourself, man.”

“A little accident in Parcel Post,” Partap said, fingering the adhesive-
plaster.

Ganesh had always thought of this man as Partap of Parcel Post. He
managed to bring in the Parcel Post into almost any conversation, and
Ganesh knew that to annoy him you only had to suggest that he worked
in the Post Office. “Parcel Post, please,” he would say coldly.

Silence, for three little sips of Coca-Cola.

Swami put down his glass with decision, but with unintentioned vio-
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lence, and Leela came and stood at one of the drawing-room doors.
Swami took up his glass again and smiled. “Yes, sahib,” he said, with
great cheerfulness. “We ain’t come here to beat about the bush. You is
the only man with authority among all Trinidad Indians to stand up to
Narayan. We don’t approve of the way Narayan attacking you. We come
here today, sahib”—Swami became solemn—“to ask you to form up
your own own association. We go make you President staightaway and—
you ain’t have to look very far—you have three Assistant-Presidents sitting
down quiet quiet in front of you drinking Coca-Cola.”

“What Narayan do you so?”

“Don’t ask me,” Partap said surlily. “Nasty attack on me and my
family, pundit. Accusing my own father of bribery and corruption in the
local Road Board. And he always does call me a Post Office man, just
for spite. I write letters, but he don’t print them.”

“And me he accusing of robbing poor people.” Swami looked pained.
“Sahib, it have more than eighteen months now you know me. I organise
a hundred and one prayer-meetings for you. Sahib, a man of my standing
go ever rob poor people?” Swami was a solicitor’s tout in Couva.

“And what Narayan do the boy?”

Swami laughed and took a big gulp of Coca-Cola. The boy looked
down into his glass. “Narayan ain’t do him anything yer, sahib. He only
here for the experience.”

The boy’s face grew darker with embarrassment.

“But he is a bright little boy, you know.” The boy frowned into his
glass. “My sister son. A genius, man, sahib. First shot, he get a first grade
in the Cambridge School Certificate.”

Ganesh thought of his own second grade at the age of nineteen. He
said, “Ummbh,” and took his first sip of Coca-Cola.

Partap went on, “It not right, sahib. Every day you open the Sentinel,
two to one you find something on page three about Narayan sending off
greeting cables.”

Ganesh took a long draught of Coca-Cola.

Swami said, “You must do something, sahib. Start up your own as-
sociation. Or bring out a paper. Is another thing where I have a whole
ton of experience. When | was young, man, sahib, in the nineteen-
twenties, a year didn’t pass off without Swami bringing out a new paper.
I had to go up to Port of Spain—law business, you know—and | went
to the Registrar office. Man, it surprise me self the number of paper |
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bring out. But I change now. I say you must bring out a paper only when
you have a good good reason.”

Everybody drank some Coca-Cola.

“But I must stop talking about myself. This little boy here, sahib, he
is a born writer. Man, if you does hear the English word he does use—
word as long as my hand, man!” Swami held out his right arm until his
shirt tautened at the arm-pit.

Ganesh looked at the boy.

“He shy today,” Swami said.

“But don’t let that fool you,” Partap said. “He thinking all the time.”

They drank a lot more Coca-Cola and talked a lot more, but Ganesh
refused to be convinced, although there was in their arguments much that
attracted him. That business of bringing out his own newspaper, for ex-
ample, had repeatedly crossed his mind. In fact, sometimes on Sundays
he had shouted to Leela to bring him paper and red pencils and he had
made up dummy issues of newspapers. He had ruled columns, indicated
which were for advertisements, which for edification. But this pleasure,
like that of making note-books, was a private one.

Shortly afterwards, however, two things occurred that decided him to
take action against Narayan.

You might say that the first began in the offices of the London Messen-
ger. The war ended, throwing journalists more or less upon their own
resources. The Messenger flew a correspondent to South America to cover
a revolution that looked promising. Considering that the only human
interest story he could get there was from a woman in a night-club who
said, “You are in bed. You hear bim-bam-bom. You say, ‘Revolution,’
and you go to sleep again,” the correspondent had done well. Having
covered that revolution he flew back by way of Para, Georgetown and
Port of Spain, and uncovered crises in all three places. Apparently Trin-
idad natives were planning a revolt and British officials and their wives
were taking revolvers to dances. The libel was publicity and pleased Trin-
idad. Ganesh was more concerned with the correspondent’s analysis of
the political situation, as reported back in the 7rnidad Sentinel. Narayan
was described as President of the extremist Hindu Association. Narayan,
“who received me at his party headquarters,” was the leader of the Indian
community. Ganesh didn’t mind that. He didn’t mind the disparaging
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reference to the Hindu fanatics of South Trinidad. But he was needled
when the correspondent lingered over romantic details when speaking of
Narayan and described him as “chain-smoking, balding C. S. Narayan,
veteran journalist,” and much more. He could take any amount of abuse
from Narayan himself. England could, if it wished, think of Narayan as
the leader of Trinidad Indians. But that England would read and remember
that C. S. Narayan was chain-smoking, balding, and a veteran journalist
was more than he could bear.

“I know is unreasonable, Beharry. But is how | feel.”

Beharry sympathised. “A man could take big things. Is the little
things like that what does cut up a man tail.”

“Something go have to happen, and then I go do for Narayan.”

Beharry nibbled. “Is the way I like to hear you talk, pundit.”

And then, most opportunely, The Great Belcher brought great news.

“Oh, Ganesh, the shame! The shame to Indians that Narayan bring-
ing!” She was so overcome she could only belch and ask for water. She
got Coca-Cola. It made her burp between belches and she remained un-
communicative for some time. “I done with Coca-Cola,” she said at last.
“I ain’t modern enough for it. Next time is only water for me.”

“What shame?”

“Ah, boy. The Home for Destitutes Fund. You know Narayan start
that?”

“The Little Bird talking about it for months now.”

“Home for Destitutes! As fast as the money collecting, the man buy-
ing estates. And was only by a chance I get to find out. I ain’t know if
you know how hard Gowrie having it these days. She is a sort of relation
to Narayan. So, when I met Gowrie at Doolarie wedding and she start
this big bawling and crying about money, I say, ‘Gowrie, why you don’t
go to Narayan and ask him? He having this fund for destitute.” She say
no, she can’t go, because she got she pride and the fund still open. But I
talk she into going and so when I see she yesterday at Daulatram funeral,
I ask she, ‘You ask Narayan?’ She say yes, she ask Narayan. ‘And what
he do?’ I ask. She say Narayan just begin one crying and losing his
temper when she ask him, saying that everybody think that because he
open one little fund he is a rich man. He say, ‘Gowrie, I poorer than you.
How you could look at me and think I is rich? Just last week I had to
buy a whole estate for fourteen thousand dollars. Where I go find all that
money?’ So he say and so he begin one long crying and Gowrie say in
the end she feel that e was going to ask she for money.”

132



Press Pundit

Throughout the long speech The Great Belcher hadn’t belched once.
“Is the Coca-Cola, you think?” Ganesh asked.

“No, so it does happen when I get carry away.”

“But how people ain’t making a row about this fund, man?”

“Ah, boy, don’t tell me you ain’t know Trinidad. When people give
money, you think they care who get it Once they open they mouth and
skin their teeth for a photo in the papers, they happy, you hear. And too
besides, you believe they want this thing to come out for people to start
laughing at them?”

“It ain’t right. | ain’t saying this because | is a mystic and all that,
but I think that to any outsider it can’t look right.”

“Is just how I feel,” The Great Belcher said.

So the deputation came again and sat, not in the verandah, but at the
dining-table in the drawing-room. They looked at the pictures on the
walls again. Once more Leela went through the ritual of taking out Coca-
Cola from the refrigerator and pouring it into the beautiful glasses.

Swami was still dressed in white; there was the same array of pens
and pencils in his shirt pocket, and the same letter. Partap had lost his
adhesive plaster. The boy had discarded his short trousers for a double-
breasted brown suit a size or two bigger than he required. He had a copy
of 7ime magazine and the New Statesman and Nation.

Partap said, “Narayan so smart he stupid. He playing right in we
hand now, pundit. He changing his name, man. With Indians he is Chan-
dra Shekar Narayan.”

“And with everybody else,” Swami added, “Cyrus Stephen Narayan.”

Leela brought large sheets of paper and many red pencils.

Ganesh said, “I think over what you say, and we going to start up
we own paper.”

Swami said, “Is just what go knock hell out of Narayan.”

Ganesh ruled out columns on the sheet before him. “Like in all
things, we have to start small.”

The boy put 7ime and the New Statesman on the table. “These is small
papers. Very small papers.”

Swami laughed. It sounded like gargling in the next room. “You see,
sahib, the boy could talk good. And, man, he is a born writer. He know
a lot more than plenty of big big man in this place.”

The boy repeated, “Yes, these is very small papers.”
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Ganesh smiled sympathetically. “That go cost a lot, man. We have
to start small and simple. Look at your uncle Swami. He start small when
he did bringing out papers.”

Swami nodded solemnly.

“And Partap. And me. We did all have to start small. We starting up
with four pages.”

“Only four pages?” the boy said petulantly. “But that ain’t no sort of
paper at all, man.”

“Later we go build it up, man. Big big.”

“All right, all right.” The boy angrily pulled his chair away from the
table. “Go ahead and make up your so-call paper. But just leave me out
of it.” He attended to his Coca-Cola.

“First page,” Ganesh announced. “Bright page. No advertisements,
except in the bottom right-hand corner.”

“I always did promise myself,” Partap said reverently, “that if I
did ever start up a paper, | woulda dedicate it to Mahatma Gandhi. I
know a boy, if you treat him nice, could pick up a block with Gandhi
picture from the Sentine/ office. We could put this on the top of the
front page and I could always find out some words or something to go
with it.”

Ganesh marked out the space for the homage.

“That settle,” Swami said.

“The front page going to be a page of attack, attack,” Ganesh said.
“Leave that to me. | working on this article exposing the Destitutes Fund
and Leela busy writing a little report about the social welfare work she
doing.”

Swami was so pleased he tried to cross his gargantuan legs. The
chair creaked and Ganesh looked hard at him. Leela came out and swept
through the room. “Some people look as if they are never see furnitures
before. Next time I are going to bring some benches.”

Partap sat bolt upright and Swami smiled.

The boy, sitting against the wall next to the refrigerator, said, “Yes,
the page settle. But I wonder what people go say when they see in one
side the page dedication to Mahatma Gandhi and in the other side attack,
attack.”

Swami said sharply, “Shut up, boy. Otherwise, don’t mind you big
and wearing long pants, | haul you across my knee and I give you a
sound sound cut-arse, right here, in front of the pundit self. And I leave
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you home next time and you never touch any paper I bring out. If you
ain’t have nothing but suckastic remarks, keep quiet.”

“All right, you is a big man and you go shut me up. But I want to
see how all you going to full up the three other pages.”

Ganesh ignored the exchange and went on ruling columns on the
inside pages. “Page two.”

Partap sipped some Coca-Cola. “Page two.”

“Yes,” Swami said, “page two.”

Partap snapped his fingers. “Advertisements!”

“A whole page advertisements on page two? You see the way inex-
perience people does talk?”

“Some advertisements,” Ganesh pleaded.

“Is what I did mean,” Partap said.

“Four columns on page two. Two for advertisement?”

Partap nodded.

Swami said, “Is how / use to do it.”

“What you going to put in the two columns?” The boy.

Swami turned around quickly in his chair and again it creaked dan-
gerously. The boy was holding up 7ime before his face.

“How about a little thing by you, pundit?” Partap asked.

“Man, already I writing up a whole front page. And I ain’t want my
name to appear in the paper, | ain’t want to bring myself down to Nara-
yan level.”

Swami said, “Culture, sahib. Page two is the culture page.”

Partap said, “Yes, culture.”

There was a long silence, broken only by the boy turning over the
pages of 7ime with unnecessary rustle.

Ganesh tapped his pencil on the table. Swami propped his hands
against his chin and leaned forward on the table, pushing it towards
Ganesh. Partap crossed his arms and furrowed his brow.

“Coca-Cola?” Ganesh said.

Swami and Partap nodded absent-mindedly and Leela came out to do
the honours. “I have some enamel cups, you know, if that are going to
make you people any happier.”

“Oh, we is all right,” Partap smiled.

“Cinema,” the boy said, behind 7ime.

“What you mean?” Swami asked eagerly.

“Film reviews,” Ganesh said.
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Partap said, “Film reviews is a first-class idea.”

Swami was enthusiastic. “And on that selfsame page, advertisements
for films. From the Indian companies. One review for one advertise-
ment.”

Ganesh slapped the table. “That self.”

The boy was humming.

The three men sipped Coca-Cola with abandon. Swami laughed and
chuckled till his chair creaked.

The boy said coldly, “Page three.”

“Two more columns of advertisement there,” Ganesh said briskly.

“And a nice big advertisement on the whole of page four,” Swami
added.

“True enough,” Ganesh said, “but why for you jumping ahead so?”

Partap said, “Only two more columns to full up.”

“Yes,” Swami said sadly, “two more.”

The boy walked to the table and said, “Feecher.”

They looked at him inquiringly.

“Feecher article.”

“The paper finish!” Swami cried.

Partap said, “Who go write the feecher?”

Ganesh said, “People know my style. Is something for you people to
write. Just gimme page one.”

“Serious, religious feecher on page three,” the boy said, “to make up
for page one which, if I ain’t getting deaf, going to be a page of attack,
attack.”

Swami said, “I outa practice. In the old days, man, I coulda turn out
a feecher in half a hour.”

Partap said hesitantly, “A bright little thing about Parcel Post?”

The boy said, “Serious and religious feecher.” To Swami he said,
“But what about that one you show me the other day?”

“Which one?” Swami asked casually.

“The flying one.”

“Oh. That little thing. The boy talking, sahib, about a few words I
scribble off the other day.”

Partap said, “lI remember the one. The New Statesman send it back.
Was nice, though. It prove, pundit, that in ancient India they did know
all about aeroplanes.”

Ganesh said, “Hmmh.” Then, “All right, we go put it in.”

Swami said, “I go have to polish it up a little bit.”
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Partap said, “Well, I glad that settle.”

The boy said, “All you forgetting one thing. The name.”

The men became thoughtful once more.

Swami tinkled the ice in his glass. “I better say it right away, sahib.
I is like that, sahib. No beating about the bush. If you can’t get a good
name, blame me. | use up everything when | was a proper editor. Mirror,
Herald, Sentinel, Tribune, Mail. Everything, man. Use them up. Hindu this
and Hindu that.”

Ganesh said, “Something simple.”

Partap toyed with his glass and mumbled, “Something really simple.”
And before he had time to take it back Partap had said, “7he Hindu?”

“Damn fool!” Swami shouted. “How you forgetting that that is the
name of Narayan paper? Is so stupid you does get working in the Post
Office?”

The chair scraped loudly on the floor and Leela rushed out in a panic.
She saw Partap standing, pale and trembling, with a glass in his hand.

“Say that again,” Partap cried. “Say that again and see if | don’t break
this glass on your head. Who does work in the Post Office? You could
ever see a man like me licking stamps? You, a damn tout, running around
licking—but I ain’t going to dirty my mouth talking to you here today.”

Ganesh had put his arm around Partap’s shoulders while Leela swiftly
retrieved the glass from his hand and cleared the table of the other
glasses.

Swami said, “l was only making joke, man. Who could look at you
and say that you working in the Post Office? I could just look at you and
see that you is a Parcel Post man. Parcel Post print all over you, man.
Not so, boy?”

The boy said, “He look to me like a Parcel Post man.”

Ganesh said, “You see, they all say you does look like a Parcel Post
man. Come on, sit down and behave like one. Sit down and take it easy
and have some Coca-Cola. Eh, eh, where the glasses gone?”

Leela stamped her foot. “I are not going to give any of these illiterate
people any Coca-Cola in my prutty prutty glasses.”

Swami said, “We sorry, maharajin.”

But she was out of the room.

Partap, sitting down, said, “I sorry, mistakes are reliable. I did just
forget the name of Narayan paper for the moment, that is all.”

“What about 7he Sanatanist?” Swami asked.

The boy said, “No.”
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Ganesh looked at the boy. “No?”

“Is a easy name to twist around,” the boy said. “It easy to make 7he
Sanatanist The Satanist. And too besides, my father ain’t a Sanatanist. We
is Aryans.”

So the men thought again.

Swami asked the boy, “You think anything yet?”

“What you think I is? A professional thinker?”

Partap said, “Don’t behave so. If you think anything, don’t keep it
secret.”

Ganesh said, “We is big men. Let we forget the boy.”

The boy said, “All right, stop worrying. I go ease you up. The name
you looking for is 7he Dharma, the faith.”

Ganesh blocked out the name at the top of the front page.

The boy said, “It surprise me that big big men sitting down drinking
Coca-Cola and talking about their experience ain’t bother to worry about
the advertisements.”

Partap, still excited, grew garrulous. “I was talking to the Head of
Parcel Post only last week and he tell me that in America and England—
he was there on leave before the war—they does have big big men sitting
down -all day just writing off advertisements.”

Swami said, “I ain’t have the contacts I use to have for getting
advertisements.”

Ganesh asked the boy, “Think we need them?”

Swami said, “Why for you asking the boy? If you ask me my advice,
I go tell you flat that unless a paper have advertisements it does look like
nothing and it go make people think nobody does read the paper.”

Partap said, “If you ain’t having advertisements, it mean having more
columns to full up. Two and two is four, and four columns on the back
page make eight columns, and one on the front ”

Ganesh said, “We having advertisements; and I know one man bound
to want to advertise. Beharry. Beharry’s Emporium. Front page.”

“Who else you know?” the boy asked.

Partap furrowed his brow. “The best thing would be to appoint a
business manager.”

Swami smiled at Partap. “Very nice idea. And I think the best man
for business manager is Ganesh Pundit.”

The vote was unanimous.
The boy nudged Swami and Swami said, “And I think we have to
appoint a sub-editor. The best man for that job is this boy here.”
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That was agreed. It was further agreed that, on the first page of Zhe
Dharma, Swami should appear as Editor-in-Chief, and Partap as Editor.

There were times during the next two or three weeks when Ganesh
regretted his plunge into journalism. The film companies were rude. They
said they had enough advertisements as it was and they doubted whether
any reviews in The Dharma, however favourable, would stabilise the film
industry in India. That was Ganesh’s contention. “The Indian film indus-
try,” he said, “isn’t as healthy as it looks. Let the effects of the war wear
off and—bam!—things are going to get bad.” The executives advised him
to stick to religion and leave the film industry alone. “All right,” Ganesh
threatened. “No reviews for you. Not a single little word. 7he Dharma
will ignore the very existence of the Indian cinema. Not a single word.”
Quick thinking had, however, shown the two culture columns on page
two as a blank and he had relented. “I am sorry I lost my temper,” he
wrote. “Your treatment of me shall not influence my treatment of you.”
Still the Ailm companies refused to issue free tickets to 7he Dharma and
Ganesh had to pay for the boy to go and see the two films for review.

Being a business manager was embarrassng. It meant going to see a
man he knew and talking about the situation in India before springing
the request for an advertisement. It wasnt very wise either, because
Ganesh didn’t want it known that he was too closely associated with 7he
Dharma.

In the end he threw up the idea of getting advertisements. He got
two or three inches from those of his clients who were shopkeepers; but
he decided thereafter to print unsolicited advertisements. He thought of
all the shops he knew and wrote copy for them. A difficult business, since
the shops were nearly all alike and it wasn’t satisfying to keep on writing
“Best Quality Goods at City Prices” or “High-Class Commodities at Com-
petitive Prices.” Finally he became inventive. He described superlative
bargains in fictitious shops in unknown villages.

Swami was pleased. “A master job, sahib.”

Partap said, “This place you mention, Los Rosales, where it is?”

“Keskidee Bargain Shop? Brand-new place. Open only last week.”

The boy handed in libellous reviews of the films.

“We can’t print this, man,” Ganesh said.

“Is all right for you to talk. You just go around getting advertise-
ments. Me, | had to spend six whole hours watching those two pictures.”
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The reviews were rewritten.

The boy said, “Is your paper, pundit. If you make me lie, is on your
head.”

“How about your article on the Destitutes Fund, sahib?”

“I have it right here. It go make Narayan a laughing-stock. And print-
ing this report by Leela next to it, Narayan go have good hell knock out
of him.”

He showed the report.

“What is all these dots over the paper?” the boy asked.

“Crossing out punctuation marks.”

“Is a nice little report, man, sahib.” Swami’s voice was mellow.

It read:

REPORT OF MY SOCIAL WELFARE WORK
by Leela Ramsumair

1. In November last year | in my very small and humble way
treated 22 destitutes by way of cash and refreshments. The ex-
penses for this treat were met by donations willingly and cheer-
fully given by private individual Trinidadians.

2. In December I treated 213 poor children. Expenses were met by
me and my husband, Pundit Ganesh Ramsumair, B.A., Mystic.

3. InJanuary [ was approached by Dr. C. V. R. Swami, the Hindu
journalist and religious organiser, with a request for immediate
monetary assistance. He had been organising a seven-day prayer-
meeting, feeding on an average anything up to 200 brahmins per
diem, in addition to about 32§ others (Dr. Swami’s figures). He had
run short of food. I gave him monetary assistance. Therefore he
was able, on the 7TH and last day of the prayer-meeting, to feed
more than §oo brahmins in addition to 344 destitutes.

4. In February I visited Sweet Pastures Estate where | was met by
approximately 425 children. They were all destitute. I fed them and
gave 135 of the very poorest toys.

5. In March, at my residence in Fuente Grove, I treated more than
42 children of the very poorest. I think it advisable to state that
while | was able to feed them all I was able to give clothes only
to 12 of the very poorest.

6. In presenting this incomplete report for the inspection of the
Trinidadian public, I wish to make it publicly known that I owe
very much to the very many private individual Trinidadians who
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willingly and cheerfully donated money to bring comfort and sol-
ace to children of the very poorest without distinction of race,
caste, colour or creed.

The Dharma went to press.

The boy handled the layout of the paper with relish. He had a banner
headline on page one and another on page three. At the top of page three
he had, in twenty-four point italic:

Today the aeroplane is a common or garden sight and it is
commonly believed that progress in this field has only been made
in the past forty years. But diligent research is proving otherwise
andin thislearned dispatch Dr. C. V. R. Swami shows that 2000 years
ago there was

And in huge black letters:
FLYING IN ANCIENT INDIA

He knew all about cross-headings and used them every paragraph. He
put the last paragraph of every article in italic, with the last line in black
letter.

Basdeo, the printer, told Ganesh afterwards, “Sahib, if you ever send
that boy again to have anything print, I think I go wring his neck.”
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The Defeat of Narayan

“If I needed any further proof of the hand of Providence in my ca-
reer,” Ganesh wrote in 7he Years of Guilt, “1 had only to look at the
incidents which led to the decline of Shri Narayan.”

In Trinidad it isn’t polite to look down on a man because you know
he handles public funds unwisely. As soon as he is exposed the poor man
becomes ridiculous enough, a subject for calypso. After 7he Dharma came
out Narayan didn’t have a chance.

“Now is your chance to finish him off, pundit,” Beharry said. “Give
him two three months to recover and—bam!—people stop laughing and
begin to listen to him again.”

But no one could think of a plan.

Leela said, “I would do like my father and give him a good horse-
whipping.”

Beharry suggested more lectures.

The boy said, “Kidnap the son of a bitch, pundit.”

Swami and Partap thought a lot but came up with nothing.

It was the Hindu wedding season and The Great Belcher was very
busy.

Suruj Mooma was still thinking when Fate, unfortunately for Nara-
yan, took a hand.

Two days after the publication of Volume One, Number One of 7he
Dharma it was announced in the 7rinidad Sentinel that a Hindu industrialist
in India had offered thirty thousand dollars for the cultural uplift of Trin-
idad Hindus. The money was being kept in trust by the Trinidad Gov-
ernment until it could be handed over to a competent Hindu body.

Narayan promptly claimed that the Hindu Association, of which he
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had the honour to be President, was competent enough to handle the
thirty thousand dollars.

Leela said, “They could handle a lot more, if you let them.”

“Is God Self send this chance, pundit,” Beharry urged. “But you have
to act fast. Narayan Association having their second General Meeting in
four weeks. You couldn’t do something there?”

“I thinking about it all all the time,” Ganesh said and for a moment
Beharry recognised the old, pre-mystic Ganesh.

Four days later the San Fernando correspondent of the Sentinel re-
ported that Pundit Ganesh Ramsumair of Fuente Grove was planning the
formation of a representative assembly of Trinidad Hindus to be known
as the Hindu League.

That day, in an interview, Narayan claimed that the Hindu Associa-
tion was the only representative Hindu body in Trinidad. It had a fine
record of social work, it was founded long before the League was even
thought of, and it was clear to all right-thinking people that the League
was being formed only with thirty thousand dollars in view.

Letters flew from both sides to the Sentinel.

Finally, it was announced that the Inaugural Meeting of the Hindu
League was to be held at the residence of Pundit Ganesh Ramsumair in
Fuente Grove. The meeting was to be private.

That Saturday afternoon about fifty men, most of them former clients,
gathered in the ground floor of Ganesh’s house. There were solicitors and
barristers among them, solicitor’s touts, taxi-drivers, clerks and labourers.
Leela, taking no chances, gave them diluted Coca-Cola in enamel cups.

Ganesh sat on orange cushions on a low platform below a carving of
Hanuman, the monkey god. He recited a long Hindi prayer, then used a
mango-leaf to sprinkle water from a brass jar over the meeting.

Partap, sitting cross-legged on a charpoy next to the boy, said in Hindi,
“Ganges water.”

The boy said, “Go to France!”

Ganesh made them all swear a terrible oath of secrecy.

Then he stood up and tossed his green scarf over his shoulder. “What
I want to say today is very simple. We want to use the money given us
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well, and at the same time we want to stop Narayan making more trou-
ble. He says he is competent to handle the money. We know that.”

There was laughter. Ganesh took a sip of Coca-Cola from a prutty
prutty glass. “To get the money, we mustn’t only remove Narayan, we
must form one united Hindu body.”

There were cries of approval.

“The Hindu Association isn’t a very large body. There are more of
us here than in the Hindu Association. The Association wants to get new
members and I have called you here today to beg you to form your own
branches of the Hindu Association.”

Murmurings.

The boy said, “But I thought we was going to form the Hindu League
today.”

Ganesh raised his hand. “I am doing this only for the sake of Hindu
unity in Trinidad.”

Some people cried in Hindi, “Long live Ganesh!”

“But what about the League?” the boy said.

“We are not going to form the League. In less than three weeks the
Hindu Association is going to hold its second General Meeting. Many
of ficers will be elected and I hope to see all of you among them.”

The meeting clapped.

Swami stood up with difficulty. “Mr. President Ganesh, sir, may I ask
how you is going to see that happen?”

The meeting clapped again and Swami sat down.

“This is the problem: how can we win the elections at the General
Meeting of the Association? The solution: by having more delegates than
anybody else. How do we get delegates? By forming more branches. |
expect the fifty of you here to form fifty branches. Every branch will send
three delegates to the Meeting.”

Swami rose again. “Mr. President Ganesh, sir, may I ask how you is
going to give each and every one of we here three delegates, sahib?”

“It have—there are hundreds of people who are willing to do me a
favour.”

The boy got up amid applause for Swami and Ganesh. “All right, it
sound all right. But what make you feel that Narayan not going to do
the same thing as we?”

Murmurs of, “The boy little but he smart, man,” and, “Who son he
is?”

Swami got up almost as soon as he had sat down. There was more
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applause for him. He smiled, fingered the letter in his shirt pocket, and
held up his hand for the ovation to cease. “Mr. President Ganesh, sahib,
with your permission, sahib, I is going to answer the boy question. After
all, he is my own nephew, my own sister son.”

Thunderous applause. Cries of, “Shh! Shh! Let we hear what the man
saying, man.”

“It seem to me, Mr. President Ganesh, that the boy question sort of
answer itself, sahib. First, who go take Narayan serious now? Who go
listen to him? Mr. President Ganesh, | is the editor-in-chief of 7he
Dharma. That paper make Narayan a laughing-stock. Second point, sahib.
Narayan ain’t have the brains to do anything like this.”

Laughter.

Swami held up his hand again. “Third and last point, sahib. The
element of surprise. That is the element that go beat Narayan.”

Shouts of, “Long live Swami! Long live Swami’s nephew!”

Partap asked, “What about transport, pundit? I was thinking. I could

”»

get some vans from Parcel Post

“I have five taxis,” Ganesh said. “And | have many taxi-drivers who
are friends.”

The taxi-drivers in the gathering laughed.

Ganesh made the closing speech. “Remember, is only Narayan we
hghting. Remember, is Hindu unity we fighting for.” And before the
gathering broke up he rallied them with a cry, “Don’t forget you have a
paper behind you!”

The next day, Sunday, the Sentine/ reported the formation of the
Hindu League. According to the President, Pundit Ganesh Ramsumair,
the League already had twenty branches.

On Tuesday—the Sentine/ isn’t published on Monday—Narayan
said that the Hindu Association had thirty branches. On Wednesday the
League said it had doubled its membership and had forty branches. On
Thursday the Association had doubled its membership and had sixty. The
League was silent on Friday. On Saturday the Association claimed eighty
branches. Nobody said anything on Sunday.

On Tuesday Narayan stated at a press conference that the Hindu
Association was clearly the competent Hindu body and was going to
press for the grant of thirty thousand dollars immediately after the elec-
tion of officers at its second General Meeting that Sunday.
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The Hindu Association was to meet in Carapichaima at the hall of a
Friendly Society, a large Mission-school-type building with pillars ten
feet high and a pyramidal roof of galvanised-iron. Concrete upstairs, down-
stairs latticework around the pillars. A large black and silver signboard
eloquent about the Society’s benefits, including “free burial of members.”

The second General Meeting of the Hindu Association was to begin
at one in the afternoon but when Ganesh and his supporters arrived in
taxis at about half-past one all they saw were three men dressed in white,
among them a tall negro with a long beard who looked holy.

Ganesh had warned that blows might pass and as soon as the taxi
came to Carapichaima Swami, armed with a stout pour stick, sat on the
edge of his seat and began shouting, “Where Narayan? Narayan, where
you is? | want to meet you today!”

Now he calmed down.

Ganesh’s men quickly overran the place. Partap, showing an initiative
that surprised Ganesh, went with the advance party.

“Narayan ain’t here,” the boy said with relief.

Swami beat his stick on the dusty ground. “Is a trick, sahib. And
today was the day I did want to meet Narayan.”

Then Partap came back with the news that the delegates of the Hindu
Association were eating in a room upstairs.

Ganesh, with Swami, Partap and the boy, walked across the dirt-and-
asphalt yard to the wooden steps at the side of the building.

The boy said, “All you better protect me good, you hear. If I get beat
up here today it go have hell to pay.”

Half-way up the steps Swami shouted, “Narayan!”

He was on the top landing, an old man, very small, very thin, in a
soiled and clumsy white-drill suit. His face was screwed up into an ex-
pression of great pain. He looked dyspeptic. He turned away and went
to lean on the half-wall of the top veranda, staring intently at the mango
trees and small wooden houses across the road.

Ganesh and his men walked noisily up the steps, the boy making
more noise than any.

Swami said, “Take my pow and hit him on he bald head while he
looking over, sahib. Is the chance of a life-time.”

Ganesh said, “You ain’t know how right you is.”

The boy said, “You have three witnesses here that he just overbal-
ance and fall down.”
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Ganesh didn’t respond.

The boy said, “Gimme the stick. / go settle Narayan.”

Swami smiled. “You too small.”

Ganesh’s supporters were distributing 7he Dharma right and left, to
people passing in the road, to the eating delegates, to the delegates walk-
ing about the yard. At first they tried to get four cents a copy but now
they were just giving the paper away.

Partap said calmly, “You want me go and abuse Narayan now, pun-
dit? Is the sort of thing I mad enough to do, you know.” He suddenly
became frenzied. “Look, all you people better hold me back before I send
that thin little man to hospital, you hear. Hold me back!”

They held him back.

Narayan stopped staring across the road and walked slowly towards
the landing.

Swami said, “You want me kick him down the steps, sahib?”

They held him back too.

Narayan glanced at them. He looked sick.

“Leave him alone,” Ganesh said. “He finish, poor man.”

The boy said, “He look like a wet fowl.”

They heard him going down the steps, clop by clop.

The delegates who had been eating came out to the verandah in
small groups, tumbler in hand. They were remaining as calm as pos-
sible and behaved as though Ganesh and his men were not there. They
washed their hands over the wall and gargled. They talked and laughed,
loudly.

Ganesh’s attention was caught by a short, stout gargler at the far end
of the verandah. He thought he recognised the energy with which this
man was gargling and spitting into the yard; and that over-all jauntiness
was definitely familiar. From time to time the gargler gave a curious little
hop, and that too Ganesh recognised.

The man stopped gargling and looked around. “Ganesh! Ganesh Ram-
sumair!”

“Indarsingh!”

He was plumper and moustached, but the weaving and bobbing, the
effervescence that made him a star pupil at the Queen’s Royal College,
remained. “Hello there, old boy.”

“Man, you talking with a Oxford accent now, man. What happening,
man?”’

“Easy, old boy. Nasty trick you’re playing against us. But you’re
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looking well. Demn well.” He fingered his St. Catherine’s Society tie and
gave another hop.

Ganesh would have been too embarrassed to talk correctly with In-
darsingh. “Man, I never did expecting to see you here. A big scholarship-
winner like you, man.”

“Catching hell with law, old boy. Thinking of politics. Starting small.
Talking.”

“Yes, man. Indarsingh was the champion debater at college.”

Swami and the others stood by, gaping. Ganesh said, “I ask the pack
of all of you to stand guard over me? Where Narayan?”

“He sitting down quiet quiet downstairs wiping he face with a dirty
handkerchief.”

“Well, go and watch him. Don’t let him start up anything funny.”

The men and the boy left.

Indarsingh took no notice of the interruption. “Talking to peasants
now. Different thing altogether, old boy. Not like talking to the Lit. Soc.
or the Oxford Union.”

“Oxford Union?”

“For years, old boy. Term in. Term out. Indarsingh. Three times
nominated for Library Committee. Didn’t get in. Prejudice. Disgusted.”
Indarsingh’s face saddened for a moment.

“What make you give up law so easy, man?”

“Talking to peasants,” Indarsingh repeated. “An art, old boy.”

“Oh, it ain’t so hard.”

Indarsingh paid no attention. “Past few months been talking to all
sorts of people. Getting practice. Bicycle clubs, football clubs, cricket
clubs. No ten-minute things, old boy. Give them something different.
One day, at cricket elections, talked for so long gas-lamp went out.” He
looked earnestly at Ganesh. “Know what happened?”

“You light back the lamp?”

“Wrong, old boy. Went on talking. /n the dark.

The boy ran up the steps. “The meeting starting to start, sahib.”

Ganesh hadn’t noticed that the garglers had left the verandah.

“Ganesh, going to fight you, old boy. Don’t like tricks. Going to
break you by talk, old boy.” He gave a little hop.

They started down the steps. “Story to tell, old boy. About talking
practice. Man called Ganga supported some fool for County Council elec-
tions. I supported other man. My man won. A close thing. Ganga starts

»
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row. Big row. Clamouring for recount. Talked fifteen minutes against re-
count. Ah, meeting starting. Lots of delegates here today, what?”

“What happen?”

“Oh, recount. My man lost.”

The room was crowded. There were not enough benches and many
delegates had to stand up against the lattice-work. The confusion was
increased by the number of wooden pillars sprouting up in odd places.

“No room, old boy. Didn’t bargain for so many of us, what? Not
going to sit with you, though. Going to squeeze in somewhere in front.
No tricks, remember.”

The delegates fanned themselves with 7he Dharma.

Perhaps, if 7he Dharma had not made him so ludicrous and the
thirty-thousand-dollar grant so vulnerable, Narayan would have fought
back. But he was taken so completely by surprise and knew the
weakness of his own position so well, everything went smoothly for
Ganesh.

But there were moments when Ganesh was worried.

When Narayan, for example, sitting as President at the table draped
with the saffron, white and green Indian tricolour, asked how Mr. Partap,
who, he knew, worked in Port of Spain and lived in San Fernando, could
represent Cunaripo, which was miles away from either place.

Ganesh at once jumped to his feet and said that Mr. Partap, it was
true, was an esteemed member of the Parcel Post Service in Port of Spain
and belonged to an honourable family in San Fernando; but he also, no
doubt for merit in some past life, owned land in Cunaripo.

Narayan looked sick. He said drily, “Oh, well. I suppose I represent
Port of Spain although I work in Sangre Grande, only fifty miles away.”

There was general laughter. Everyone knew that Narayan lived and
worked in Port of Spain.

Then Indarsingh began to make trouble. In a speech lasting almost
ten minutes he wondered, in impeccable English, whether all the branches
present had paid their subscriptions.

The Chief Treasurer, sitting next to Narayan, opened a blue exercise-
book with a picture of King George VI on the cover. He said that many
branches, particularly the new ones, hadn’t paid; but he was sure they
soon would.
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Indarsingh shouted, “Unconstitutional!”

There was silence.

He seemed to have expected a howl of protest, and the silence caught
him unprepared. He said, “Oh, | say, what?” and sat down.

Narayan twisted his thin lips. “It is a little curious, however. Let me
consult the constitution!”

Swami bellowed from the back, “Narayan, you ain’t going to consult
no constitution!”

Narayan looked miserable and pushed the booklet aside.

“A man like you, robbing money that people scratch and scrape and
save. Wanting to consult constitution!”

Ganesh stood up. “Mr. President, sir, I call on Dr. Swami to withdraw
those unkind remarks.”

The meeting took up the cry. “Withdraw! Withdraw!”

“All right, I withdraw. Eh, who saying, ‘Shut up’> He want to taste
my hand.” Swami looked menacingly around. “Look, I want to make we
position plain. We ain’t here to fight anybody. We just want to see Hin-
dus unite and we want to get the grant for everybody, not for one man.”

Narayan looked sicker than ever.

There was laughter, not only from Ganesh’s supporters.

Ganesh whispered to the boy, “How you didn’t remind me about the
subscriptions, man?”

The boy said, “It ain’t for you, a big man, to talk to me so.”

Indarsingh was up again. “Mr. President, this is a democratic body,
and in no other body—and I have travelled—have | heard of members
who haven’t paid subscriptions being allowed to vote. In fact, it is my
considered opinion that, by and large——"

Narayan said, “Is this a motion?”

Indarsingh looked hurt. “It is, Mr. President. A motion, certainly.”

Swami bellowed, “Mr. President, enough of this damn nonsense mo-
tion and commotion, and listen to something sensible for a change. It is
my motion that the constitution should be—be——"

“Suspended,” the boy prompted.

“—be suspended, or anyway that part which say that members have
to pay before they vote. Suspended for this meeting, and this meeting
only.”

Indarsingh lost his temper, bared an arm, quoted Gandhi, talked about
the Oxford Union, and said he was ashamed of the corruption in the
Hindu Association.

150



The Defeat of Narayan

Narayan looked wretched.

At a signal from Ganesh, four men rushed to Indarsingh and lifted
him outside. “Undemocratic!” Indarsingh shouted, “Unconstitutional!”
He became quiet all of a sudden.

Narayan said, “Who will second that motion?”

Every hand went up.

Narayan saw defeat. He took out a handkerchief and held it over his
mouth.

Then the mood of the meeting changed.

The bearded negro stood up and made a long speech. He said that
he had been attracted to Hinduism because he liked Indians; but the cor-
ruption he had seen that day was entirely repugnant to him. It had, as a
matter of fact, decided him to join the Muslims, and the Hindus had better
look out when he was a Muslim.

The Chief Treasurer, the guardian of the blue exercise-book, a splen-
did figure in orange turban and silk koortah, said that Indians were bad
people, and Hindus particularly bad. He had lost faith in his people and
no longer thought it an honour to be Chief Treasurer of the Hindu As-
sociation. He was going to resign then and there and not offer himself
for re-election.

Personal loyalties were forgotten. “Stay, punditji,” the Hindu Asso-
ciation shouted, “stay.”

The Chief Treasurer wept and stayed.

Narayan looked crumpled and more miserable than ever when he rose
to speak. He said—and his speech was fully reported in 7he Hindu—
“Dissension and dissatisfaction prevail among the rank and file of Hindus
in Trinidad today. My friends, | have caused some of that dissension and
dissatisfaction. I confess it.” He was weeping. “My friends, will you for-
give an old man?”

“Yes, ji,” the audience wept back. “We forgive you.”

“My friends, we are not united. And now, with your permission, I
am going to tell the story of an old man, his three sons, and a bundle
of sticks.” He didn’t tell it very well. “United we stand, then, and di-
vided we fall. My friends, let us fall united rather than stand united.
My friends, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru never wrangled with Shri Chakra-
varti Rajagopalacharya or with Shri Vallabhai Patel for the Presidency
of the All-India National Congress. And so too, my friends, | have
no desire to be the cause of dissatisfaction and dissension among the
rank and file of Hindus in Trinidad today. My friends, I only want
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back my self-respect and I want your respect. My friends, I with-
draw from public life. I do not want to be re-elected President of the
Hindu Association of Trinidad, of which I am a founder member and
President.”

Narayan was cheered loud and long. Some people wept. Some
shouted, “Long live Narayan!”

He wept too. “Thank you, thank you, my friends.” And sat down to
wipe his eyes and blow his nose.

“A diplomatic son of a bitch, pundit,” the boy said.

But Ganesh was wiping away a tear.

Ganesh was the only candidate for the Presidency and was elected
without any fuss at all.

Swami and Partap were among the new Assistant-Presidents. The
boy was a simple Secretary. Indarsingh was offered the post of Fourth
Assistant to the Chief Secretary, but declined.

Ganesh’s first act as President was to send a cable to the All-India
Congress. Awkwardly, it wasn’t the occasion of any important anniver-
sary. He cabled: KEEP MAHATMA]JI IDEALS ALIVE STOP HINDU ASSOCIATION
TRINIDAD WITH YOU INDEPENDENCE STRUGGLE STOP BEST WISHES

GANESH PRESIDENT HINDU ASSOCIATION TRINIDAD
AND TOBAGO
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Volume One, Number Two of 7The Dharma never came out.

Swami and Partap could not hide their relief. But the boy told
Ganesh, “I ain’t want to meddle in any more of this child-play, you hear.”
And he told Swami, “Next time you start up a paper leave me out.”

But 7he Dharma had served its purpose. Narayan kept his word and
retired from public life. The election campaigns for Trinidad’s first Gen-
eral Elections raged around him while he remained at his house in Mucu-
rapo in Port of Spain a useless invalid. 7he Hindu dropped the Each One
Teach One and Per Ardua ad Astra slogans and consoled itself once more
with quotations from the Hindu scriptures. The Little Bird disappeared
and its place was taken by Sparks from a Brahmin’s Log-fire.

Ganesh didn’t have time for the affairs of the Hindu Association. The
island elections were two months off and he found himself embroiled.
Indarsingh had decided to go up in Ganesh’s ward and it was this rather
than the promptings of the Association or Beharry or Swami that made
Ganesh stand for the elections.

“Narayan did have a little point there, pundit,” Beharry said. “About
religious visionaries. And Suruj Mooma too, she say curing soul go do
but it wouldn’t put food in people mouth.”

Ganesh asked Leela’s advice.

She said, “But you have to go up. You not going to sit down and let
that boy fool the people?”

“Indarsingh ain’t a boy, man.”

“It are hard not to believe that. Suruj Mooma right, you know. Too
much of this education is a bad bad thing. You remain here, educate
yourself and yet you is a bigger man than Indarsingh for all the Ox-ford
he say he go to0.”
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The Great Belcher cried. “Oh, Ganeshwa, is the word | was waiting
for from your mouth. Is your duty to go up and help the poor people.”

So Ganesh went up for the elections.

“But,” Leela warned, “it are not going to make me happy to see my
husband getting into all sort of low argument with all sort of low people.
I don’t want you to drag your name in the mud.”

He didn’t. He fought the cleanest election campaign in Trinidad his-
tory. He had no platform. And his posters were the simplest things:
GANESH WILL DO WHAT HE CAN, A VOTE FOR GANESH IS A VOTE FOR GOD;
sometimes even plainer statements, GANESH WILL WIN and GANESH IS A
MAN OF GOOD AND GOD.

He held no election meetings, but Swami and Partap arranged many
prayer meetings for him. He worked hard to expand his Road to Happiness
lectures; three or even four taxis had to take the books he required. Quite
casually, in the middle of a lecture, he would say in Hindi, “It may
interest one or two of you in this gathering tonight to hear that I am a
candidate for the elections next month. I can promise nothing. In every-
thing I shall consult God and my conscience, even at the risk of displeas-
ing you. But that is by the way. We were talking, you remember, about
the transmigration of souls. Now, this theory was also put forward by a
philosopher of Ancient Greece, but I have brought along some books
tonight to show you that it is more than likely that the Greek got the
idea from India...”

Beharry said one day, “Suruj Mooma don’t think the sign in front the
house look nice, pundit. She say it so mildew it spoil the whole house.”

So Ganesh tock down the sign which threatened that requests for
monetary assistance would not be entertained, and put up a new and
simpler one which said: Spiritual solace may be had here at any time.

At a prayer-meeting one evening Ganesh noticed the boy among the
helpers taking away the books from the taxis to the platform. Swami said,
“I bring the boy to apologise for what he say, sahib. He say he want to
make up by helping with the poster and them. He crying all the time,
sahib. And don’t mind he look little, he have a master hand for painting
signs.”

The boy’s lettering was elaborate. He was never content with a plain
letter; he shadowed everything and sometimes it was hard to read what
he had written. But he was keen and everybody liked him. Beharry, who
was also working on the posters, said, “I wish sometimes that God did
give me a son like this. Suruj, he all right, but Suruj, pundit, he ain’t have
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brains, man. He always in some Remove class. It does beat me. I is a
intelligent man and Suruj Mooma ain’t a fool.”

Beharry’s praise spurred the boy on and he designed the most famous
poster of the elections:

GANESH is
Able

Nice
Energetic
Sincere
HoLy

Against all this it was clear from the start that Indarsingh didn’t have a
chance. But he fought gamely. He got the support of the Party for Prog-
ress and Unity, the PPU, an organisation hastily slung together two months
before the elections. The ppU’s aims, like its organisation, were vague;
and Indarsingh had to fend for himself. His speeches were long, carefully
thought-out things—Ilater published by the author in book form with the
title Colonialism: Four Essays—about The Economics of Colonialism, Co-
lonialism in Perspective, The Anatomy of Oppression, The Approach to
Freedom. Indarsingh travelled about with his own blackboard and a box
of coloured chalks, illustrating his arguments with diagrams. Children
liked him. They surrounded him at the beginning and end of a meeting
and begged for “a little tiny little piece of chalk you did thinking of
throwing away.” The older people called him the “Walking Dictionary.”

Once or twice Indarsingh attempted an attack on Ganesh but he soon
learned better. Ganesh never mentioned Indarsingh at all.

Leela liked Indarsingh less and less as polling day came nearer. “All
this fancy talk in all this fancy accent he are giving the people here, it
are beat me why they don’t fling something big at his head.”

“It ain’t nice to talk so, Leela,” Ganesh said. “He is a good boy. He
fighting a clean clean election and it ain’t so clean in the rest of Trinidad,
I can tell you.”

Leela turned to Beharry. “You hear what he are saying? It are just
this sort of goodness and big mind that is dangerous in Trinidad. He ain’t
have enough, it look like, from people like Narayan.”

Beharry said, “Well, it have a lot in what the pundit say. Indarsingh
is a good boy, but he still a boy. He does talk too big. Mark you, that all
right for we here. I could understand and Ganesh pundit could under-
stand, but is different for the ordinary people.”
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One night Ganesh came back late to Fuente Grove from a prayer-
meeting at Bamboo Walk, a village at the boundary of his ward. Upstairs
in the drawing room Leela, Beharry and the boy were, as usual, working
on the posters. They were at the dining-table. But Ganesh saw someone
else kneeling next to the refrigerator, filling in the outlines of a GANESH
IS A MAN OF GOOD AND GOD poster spread on the floor. He was a big fat
man; but it wasn’t Swami.

“Hello, sahib,” the man said casually, and went on flling in the let-
ters.

It was Ramlogan.

“Hello, Ramlogan. It have a long time I ain’t see you.”

Ramlogan didn’t look up. “Busy, sahib. Very busy with the shop.”

Ganesh said, “Leela, I hope you have a lot of food for me tonight.
Anything that leave over, I could eat all of it. I hungry like a horse. Eh,
but Leela, you ain’t give your father anything?”

She moved with alacrity to the refrigerator.

Ramlogan kept on flling in letters.

“What you think of it?”

“Is very nice wordings, sahib.” Still Ramlogan didn’t look up.

“Leela think them up.”

“She is like that, sahib.”

Leela handed around the Coca-Cola.

Ramlogan, who was resting forward on his hands, knelt upright and
laughed. “It have years now I selling this Coca-Cola but you know,
sahib, I never touch it before. Is so it does happen. You ever notice that
carpenters always living in some sort of breakdown old shack?”

Leela said, “Man, your food waiting for you in the kitchen.”

Ganesh went through the drawing-room to the large room next to
the back veranda.

Leela had tears in her eyes. “Man, is the second time in my life you
make me feel proud of you.” She leaned on him.

He didn’t push her away.

“The first time was with the boy and the cloud. Now is with Pa.”

She wiped her eyes and seated Ganesh at the kitchen table.

In the week before polling day Ganesh decided to suspend mystic
activity and hold a Bhagwar, a seven-day prayer-meeting,.
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He said, “Ever since | small I promising myself to hold my own
Bhagwat, but 1 could never find the time.”

The boy said, “But now is the time to move around, pundit, talking
to the people and them.”

“I know,” Ganesh said sadly. “But something telling me that if I don’t
have a Bhagwar now, 1 would never have one again.”

Leela didn’t approve. “Is easy for you, just sitting down and reciting
prayers and thing to the people. But they don’t come to Bhagwat just for
prayers, | can tell you. They come for the free food.”

However, The Great Belcher and Suruj Mooma and Ramlogan rallied
round and helped Leela with the great week-long task of cooking. The
Bhagwar was held in the ground floor of the house; people were fed in the
bamboo restaurant at the side; and there was a special kitchen at the back.
Logs burned in huge holes in the ground and in great black iron pots
over the holes simmered rice, da/, potatoes, pumpkins, spinach of many
sorts, karhee, and many other Hindu vegetarian things. People came to
the Bhagwat from many miles around and even Swami, who had orga-
nised so many Bhagwats, said, “Is the biggest and best thing I ever
organise.”

Leela complained more than ever of being tired; The Great Belcher
had unusual trouble with the wind; Suruj Mooma moaned all the time
about her hands.

But Ramlogan told Ganesh, “Is like that with women and them, sahib.
They complaining, but it have nothing they like better than a big féte
like this. Was the same with Leela mother. Always going off to sing at
somebody wedding, coming back hoarse hoarse next morning and com-
plaining. But the next time a wedding come round and you turn to look
for Leela mother—she ain’t there.”

As a supreme gesture Ganesh invited Indarsingh to the last night of
the Bhagwat, on the eve of polling day.

Leela told Suruj Mooma and The Great Belcher, “Is just what I are
expecting from that husband of mine. Sometimes these man and them
does behave as if they lose their senses.”

Suruj Mooma stirred the cauldron of da/ with a ladle a yard long.
“Ah, my dear. But whar we go without them?”

Indarsingh came in an Oxford blazer and Swami, as organiser of the
Bhagwar, introduced him to the audience. “I got to talk English to intro-
duce this man to you, because | don’t think he could talk any Hindi. But
I think all of all you go agree with me that he does talk English like a
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pukka Englishman. That is because he have a foreign education and he
only just come back to try and help out the poor Trinidad people. Ladies
and gentlemen—Mr. Indarsingh, Bachelor of Arts of Oxford University,
London, England.”

Indarsingh gave a little hop, fingered his tie, and, stupidly, talked
about politics.

Indarsingh lost his deposit and had a big argument with the secretary
of the PPU who had also lost his. Indarsingh said that the ppu had prom-
ised to compensate members who lost their deposits. He found he was
talking to nobody; for after the election results the Party for Progress
and Unity just disappeared.

It was Beharry’s idea that the people of Fuente Grove should refer to
Ganesh as the Hon’ble Ganesh Ramsumair, M.L.C.

“Who you want?” he asked visitors. “The Onble Ganesh Ramsumair,
Member of the Legislative Council?”

Here it might be well to pause awhile and consider the circumstances
of Ganesh’s rise, from teacher to masseur, from masseur to mystic, from
mystic to M.L.C. In his autobiography, 7The Years of Guilt, which he began
writing at this time, Ganesh attributes his success (he asks to be pardoned
for using the word) to God. The autobiography shows that he believed
strongly in predestination; and the circumstances which conspired to ele-
vate him seem indeed to be providential. If he had been born ten years
earlier it is unlikely, if you take into account the Trinidad Indian’s attitude
to education at that time, that his father would have sent him to the
Queen’s Royal College. He might have become a pundit, and a mediocre
pundit. If he had been born ten years later his father would have sent
him to America or Canada or England to get a profession—the Indian
attitude to education had changed so completely—and Ganesh might
have become an unsuccessful lawyer or a dangerous doctor. If, when
the Americans descended on Trinidad in 194 1, Ganesh had taken Leela’s ad-
vice and got a job with the Americans or become a taxi-driver, like so
many masseurs, the mystic path would have been closed to him for ever
and he would have been ruined. Today these masseurs, despite their
glorious American interlude, are finding it hard to make a living. No-
body wants the quack dentist or the unqualified masseur in Trinidad
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now; and Ganesh’s former colleagues of the world of massage have had
to keep on driving taxis, but at three cents a mile now, so great is the
competition.

“It is clear,” Ganesh wrote, “that my Maker meant me to be a mystic.”

He was served even by his enemies. Without Narayan’s attacks Ganesh
would never have taken up politics and he might have remained a mystic.
With unfortunate results. Ganesh found himself a mystic when Trinidad
was crying out for one. That time is now past. But some people haven’t
realised it and today in odd corners of Trinidad there is still a backwash
of penurious mystics. Providence indeed seemed to have guided Ganesh.
Just as it told him when to take up mysticism, so it told him when to
give it up.

His first experience as an M.L.c. was a mortifying one. The members
of the new Legislative Council and their wives were invited to dinner at
Government House and although a newly-founded scurrilous weekly saw
the invitation as an imperialist trick all the members turned up. But not
all the wives.

Leela was shy but she made out that she couldn’t bear the thought
of eating off other people’s plates. “It are like going to a restaurant. You
don’t know what the food are and you don’t know who cook it.”

Ganesh was secretly relieved. “I have to go. But none of this non-
sense about knife and fork for me, you hear. Going to eat with my fin-

gers, as always, and I don’t care what the Governor or anybody else
»

say.

But the morning before the dinner he consulted Swami.

“The first idea to knock out of your head, sahib, is that you going to
like what you eat. This eating with a knife and fork and spoon is like a
drill, man.” And he outlined the technique.

Ganesh said, “Nah, nah. Fish knife, soup spoon, fruit spoon, tea
spoon—who sit down and make up all that?”

Swami laughed. “Do what I use to do, sahib. Just watch everybody
else. And eat a lot of good rice and da/ before you go.”

The dinner was a treat for the photographers. Ganesh came in dhoti
and koortah and turban; the member for one of the Port of Spain wards
wore a khaki suit and a sun helmet; a third came in jodhpurs; a fourth,
adhering for the moment to his pre-election principles, came in short
trousers and an open shirt; the blackest M.L.c. wore a three-piece blue
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suit, yellow woollen gloves and a monocle. Everybody else, among the
men, looked like penguins, sometimes even down to the black faces.

An elderly Christian Indian member didn’t bring a wife because he
said he never had one; instead he brought along a daughter, a bright little
thing of about four.

The Governor’s lady moved with assurance and determination among
the members and their wives. The more disconcerting the man or woman,
the more she was interested, the more she was charming.

“Why, Mrs. Primrose,” she said brightly to the wife of the blackest
M.L.C. “You look so different today.”

Mrs. Primrose, all of her squeezed into floriferous print frock, adjusted
her hat with the floral design. “Ah, ma’am. It ain’t the same me. The other
one, the one you did see at the Mothers’ Union at Granadina, she at
home. Making baby.”

Sherry, opportunely, passed.

Mrs. Primrose gave a little giggle and asked the waiter, “Is a strong
drink?”

The waiter nodded and looked down his nose.

“Well, thanks. But I doesn’t uses it.”

“Something else, perhaps?” the Governor’s lady urged.

“A little coffee tea, if you has it.”

“Coffee. | am afraid coffee wouldn’t be ready for some time yet.”

“Well, thanks. I doesn’t really want it. I was only being social.” Mrs.
Primrose giggled again.

Presently they sat down to dinner. The Governor’s lady sat on the
left of Mr. Primrose. Ganesh found himself between the man in jodhpurs
and the Christian Indian and his daughter; and he saw with alarm that
the people from whom he had hoped to learn the eating drill were too
far away.

The members looked at the waiters, who looked away quickly. Then
the members looked at each other.

The man in jodhpurs muttered, “Is why black people can’t get on.
You see how these waiters behaving? And they black like hell too, you
know.”

Nobody took up the remark.

Soup came.

“Meat?” Ganesh asked.

The waiter nodded.

“Take it away,” Ganesh said with quick disgust.
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The man in jodhpurs said, “You was wrong there. You shoulda toy
with the soup.”

“Toy with it?”

“Is what the book say.”

No one near Ganesh seemed willing to taste the soup.

The man in jodhpurs looked about him. “Is a nice room here.”

“Nice pictures,” said the man with the open shirt who sat opposite.

The man in jodhpurs sighed wearily. “Is a funny thing, but I ain’t so
hungry today.”

“Is the heat,” the man with the open shirt said.

The Christian Indian placed his daughter on his left knee, and, ignor-
ing the others, dipped a spoon in his soup. He tested it with his tongue
for warmth and said, “Aah.” The girl opened her mouth to receive the
soup. “One for you,” the Christian said. He took a spoonful himself.
“And one for me.”

The other members saw. They became reckless and ate.

Unoriginal disaster befell Mr. Primrose. His monocle fell into his soup.

The Governor’s lady quickly looked away.

But Mr. Primrose drew her attention to the monocle. “Eh, eh,” he
chuckled, “but see how it fall down!”

The m.L.C’s looked on with sympathy.

Mr. Primrose turned on them. “What all you staring at? All you ain’t
see nigger before?”

The man in jodhpurs whispered to Ganesh, “But we wasn’t saying
anything.”

“Eh!” Mr. Primrose snapped. “Black people don’t wear monocle?”

He fished out the monocle, wiped it, and put it in his coat pocket.

The man with the open shirt tried to change the subject. “I wonder
how much car expenses they go pay we for coming here. I ain’t ask to
dine with the Governor, you know.” He jerked his head in the Gover-
nor’s direction and quickly jerked it back.

The man with jodhpurs said, “But they got to pay we, man.”

The meal was torture to Ganesh. He felt alien and uncomfortable. He
grew sulkier and sulkier and refused all the courses. He felt as if he were
a boy again, going to the Queen’s Royal College for the first time.

He was in a temper when he returned late that night to Fuente Grove.
“Just wanted to make a fool of me,” he muttered, “fool of me.”
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“Leela!” he shouted. “Come, girl, and give me something to eat.”

She came out, smiling sardonically. “But, man, I thought you was
dining with the Governor.”

“Don’t make joke, girl. Done dine. Want to eat now. Going to show
them,” he mumbled, as his fingers ploughed through the rice and da/ and
curry, “going to show them.”
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Soon Ganesh decided to move to Port of Spain. He found it fatiguing
to travel nearly every day between Port of Spain and Fuente Grove. The
Government paid expenses that made it worthwhile but he knew that
even if he lived in Port of Spain he could still claim travelling expenses,
like the other country members.

Swami and the boy came to say good bye. Ganesh had grown to like
the boy: he saw so much of himself in him.

“But don’t worry, sahib,” Swami said. “The Hindu Association fixing
up a little something for him. A little cultural scholarship to travel about,
learning.”

Beharry, Suruj Mooma and their second son Dipraj helped with the
packing. Later, Ramlogan and The Great Belcher came.

Suruj Mooma and Leela embraced and cried; and Leela gave Suruj
Mooma the ferns from the top veranda.

“I go always always keep them, my dear.”

The Great Belcher said, “The two of you girls behaving as though
somebody getting married.”

Beharry put his hand under his vest and nibbled. “Is go Ganesh have
to go. He do his duty here and God call him somewhere else.”

“I wish the whole thing did never happen,” Ganesh said with sudden
bitterness. “I wish I did never become a mystic!”

Beharry put his hand on Ganesh’s shouider. “Is only talk you talking,
Ganesh. Is hard, | know, to leave a place after eleven years, but look at
Fuente Grove now. New road. My new shop. Stand-pipe. We getting
electricity next year. All through you.”

They took bags and cases into the yard.
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Ganesh went to the mango tree. “Is something we did forget.” He
wrenched out the GANESH, Mystic sign.

“Don’t throw it away,” Beharry said. “We go keep it in the shop.”

Ganesh and Leela got into the taxi.

Ramlogan said, “I always did say, sahib, you was the radical in the
family.”

“Ah, Leela, my dear, look after youself,” Suruj Mooma sobbed. “You
looking so tired.”

The taxi started and the waving began.

The Great Belcher belched.

“Dipraj, carry this signboard home and come back and help your
mother with the ferns.”

Leela waved and looked back. The veranda was naked; the doors and
windows open; on the balustrade the two stone elephants stared in opposite
directions.

It would be hard to say just when Ganesh stopped being a mystic.
Even before he moved to Port of Spain he had become more and more
absorbed in politics. He still dispelled one or two spirits; but he had
already given up his practice when he sold the house in Fuente Grove to
a jeweller from Bombay and bought a new one in the fashionable Port
of Spain district of St. Clair. By that time he had stopped wearing dhoti
and turban altogether.

Leela didn’t take to Port of Spain. She travelled about a good deal
with The Great Belcher. She visited Soomintra often and regularly went
to Ramlogan’s.

But Ganesh found that for an m.L.c. Port of Spain was a pleasant
place. He got used to it and even liked it. There were two good libraries,
and so many bookshops! He dropped Indology, religion and psychology
and bought large books on political theory. He had long discussions with
Indarsingh.

At first Indarsingh was bitter. “Funny people in Trinidad, old boy.
No respect for ideas, only personalities.”

But he softened as time went on and he and Ganesh worked on a
new political theory.

“Came to me in a flash, old boy. Reading Louis Fischer’s book about
Gandhi. Socialinduism. Socialism-cum-Hinduism. Hot stuff, old boy. Out-
lines settled. Details demn tricky, though.”
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So far the autobiography, and the private man.

But by this time Ganesh was a public figure of great importance. He
was always in the papers. His speeches inside and outside the Legislative
Council were reported in detail; he was constantly photographed leading
delegations of aggrieved taxi-drivers or scavengers or fish-vendors to the
Red House; and he was always ready with a press conference or a letter
to the editor. Everything he did or said was News.

He was a terror in the Legislative Council.

It was he who introduced the walk-out to Trinidad and made it pop-
ular as a method of protest. The walk-out was no sudden inspiration. It
had crude beginnings. At first he simply lay flat on his back on the Council
table and refused to move. Policemen had to lift him up. Acts like this
caught the public imagination and in no time at all Ganesh became pop-
ular throughout the South Caribbean. His photograph appeared constantly
in the newspapers. Then he discovered the walk-out. In the beginning he
just walked out; later, he walked out and gave interviews to reporters on
the steps of the Red House; finally, he walked out, gave interviews, and
addressed the crowd of beggars and idlers from the bandstand in Woodford
Square. Often the Governor passed a weary hand over his forehead and
said, “Mr. Ramsumair, what have we done to offend you this time? Please
don’t stage another walk-out.” And the invariable concomitant of a headline
announcing the passing of a bill was GANESH STAGES A WALK-oUT. Later
this was shortened and a typical newspaper headline was:

LAND RESETTLEMENT BILL PASSED
Ganesh Walks Out

They made a calypso about him which was the second road-march at
the Carnival in 1947:

There is a gentleman of the opposition
Suffering a sort of legislative constipation.
Everybody moving—bills for so,

But with this gentleman nothing can go.

The reference to Profitable Evacuation was clear. But even before the ca-

lypso, Ganesh had begun to find his mystic career an embarrassment.
Certain paragraphs of What God Told Me had often been read out in the
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Council Chamber; andin November 1946, just four months after he had pub-
lished it, he suppressed 7he Years of Guilt, as well as his other books, and
wound up Ganesh Publishing Company Limited.

There was no doubt that at this time Ganesh was the most popular
man in Trinidad. He never went to a cocktail party at Government
House. He never went to dinner there. He was always ready to present
a petition to the Governor. He exposed scandal after scandal. And he was
always ready to do a favour for any member of the public, rich or poor.
For such favours his fees were never high. He always said, “You must
give only what you can afford.” People like Primrose and the Christian
had high fixed rates, went to every cocktail party at Government House,
and wore dinner-jackets. You couldn’t say that either of them really rep-
resented his constituency. The Christian, as a matter of fact, now owned
most of his; and Primrose became so wealthy he had to be knighted.

In Colonial Office reports Ganesh was dismissed as an irresponsible
agitator with no following.

He had no idea that he was on the road to the MB.E.

This is how it happened.

In September, 1949, a wild strike ripped through some sugar estates in
South Trinidad. It was the most exciting thing since the oilfield riots of 1937.
Strikers burnt canefields and policemen beat up strikers and spat in the
mouths of those they arrested. The press thundered with threats and
counter-threats. Sympathy for the strikers was high, and people who had
never thought of striking themselves cycled past the pickets and whis-
pered, “Keep it up, boys!”

Ganesh was in Tobago at the time, investigating the scandal of the
Help the Children Fund. He made a vague speech about it but the Nig-
gergram at once spread a story that he was going to mediate. The sugar
estates said they knew nothing about it. Ganesh told a Sentine/ reporter
that he was going to do all he could to bring about an amicable settle-
ment. The estates denied that they had ever consented to having a medi-
ator at all. Ganesh wrote to the Sentine/ that whether the estates liked it
or not he was going to mediate.

In the few days that followed, Ganesh was at the peak of his popu-
larity.

He knew nothing about the strike except for what he had read in the
newspapers; and it was the first time since he had been elected that he
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had to deal with a crisis in South Trinidad. Hitherto he had been mainly
involved in exposing ministerial scandals in Port of Spain. His whole
approach to the strike was so thoughtless that we can perhaps—as he
himself said later—see the hand of Providence once more in his career.

In the first place he went South in a lounge suit. He took books, but
they were not religious books, only the writings of Tom Paine and John
Stuart Mill and a large volume on Greek Political Theory.

The moment he got to Lorimer’s Park, a few miles out of San Fer-
nando, where the strikers waited for him, he sensed that something was
wrong. So he said later. Perhaps it was the rain the night before. The
banners were still damp and their denunciations looked half-hearted. The
grass had disappeared beneath the mud churned up by the strikers’ bare
feet.

The strike-leader, a short fat man in a striped brown suit, led Ganesh
to the platform. This was nothing more than two Morris car crates;
smaller boxes served as steps. The top of the platform was wet and
muddy. Ganesh was introduced to the half dozen or so members of the
strike committee and the man in the brown suit immediately set to work.

He shouted, “Brothers and sisters, you know why the Red Flag red?”

The police reporters scribbled conscientiously in longhand in their
note-books.

“Let them write it down,” the leader said. “Let them write down in
their dirty little black books that we ain’t fraid them. Tell me, we fraid
them?”

A short stout man came out from the crowd and walked to the plat-
form. “Shut your tail up,” he said.

The leader insisted, “Tell me, we fraid them?”

There was no response.

The man below the platform said, “Cut out the talk and say some-
thing quick.” He was rolling up his shirtsleeves almost up to his armpits.
He had powerful arms.

The leader shouted, “Let we pray.”

The heckler laughed. “Pray for what?” he shouted. “For you to get
fatter and burst your suit?”

Ganesh began to feel uneasy.

The leader unclasped his hands after his prayer. “The Red Flag dye
with we blood, and is high time for we to hold up we head high high in
the market-place like free and independent men and command big big
armies in heaven.”
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More men came out from the crowd. The whole crowd seemed to
have moved nearer the platform.

The heckler shouted, “Cut out the talk. Go back to the estates and
beg them to take back the bribe they give you.”

The leader talked on, unheard.

The strike committee fidgeted in their folding chairs.

The leader slapped his forehead and said, “But what happening? I
forgetting that all you here to hear the great fighter for freedom, Ganesh
Ramsumair.”

At last there was some applause.

“All of you know that Ganesh write some major book about God
and thing.”

The heckler took off his hat and waved it up and down. “Oh God!”
he screamed. “But it making stink!”

Ganesh could see his gums.

“Brothers and sisters, | now ask the man of good and God to address
a few words to you.”

And Ganesh missed his cue. Stupidly, completely missed his cue. He
forgot that he was talking to a crowd of impatient strikers as a man of
good and God. He talked instead as though they were the easy-going
crowd in Woodford Square and he the fighting m.L.c. and nothing more.

“My friends,” he said (he had got that from Narayan), “my friends,
I know about your great sufferings, but | have yet to give the matter
further study, and until then I must ask you to be patient.”

He didn’t know that their leader had been telling them the same thing
every day for nearly five weeks.

And his speech didn’t get better. He talked about the political situa-
tion in Trinidad, and the economic situation; about constitutions and tar-
iffs; the fight against colonialism; and he described Socialinduism in detail.

Just when he was going to show how the strike could be the first
step in establishing Socialinduism in Trinidad, the storm broke.

The heckler took off his hat and stamped it into the mud. “No!” he
shouted. “No! Noooh!”

Others took up the cry.

The leader waved his hands about for silence.

“My friends, | ?

The heckler stamped on his hat again and shouted, “Noooooh!”

The leader stamped on the platform and tumed to his committee.
“Why the hell black people so ungrateful?”
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The heckler left his hat alone for a while and ran to the platform and
tried to seize the leader by the ankles. Failing, he shouted, “Nooooh!”
and ran back to stamp on his hat.

Ganesh tried again. “My friends, | have——"

“Ganesh, how much bribe they bribe you? Noooh! Noooh!”

The leader said to his committee, “If I live for a million years I ain’t
going to lift up my little finger to do a thing for black people again. Talk
about ungrateful!”

The heckler was still stamping on his hat. “We don’t want to hear
nothing! Nothing! Nooooh!” He was so enraged he was in tears.

The crowd stepped nearer the platform.

The heckler turned to them. “What we want, man? We want talk?”

The whole crowd answered. “No! No! We want work! Work!”

The heckler was right below the platform.

The leader panicked and shouted, “Keep your dirty black hand off
the white people box! Look, move away quick sharp now 7

“My friends, I cannot 7

“Keep your tail quiet, Ganesh!”

“If you ain’t move away quick, I calling the police and them over
there. Look, haul all your tail away, you hear.”

The heckler tore at his hair and beat his fists on his chest. “All you
hearing that fat-arse man? You hearing what he want to do?”

And somebody shrieked, “Come, man, let we done with this damn
nonsense.”
The crowd flowed thickly forward and surrounded the platform.

Ganesh escaped. The policemen took care of him. But the strike com-
mittee were badly beaten up. The leader in the brown suit and one mem-
ber of the committee had to spend some weeks in hospital.

Later Ganesh learned the whole story. The leader had of course been
bribed; and what he had started as a strike was nothing more than a lock-
out during the slack season.

Ganesh called a Press conference at the end of the week. He said
Providence had opened his eyes to the errors of his ways. He warned
that the labour movement in Trinidad was dominated by communists and
he had often unwittingly been made their tool. “From now on,” he said,
“I pledge my life to the fight against communism in Trinidad and the rest
of the free world.”
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He expanded his views in a last book, Out of the Red (Government
Printer, Trinidad. Free on application). It was left to Indarsingh to note
the “capitalist mentality inherent in the title”; and he wrote an article for
a weekly paper blaming the violence at Lorimer’s Park on Ganesh, since
he had cruelly raised the workers’ hopes without having anything to offer
them.

Ganesh never walked out again. He went to cocktail parties at Gov-
ernment House and drank lemonade. He wore a dinner-jacket to official
dinners.

In the Colonial Office report on Trinidad for 1949 Ganesh was de-
scribed as an important political leader.

In 1950 he was sent by the British Government to Lake Success and his
defence of British colonial rule is memorable. The Government of Trin-
idad, realising that, after that, Ganesh stood little chance of being elected
at the 1950 General Elections, nominated him to the Legislative Council and
arranged for him to be a member of the Executive Council.

Indarsingh was elected in Ganesh’s old ward, on a platform of modi-
fied Socialinduism.

In 1953 Trinidad learned that Ganesh Ramsumair had been made
an M.BE.
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EPILOGUE

A Statesman on the 12:57

In the summer of 1954 I was at an English university, waiting for the
results of an examination. One morning I got a letter from the Colonial
Office. A party of Colonial Statesmen were in Britain for a conference,
and would I be willing to entertain a statesman from my own territory?
It was the vacation and I had much time on my hands. I agreed. It was
arranged that I should be host for a day to G. R. Muir, Esq., MBE.

The day of the visit came and | was at the railway station to meet
the 12:57 from London. As the passengers got off I looked among them for
someone with a nigrescent face. It was easy to spot him, impeccably
dressed, coming out of a first-class carriage. I gave a shout of joy.

“Pundit Ganesh!” I cried, running towards him. “Pundit Ganesh Ram-
sumair!”

“G. Ramsay Muir,” he said coldly.
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PROLOGUE

A Bad Szgn

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 cy-
cling 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’ 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 nerv-
ous 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 Ebrra posters hit the
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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 Ameri-
can 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. ¥e’re
all right.”

In a diffcult position Harbans had the knack of suddenly going ab-
sent-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 wor-
ries. 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 every-
one who knows the district well says Elvira.

From the top of Elvira Hill you get one of the finest views in Trin-
idad, better even than the view from Tortuga in South Caroni. Below,
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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-a-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 Sa-
vannah 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 re-
minded 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. Har-
bans 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 labour-
ers 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 a 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
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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 disap-
peared 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 Chit-
taranjan, 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.
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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 pun-
cheon 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. Per-
haps it was this that helped to make Baksh the Muslim leader, though
the position should have gone in all fairness to Hagq, 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
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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 some-
thing bigger than Chittaranjan’s any day he chose. “Only,” he used to
say, “they just ain’t have the sort of materials / want for my house. This
Trinidad backward to hell, you hear.” He kept 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. This 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
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A flock of poorer people’s children, freed from school that Friday after-
noor, 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 wall-boards 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 after-
noon, 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.
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“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 Har-
bans 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 matter?” 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, pus-
sonal, | 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 arro-
gant. That, and his booming voice, made him almost as frightening as
his father. Harbans’s hands began to tap on his knees. “Ooh, ooh. Chil-
dren, 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
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make no difference who you is or what you is. You is a Muslim, | 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. Loudspeaking
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 fAluted.

“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 aint 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.
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“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?7)

“Who else?” Foam asked. “I did always want to take up loudspeak-
ing. 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 know, 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 [ 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 vogueinElvirain 195o—"“thateversince he was aboy,evenbefore
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
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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 | 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 Lork-
hoor. 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 aint 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, [ 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, stead-
ily, 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.”
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“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 intro-
duced 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 lit-
tle 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: Igbal, 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 watch-
ing. She saw threats everywhere; this election was the greatest. She couldn’t
afford new enemies; too many people were already jealous of her and
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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 dol-
lars 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.”
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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 manager got into the Dodge and drove on
to see Chittaranjan.
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Easily the most important person in Elvira was Chittaranjan, the gold-
smith. 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 down-
stairs. 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, chil-
dren 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. Chit-
taranjan 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 Chittaran-
jan 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’ trust him, but even they held him in
respect.

“You ain’t have nothing to worry about, Mr. Harbans,” Foam said,
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speaking as campaign manager, as he and Harbans drove through Elvira.
“Chittaranjan control at least five thousand votes. Add that to the thou-
sand 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 pegple 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. Harbars, 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.”
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“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 gripping 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 lowers.”

“Chittaranjan ain like lowers.”

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.
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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 4e want to go in Chittaranjan yard to collect
the breadfruit and the zaboca and flowers from 4:s 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. [ 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, ] did know 1 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?”
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“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, drop-
ping 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 pus-
sonal?”

“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 imme-
diately.

Foam nudged Harbans and pointed to one side of Chittaranjan’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’
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, Goldmith,” 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 ap-
pearance 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
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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 si-
lence, “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 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

bl
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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 sur-
prised 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 to-
gether, 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.
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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. “Bar-
rister, you know.”

Foam sat down in some confusion.

Harbans said, “Y our 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 typ-
ing-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 yer.”

“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 [ 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.”
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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, | 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, 1 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 bread-
fruit 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. 7hey go tell you
who is the fighter. Supreme Court know you as a fighter?”
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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, | 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. / 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’ bother to look for it. Because that
night | 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 Ram-
logan.” 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 every-
body?”

“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
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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. | 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 com-
mittee, and they decided who were to be members of it. It pleased Har-
bans 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; every-
thing 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. | /ike 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.”
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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 loud-
speaker van, the seventy-five dollars a month, the rum-account with
Ramlogan, the treachery of Lorkhoor, saw defeat and humiliation every-
where.

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 a// 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. “Some-
thing. 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
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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.
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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 Fran-
cis, 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
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stories which were read to the club, and one of Lorkhoor’s poems had
even been printed on the leader page of the 7nnidad Sentinel, in the special
type the Sentinel reserves for poetry and the Biblical quotation at the
bottom of the leader:

FElvira, awake! Behold the dawn!
1t 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 audi-
ence. They made jokes and puns that went over the heads of nearly
everybody 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 rum-
shop 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 Sentine/ and
the Guardian and the Gagerte. So far nothing had come of that.

And then Foam was really cut up when Lorkhoor got that job adver-
tising 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’
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 loud-
speaker 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 deg-
radation, was his by rights; he would have given anything to get it. And

20§



THE SUFFRAGE OF ELVIRA

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 concen-
trated 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 Rafig,
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 white-
wash and Cordoba was marked everywhere, in dripping red letters, DIE!
DIE! DIE!

2006



The Writing on the Wall

“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.

“7en 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 /e 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 concen-
trated 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 ques-
tion: 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
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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 cam-
paign, 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?”
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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.

“l 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 doo/ahin, 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
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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 Har-
bans 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, “Doolakin, 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 under-
stand it. ] 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 oufit 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 Aush; but there was
anger and shame in his narrow eyes.
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“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, “Doolakin!” 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. “It ain’t have no pen-
cil. I look everywhere.”

Dhaniram forgot about the election. “But this is craziness, doo/ahin. 1
have that pencil six months now.”

“Is only a pencil,” the doolakin 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’ 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 | know did spend all this money. I have
to have loudspeaker van and rum-account with Ramlogan?”

211



THE SUFFRAGE OF ELVIRA

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 thou-
sand 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, cutside 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 Mus-
lim. I ain’t getting the negro vote and I ain’ 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 thou-
sand vote between last week Friday and today?”

“In Cordoba,” Chittaranjan said penitently. “You see for yourself
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: “Ler—
God—Be—True.”

As a pundit Dhaniram regarded himself as an expert on God. He

looked at the book quizzically and said, “Hmh.”
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“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 woman 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 | go in Cordoba, the Spanish people telling me that the
world going to end in 1976. [ 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 cher-
ished 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 | 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?’ |
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
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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 | 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 thou-
sand 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 Lork-
hoor 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 1 does touch does
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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 orna-
mented 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. Every-
body only want money money.”

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

Dhaniram, who had been promised something—contracts for his trac-
tor—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 com-
munity, boss. As you yourself tell me the other day, money ain’t every-

b

thing.”

“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 | 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.
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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. #e go take them to doctor in
we taxi. We go pay for their medicine.”

Chittaranjan sucked his teeth and became like the formidable Chitta-
ranjan 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. #e go hold the wake. #e
go take ue coffee and ue 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 aint 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
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the children collected from Chittaranjan’s workshop belonged to Chitta-
ranjan.

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 1 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 mar-
ried?”

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 man
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.”
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“Wrong move, Mr. Harbans. You shoulda get that boy Harichand to
print them.”

“But Harichand ain’ got no sorta printery at all,” Harbans said.

“Never mind,” said Chittaranjan. “People in Elvira wouldn 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 every-
body else—all of them were fighting Aim.

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?
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Some days passed. The new posters went up. The campaign pro-
ceeded. Nothing terrible happened to Mrs. Baksh. She became calmer and
Foam thought he could start painting slogans again. But now he didn’
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 Her-
bert 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’
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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, some-
thing 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 tAey 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?”

“/ 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 Igbal?” Foam asked, naming
the other Baksh boys. “Think they go want Tiger to sleep in the same
bed with them?”

“We go see.”
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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
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 think-
ing 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. 7hey 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 7rinidad 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 lowed
down into the store-room.

Mrs. Baksh said, “What the two of all-you complotting and conspir-
ing 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,
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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 ro?”

“Yes, Ma.”

“You ain’t eat bhasi?”

“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 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 scrap-
ing 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 vou 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.”
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Herbert listlessly stirred the tea and rori.

“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.”

Mrs. Baksh moved to the kitchen door. She lowered her voice with
sardonic concern: “Zilla, this evening you was telling me that you had a
pain in your foot.” She left the kitchen and went inside. “I go take away
this pain from your foot. I go move it somewhere else.”

Herbert ran down the steps with the tea and roz. Upstairs Zilla was
being punished. Tiger was unmoved by the screams and slaps and bump-
ing about. When Herbert put the plate of tea and roz before him, he
didn’t know what to make of it. Slowly, instinct overcame inexperience.
He sensed it was food. He sought to rise and approach it with dignity,
on all four legs; but his legs trembled and folded under him. He let his
muzzle-lie on the chipped rim of the plate, edged out a tiny languid
tongue and dipped it in the tea. Then he dragged the tongue back. He
did this a few times; at last, with a show of strength that quite astonished
Herbert, he got up on all four legs, trembly and shaky, remained upright,
drank and ate.

“Go at it, Tiger boy,” Herbert whispered.

But Tiger ate in his own unemphatic way. Herbert expected him to
wag his tail and growl at being handled while he ate; but Tiger ate
without overt excitement or relish, philosophically, as though at any mo-
ment he expected to see the plate withdrawn as capriciously as it had
come.

“Where that boy Herbert gone now?”

Herbert heard Mrs. Baksh, and he heard Foam say, “Went downstairs
to bolt and bar the door. I tell him to go down.”

Tiger ate sloppily, squelchily.

Herbert waited, expecting Mrs. Baksh to ask for the plate.

“But you and all, Foam, what happening to you? You want to bar
the door and your father ain’t come home yet?”

“I go call him up.”
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The door at the top of the stairs opened, new light ran down the
steps and striped Tiger’s box, and Herbert heard Foam saying, “Is all
right, Herbert. Don’t worry with the door. Come up.”

The room in which the five Baksh boys slept was called the brass-
bed room because its only notable feature was a jangly old brass four-
poster with a mildewed canopy that sagged dangerously under a mounting
load of discarded boxes, clothes and toys. The four younger Baksh boys
slept on the brass bed. Foam, as the eldest, slept by himself on an Amer-
ican Army canvas cot.

Herbert squeezed between Rafiq and Charles under the single flour-
sack coverlet. He didn’t like sleeping at the edge of the bed because
he always rolled off. Igbal, the youngest, held that position; he never
rolled off.

Rafiq was still waking.

Herbert whispered, “Tell you a secret if you promise not to tell.”

Foam, from the cot, said, “Herbert, why you don’t keep your mouth
shut and go to sleep?”

Herbert waited.

He saw Rafiq kiss his crossed index fingers and put them to his eyes,
to mean that his eyes would drop out if he told.

“Got a dog,” Herbert whispered. “Not big, but bad.”

“They know?”

Herbert shook his head.

“How big?”

“Oh, he have to grow a little bit.”

“Call him Rex.”

“Nah. Calling him Tiger. Bad dog. Quiet too. Sort of thing, if they
allow you, you could write up a signboard and hang it outside: Beware
of Bad Dog.”

At that moment they heard the van drive into the yard and after a
while they heard Baksh fumbling with the back door. Then there was a
rattling and a stumbling, and Baksh began to curse.

Rafiq said, “The old man drunk again.”

They heard him clattering hastily up the stairs, his curses becoming
more distinct.

Then: “Man!” Baksh cried. “See a dog. Big dog. Downstairs.”

Herbert nudged Rafiq.
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“Is all this campaigning and loudspeaking you doing,” Mrs. Baksh
said.

“Telling you, man. Big big dog. Downstairs. Walking about. Quiet
quiet. Sort of guarding the steps.”

“You go start seeing hell soon, if you ain’t careful,” Mrs. Baksh said.

Herbert giggled.

“Who bite who?” Mrs. Baksh asked. “You bite the dog, or the dog
bite you?”

Rafiq dug Herbert in the ribs.

They listened hopefully; but there was no further excitement. Mum-
blings from Baksh about the big dog; quiet sarcastic remarks from Mrs.
Baksh. But no blows; nothing being smashed or thrown through the
window.

When Herbert got up the next morning, the brass bed was empty.
Foam’s cot was empty. He jumped out of bed—he slept in his ordinary
clothes—and rushed to see what had happened to Tiger.

He had hardly set foot on the steps when Baksh said, “You sleep
well and sound? Come down, mister man. We waiting for you.”

Herbert knew it was all over.

Baksh was saying, “But I tell you, man, I did see a big big dog here
last night. And look how small it come this morning. Is only one thing.
Magic. Obeah. But who want to put anything on me?”

Mrs. Baksh was seated heavily on the cane-bottomed chair from the
upstairs veranda. Baksh was standing next to her. In front of them the
Baksh children were lined up, including Foam. Tiger’s box had been
dragged out from under the steps, and Tiger dozed fitfully, curled up on
damp Trinidad Sentinels.

Mrs. Baksh mocked, “‘Who want to put anything on me?” Well, ten
die. And with the dog it have ten of we in this house now.” Mrs. Baksh
was calm, ponderously calm. “Baksh, you going to stand me witness that
I tell you that this election beginning sweet sweet, but it going to end
sour. You think Preacher is a fool? You think Preacher ain’t know that
you campaigning against him? You expect him to take that grinning and
lying down?”

Baksh said, “As usual, you didn’t listen to me. You did think I was
drunk. If you did come down last night you woulda see what I was telling
you. Telling you, man, was a big big dog last night. Big big dog.”
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Tiger half-opened one eye.

“See!” Baksh said. “He know. See how sly he looking at me.”

Herbert joined the line, standing beside Rafig.

Mrs. Baksh leaned back in her chair and looked broader than ever.
Her bodice tightened and creased right across her bosom; her skirt tight-
ened and creased across her belly. She folded her arms and then put one
hand against her jaw. “Foam, you bring the dog?”

“No, Ma.”

“Zilla, you bring the dog?”

Zilla began to cry.

“But why for you crying? If you ain’t bring the dog, you ain’t bring
the dog, and that is that. You bring the dog?”

Zilla shook her head and sobbed loudly.

Tiger twitched an ear.

“Carol, you bring the dog?”

“Ma, you know I is not that sorta girl.”

And so the questioning went on.

“Herbert, you bring in any dog last night? Herbert, I asking you, you
feed any dog outa one of my good good enamel plates that I does only
feed humans on?”

“No, Ma.”

“Make sure, you know.”

“I ain’t bring no dog, Ma.”

“All right. Foam, go and get the Bible. It in my bureau. Under the
parcel with all the photos and the birth certificates.”

Foam went upstairs.

“Baksh, go and bring the shop key.”

Baksh went off with a lot of zest. “Telling you, man. If only you did

listen to me last night!”

“So!” Mrs. Baksh sighed. “So! Mbody ain’t bring the dog. It just
walk in through a lock door and jump in a condensed milk box.”

Foam and Baksh returned with Bible and key.

Mrs. Baksh closed her eyes and opened the Bible at random. “Ten
die,” she sighed. “Ten die.” She put the key on the open Bible. “Foam,
take one end of the key.”

Foam held one end of the key on the tip of his middle finger and
Mrs. Baksh held the other end. The Bible hung over the key.

“If nobody ain’t going to take back what they say,” Mrs. Baksh said,
“this is the only way to find out who bring the dog. All-you know what
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going to happen. If the Bible turn when I mention anybody name, we go
know who bring the dog. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Ready, Foam?”

Foam nodded.

Mrs. Baksh said, “By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul, Foam bring the dog.”

Foam replied, “By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul, Foam ain bring no
dog.”

The Bible remained steady.

Mrs. Baksh began again. “By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul, Zilla bring
the dog.”

Foam replied, “By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul, Zilla aint bring no dog.”

Mrs. Baksh, leaning back in her chair, looked solemnly at the Bible,
not at the little Bakshes. She fetched a deep sigh and began again, this
time on Carol.

Foam’s finger started to tremble.

Baksh looked on, pleased. The Biblical trial always appealed to him.
Rafiq was excited. Herbert knew he was lost, but he was going to stick
it out to the end. Tiger was dozing again, his thin muzzle between his
thin front legs; the flies, energetic in the early morning, swarmed about
him.

“By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul, Rafiq bring the dog.”

It was going to be Herbert’s turn next. He had been through this sort
of trial before. He knew he couldn’t fool the Bible.

Foam’s whole right hand was trembling now, from the strain of hav-
ing a weight at his finger-tip.

“By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul, Rafiq ain bring no dog.”

Another sigh from Mrs. Baksh.

Baksh passed a hand over his moustache.

“By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul, Herbert bring the dog.”

“By Saint Peter, by Saint Paul, Herbert ain# bring no dog.”

The key turned. The Bible turned and fell. The key lay naked, its
ends resting on the fingers of Foam and Mrs. Baksh.

Rafiq said excitedly, “I did know it! I did know it!”

Foam said, “You did know too much.”

“Herbert,” Mrs. Baksh said, “you going to lie against the Bible, boy?”

Rafiq said, “It must be obeah and magic. Last night he tell me it was
a big big dog. And he say it was a bad dog.” The emphasis sounded
sinister.

“Well,” Mrs. Baksh said calmly, getting up and smoothing out the
creases across her wide belly, “before I do anything, I have to cut his
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little lying tail.” She spoke to Baksh, kindly: “Man, let me see your belt
a little bit, please.”

Baksh replied with equal civility: “Yes, man.”

He undid his leather belt, pulling it carefully through the loops of his
khaki trousers as though he wanted to damage neither trousers nor belt.
Mrs. Baksh took the belt. Herbert began to cry in advance. Mrs. Baksh
didn’t look at him. She held the belt idle for some moments, looking
down at it almost reflectively. On a sudden she turned; and lunged at
Herbert, striking out with the belt, hitting him everywhere. Herbert ran
about the small room, but he couldn’t get out. The back door was still
barred; the door that led to the tailor shop was still padlocked. Unhurried,
Mrs. Baksh stalked him. The belt gave her ample reach. Once she struck
Baksh. She stopped and said, “Och. Sorry, man.”

“Is all right, man. Mistake.” Herbert bawled and screeched, making
the siren-like noise that had so disturbed Harbans that Friday afternoon
some weeks before. The other little Bakshes looked on with fascination.
Even Foam was affected. Rafig’s excitement turned to horror. Zilla wept.

Then Foam called in his stern booming voice, “All right, Ma.”

Mrs. Baksh stopped and looked at him.

Baksh looked at him.

Mechanically Mrs. Baksh passed the belt back to Baksh.

Herbert sat on the steps, his eyes and nose streaming. His sobs, half
snuffle and half snort, came at regular intervals.

Tiger dozed on, his ears twitching.

Mrs. Baksh sat down on the chair, exhausted, and began to cry. “My
own son, my biggest son, talking to me so!”

Baksh tried to soothe her.

“Go away. Is your fault, Baksh. Is this election sweetness that sweeten
you up so. And now you seeing how sour it turning. You having people
throwing all sorta magic and obeak in my house, you having all my sons
lying to my face, and you having my biggest son talk to me like if I is
his daughter. Is your fault, Baksh. This election sweetness done turning
sour, | tell you.”

“You see, Foam?” Baksh said. “It make you happy? Seeing your
mother cry?”

“I ain’t tell she nothing. She was going to bless the boy, that is all.”

“Take that dog outa my house!” Mrs. Baksh screamed, her face twisted
and inflamed. “If that dog don™ go, I go go.” She cried a lot more. “Oh
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God, Baksh! Now | have to waste a whole day. Now I have to go and
take Herbert and get the spirit off him.”

From the steps Herbert said, “I ain’t got no spirit on me.”

Baksh said, “You keep your little tail quiet, mister man. Like you
ain’t had enough.” He said to Mrs. Baksh, “I can’t think of nobody who
could drive away a spirit as good as Ganesh Pundit. He was the man for
that sort of thing. But he take up politics now.”

That reminded Mrs. Baksh. “This election sweetness! Man, I telling
you, it turning sour.”

“Where you want me take the dog?” Foam asked.

“Just take him outa the house,” Mrs. Baksh said, wiping her eyes.
“That is all I want. But don’t take him away in broad daylight. Is bad
enough already having obeah coming inside here. Don’ take it out for
everybody to see. Ten die. What more Preacher have in mind than to
make all of we come thin thin like that dog? And then for all ten of we
to dead. What more?”

Baksh was struck by his wife’s interpretation. “Take that dog outa
my house!” he ordered. “And don’t give that dog any of my food, you
hear. That dog going to suck the blood outa all of we if you don’ get
him outa here quick sharp.”

Tiger woke up and looked dreamily at the scene.

Mrs. Baksh took Herbert for a spiritual fumigation to a gentleman in
Tamana who, following the celebrated mystic masseur Ganesh at a dis-
tance, dabbled in the mystic.

And when Baksh saw Preacher on the road that morning, walking as
briskly as ever, he crossed himself.
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Things were crazily mixed up in Elvira. Everybody, Hindus, Muslims
and Christians, owned a Bible; the Hindus and Muslims looking on it, if
anything, with greater awe. Hindus and Muslims celebrated Christmas
and Easter. The Spaniards and some of the negroes celebrated the Hindu
festival of lights. Someone had told them that Lakshmi, the goddess of
prosperity, was being honoured; they placed small earthen lamps on their
money-boxes and waited, as they said, for the money to breed. Every-
body celebrated the Muslim festival of Hosein. In fact, when Elvira was
done with religious festivals, there were few straight days left.

That was what Lorkhoor, Foam’s rival, went around preaching from
his loudspeaker van that morning: the unity of races and religions. Be-
tween speeches he played records of Hindi songs and American songs.

“People of Elvira, the fair constituency of Elvira,” Lorkhoor said.
“Unite! You have nothing to lose but your chains. Unite and cohere.
Vote for the man who has lived among you, toiled among you, prayed
among you, worked among you. This is the voice of the renowned and
ever popular Lorkhoor begging you and urging you and imploring you
and entreating you and beseeching you to vote for Preacher, the re-
nowned and ever popular Preacher. Use your democratic rights on election
day and vote one, vote all. This, good people of Elvira, is the voice of
Lorkhoor.”

Lorkhoor took a good deal of pleasure in his unpopularity. He of-
fended most Indians, Hindus and Muslims; and Preacher’s negro supporters
looked on him with suspicion. Mr. Cuffy didn’t like Lorkhoor. Mr. Cuffy
was Preacher’s most faithful supporter. Preacher was the visionary, Mr.
Cuffy the practical disciple. He was a grey-headed negro who ran a shoe-
repair shop which he called The United African Pioneer Self-Help Society.

230



EIIC ounters

Every Friday evening Mr. Cuffy held a prayer-meeting from his veranda.
He wore his tight blue serge suit and preached with the Bible in one
hand. On a small centre table he had a gas lamp and a framed picture of
a stabbed and bleeding heart. On the last few Fridays, to ward off the
evil he feared from Lorkhoor, Mr. Cuffy had been giving resounding
sermons on treachery.

So, when Lorkhoor’s van came near, Mr. Cuffy, some tacks between
his purple lips, looked up briefly and muttered a prayer.

Lorkhoor stopped the van outside Mr. Cuffy’s shop and, to Mr. Cuffy’s
disgust, made a long speech over the loudspeaker before jumping out.
He was slim and tall, though not so tall or slim as Foam. He had a broad
bony face with a thriving moustache that followed the cynical curve of
his top lip and drooped down a bit further. He had grown the moustache
after seeing a film with the Mexican actor, Pedro Armendariz. In the film
Armendariz spoke American with an occasional savage outburst in Span-
ish; it was the Spanish outbursts that thrilled Lorkhoor. Teacher Francis
loyally if sorrowfully agreed that the moustache made Lorkhoor look like
the Mexican; but Lorkhoor’s enemies thought otherwise. Foam called
Lorkhoor Fu-Manchu; that was how Mr. Cuffy thought of him too.

“Heard the latest, Mr. Coffee?”

Here was another reason for Lorkhoor’s unpopularity: his stringent
determination to speak correct English at all times. He spoke it in a
deliberate way, as though he had to weigh and check the grammar be-
forehand. When Lorkhoor spoke like that outside Elvira, people tried to
overcharge him. They thought him a tourist; because he spoke correct
English they thought he came from Bombay.

“Good morning,” Mr. Cufty said.

Lorkhoor recognized his social blunder. “Morning, Mr. Coffee.”

Mr. Cuffy frowned, the wrinkles on his black face growing blacker.
“I is not something you does drink, sir.”

The people of Elvira called Mr. Cuffy “Cawfee.” Lorkhoor, a stickler
for correctness, called him “Coffee.” Mr. Cuffy preferred “Cawfee.”

“Heard the latest?”

“Ain’t hear nothing,” Mr. Cuffy said, looking down at the ruined
black boot in his hand.

“Propaganda, Mr. Cawfee. Blackmail and blackball.”

Mr. Cufty regarded Lorkhoor suspiciously; he thought his colour was
being mocked.

“QObeah, Mr. Cawfee.”
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Mr. Cuffy tacked a nail. “God hath made man upright.”

“Yes, Mr. Cawfee. However, this propaganda is pernicious.”

Mr. Cuffy tacked another nail. “But they have found out many inven-
tions.”

“Something about a dog.”

“Ain’t know nothing about no dog.”

“Could destroy the whole campaign, you know.”

“That go satisfy you, eh, Mr. Lorkhoor? That go satisfy your heart?”

“Mr. Cawfee, I’'m only informing you that the opposition are spread-
ing the pernicious propaganda that Preacher is working obeah.”

“Who give you the right to call the gentleman Preacher?”

“Mr. Preacher, then.”

“Mr. Preacher go look after everything. Don’t worry your head too
much, you.”

“Still, Mr. Cawfee, keep your eyes open. Nip the rumour in the bud.
And see if they try to work any obeah against us. Could frighten off many
votes, you know, if they try to work any obeah and magic against Mr.
Preacher.”

Bicycle bells trilled from the road and Lorkhoor and Mr. Cuffy saw
two white women with sunglasses standing beside red pudgy-tyred
American bicycles. Pennants from both cycles said AwAKE!

Mr. Cuffy grumbled a greeting.

The shorter woman took a magazine from her tray and held it before
her like a shield.

The taller woman said, “Can we interest you in some good books?”

“I’ve read too many lately,” Lorkhoor said.

He was ignored.

Mr. Cuffy looked down. “Ain’t want no magazine.” But his manner
was respectful.

Miss Short said happily, “Oh, we know you don’t like us.”

Mr. Cufty looked up. “You know?”

“Course we do. We’re Witnesses.”

“This election business,” Mr. Cuffy said. “You in this election busi-
ness, like everybody else?”

Miss Short curled her thin lips. “We have nothing to do with politics.”

“It’s not a divine institution,” said Miss Tall, “but a man-made evil.
After all, who started the Politics you have in Elvira today?”

“British Government,” Mr. Cuffy said. He looked puzzled.

The Witnesses rested their case.
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“We had to fight for it,” Lorkhoor said.

Miss Shortlooked at him sympathetically. “Why, I don’t believe you’re
even a Christian.”

“Of course not,” Lorkhoor snapped. “Look at Jacob. Defend Jacob.
Defend Abraham.” It was something he had got from Teacher Francis.

“We must study the Bible together,” Miss Short said. “What do you
do Sunday afternoons?”

Mr. Cuffy’s puzzlement was turning to exasperation. “Look, who you
come to see? Me? Or he?”

Miss Tall said, “The magazine my friend is holding shows how the
prophecies in the Bible are coming true. Even the troubles of Elvira are
in the Bible. Elections and all.”

“Who won?” Lorkhoor asked.

“Who are you?” Miss Short asked.

“I’m the village intellectual.” It was a tried sentence; it had the ap-
proval of Teacher Francis.

“We must study the Bible together.”

“Leave my election campaign alone first.”

Mr. Cuffy’s disapproval of Lorkhoor was melting into admiration.

“About this magazine,” Miss Tall persisted. “You have no interest at
all in seeing how the Bible’s prophecies are coming true?”

“I’m not ambitious,” Lorkhoor said.

The women left.

“The devil ain’t no fool,” Mr. Cuffy said. “He does send pretty
woman to tempt us. But were | tempted?” He used the tone and grammar
of his Friday evening sermons. “No, sir, | were not.”

“You were not,” Lorkhoor said. “But about this obeah affair, Mr.
Cawfee. If they try any fast ones, let me know. We have to plan move
for move. And now we have those Witnesses encouraging people not to
vote. We have to think of something to counter that as well.”

“You is really a atheist?”

“Freethinker really. Agnostic.”
“Oh.” Mr. Cuffy looked reassured.

This Mahadeo, the estate-driver, was a real fool. He just had to make
a list of sick and dying negroes in Elvira—it was the only thing he could
be trusted with—and he had to make a lot of noise about it.

That midday, shortly after Lorkhoor had left Mr. Cuffy, Mahadeo,
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plump and sweating in his tight khaki driver’s uniform, came up to Mr.
Cuffy’s shop and tried to open a conversation with him. Mr. Cuffy had
relapsed into a mood of gloomy suspicion; opening a conversation with
him was like opening a bottle of beer with your teeth. Mr. Cuffy wasn’t
liking anything at all at that moment; he wasn’t liking the Witnesses,
wasn’t liking this talk of obeah, wasn’t liking Lorkhoor.

Mahadeo took off his topee. “Working hard, Mr. Cawfee?”

Silence. Mr. Cuffy wasn’t liking Mahadeo either.

Mahadeo watched the mauve sweat-stains under his arms. “Elections,
Mr. Cawfee.”

No reply.

“Progress, Mr. Cawfee. Democracy. Elvira going ahead.”

“Why you don’t go ahead yourself and haul your arse outa my yard?”

Mahadeo’s eyes began to bulge, hurt but determined. “One of the
candidates want my help in the election, Mr. Cawfee.”

Mr. Cuffy grunted.

Mahadeo brought out his red pocket-notebook and a small pencil. “I
have to ask you a few questions, Mr. Cawfee.” He tried some elementary
flattery: “After all, you is a very important man in Elvira.”

Mr. Cuffy liked elementary flattery. “True,” he admitted. “It’s God’s
will.”

“Is what I think too. Mr. Cawfee, how your negro people getting on
in Elvira?”

“All right, I believe, praise be to God.”

“You sure, Mr. Cawfee?”

Mr. Cuffy squinted. “How you mean?”

“Everybody all right? Nobody sick or anything like that?”

“What the hell you up to, Mahadeo?”

Mahadeo laughed like a clerk in a government office. “Just doing a
job, Mr. Cawfee. Just a job. If any negro fall sick in Elvira, you is the
fust man they come to, not true?”

Mr. Cuffy softened. “True.”

“And nobody sick?”

“Nobody.” Mr. Cuffy didn’t care for the hopeful note in Mahadeo’s
voice.

Mahadeo’s pencil hesitated, disappointed. “Nobody deading or dead?”

Mr. Cuffy jumped up and dropped the black boot. “Obeah/” he cried,
and took up an awl. “Obeah!/ Lorkhoor was right. You people trying to
work some obeah. Haul your tail outa my yard! Go on, quick sharp.”
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“How you mean, obeah?”

Mr. Cuffy advanced with the awl.

“Mr. Cawfee!”

Mahadeo retreated, note-book open, pencil pointing forward, as pro-
tection. “Just wanted to help, that is all. And this is the thanks I getting.
Just wanted to help, doing a job, that is all.”

“Nobody ask for your help,” Mr. Cuffy shouted, for Mahadeo was
now well away. “And listen, Mahadeo, one thing I promising you. If
anybody dead, anybody at all, you going to be in trouble. So watch out.
Don’t try no magic. If anybody dead, anybody. Obea//” Mr. Cuffy bawled.
Obeah!”

Mr. Cuffy sounded serious.

And now Mahadeo was really worried.

Mahadeo wouldn’t have got into that mess if Baksh had kept his
mouth shut. Mrs. Baksh had warned him not to say anything about Tiger.
But nothing like it had ever happened to him and he wanted people to
know. Nearly everybody else in Elvira had some experience of the su-
pernatural; when the conversation turned to such matters in Ramlogan’s
rumshop, Baksh had had to improvise.

As soon as Mrs. Baksh and Herbert left for Tamana, Baksh went to
see Harichand the printer and caught him before he started for his printery
in Couva.

Harichand, the best-dressed man in Elvira, was knotting his tie in the
Windsor style before a small looking-glass nailed to one of the posts in
his back veranda. He listened carefully, but without excitement.

“Nothing surprising in what you say,” he said at the end.

“How you mean, man, Harichand? Was a big big dog . ..”

“If you think that surprising, what you going to think about the sign
I had just before my father dead?”

“Sign, eh?” It was a concession, because Baksh had heard Harichand’s
story many times before.

“Two weeks before my father dead,” Harichand began, blocking his
moustache with a naked razor-blade. “Was a night-time. Did sleeping
sound. Sound sound. Like a top. Eh, I hear this squeaky noise. Squeaky
squeaky. Like little mices. Get up. Still hearing this squeaky noise. Was
a moonlight night. Three o’clock in the morning. Moonlight making
everything look like a belling-ground. Dead and funny. Squeak. Squeak.
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Open the window. No wind at all. All the trees black and quiet. Squeak.
Squeak. Road looking white in the moonlight. White and long. Squeak.
Squeak. Lean out. No wind. Nothing. Only squeak, squeak. Look down.
Something in the road. Black, crawling. Look down again. Four tiny
tiny horses harness together. Big as little puppies. Black little horses.
And they was pulling a funeral huss. Squeak. Squeak. Huss big as a
shoebox.”

Harichand put away the razor-blade.

“Two weeks later, my father dead. Three o’clock in the morning.”

“But talking about puppies,” Baksh said. “This thing was a big big
dog last night. I just open the back door and I see it. Walking about in
a funny limping way. You know how Haq does walk? Limping, as though
he walking on glass® This dog was walking about like Haq. It ain’t say
nothing. It just look at me. Sly. I get one frighten and I run upstairs. In
the morning is a tiny tiny puppy, thin, all the ribs showing. But the same
coloration.”

Harichand bent down to shine his shoe. “Somebody trying to put
something on you.” His tone was matter-of-fact.

“Was a big dog, man.”

“Just don’t feed it,” Harichand said.

“Feed it! Preacher ain’t catching me so easy.”

“Ah, is Preacher, eh?” Harichand gave a knowing chuckle. “Election
thing starting already?”

“We helping out Harbans.”

“Harbans ain’t getting my vote. Eh, the man ain’t bring nothing yet
for me to print.”

“How you could say that, man? We fixing up something for you.”

“Mark you, I ain’t begging nobody. But if you want my vote, you
want my printery. It have a lot of people who wouldn’t like it if they
know you wasn’t treating me nice.”

“We fixing you up, man. So just don’t feed it, eh?”

“Well, I waiting to see what all-you bringing. Just don’t feed it. And
try to get it outa the house.”

And then Baksh ran around telling his story to nearly everyone who
wasn’t too busy to listen. He had to listen to many stories in return.
Etwariah, Rampiari’s mother, told (in Hindi) how two days after her
husband died she saw him standing at the foot of her bed. He looked at
her and then at the baby—he had died the day Rampiari was born—and
he cried a little before disappearing. Etwariah cried a lot when she told
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the story and Baksh had to cry too; but he couldn’t keep on crying with
Etwariah and in the end he had to leave, very rudely.

So it went on all morning. The story of Tiger got round nearly every-
where. Lorkhoor heard and told Mr. Cuffy.

Before Rafig went to school Foam called him to the little ajoupa at
the back of the house and said, “Rafig, you is a nasty little good-for-
nothing bitch.”

Rafiq began to sniffle.

“You pretending you ain’t know why I calling you a bitch?”

“I ain’t tell no lie.”

Foam slapped him. “No, you ain’t tell no lie,” he mimicked. “But you
tell.”

“The Bible turn for itself. I didn have nothing to do with it.”

Foam slapped him again. “How else Ma know, unless you did tell
she about the dog?”

Rafiq began to cry. “I didn’t know she was going to bless Herbert.”

“When Herbert come back this evening from Tamana, I want you to
beg his pardon. And I want you to give him that red-and-blue top you
hiding on top the brass bed.”

“Is my top. I thief it from a boy at school. Big Lambie.”

“I want you to give Herbert the top.”

“Not going to give it. You could do what you like. Touch me again
and | going to tell Ma.”

“Rafiq! What sorta obscene language you using? Where you pick up
those words? Ma ever hear you using those sorta words?”

“What sorta words?”

“Again, Rafig? I just have to tell Ma now.”

Rafiq understood blackmail. “All right, I going to give the top to
Herbert.”

One of the first things Foam bought with his campaign manager’s
salary was an expensive pair of dark glasses. He wore them whenever he
took out the loudspeaker van.

He was cruising down Ravine Road—if you could cruise down any
road in Elvira—when he saw Nelly Chittaranjan coming back from school.
She was walking briskly, head a little high.
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Foam slowed up and gave a little election speech. Nelly Chittaranjan
turned and saw and turned away again, head a little higher.

Foam followed her with the van.

“Want a lift home, girl?”

She didn’t reply. He followed.

“Foreman, I will kindly ask you to stop following me about.”

“Why you so formal? Is because you getting married to Harbans son?
Call me Foam, man, like everybody else.”

“Some people in Elvira don’t know their elders and betters.”

He gave a dry laugh. “Ah, is because of the dark glasses that you
can’t recognize me!”

“Foreman, please drive off. Otherwise | will just have to tell my
father.”

Foam sang:

Tell, tell
Till your belly full of rotten egg.

“Simple things amuse small minds, I see.”

“Look, girl, you want this lift or you ain’t want it? Don’t waste my
time. Is work I have to work these days.”

“Huh! I don’ see what sort of work you could ever do.”

“I is your father boss in this election, you know.”

“Huh!” But she stopped.

The van stopped too. Foam rested an elbow on the door. “Just man-
aging Harbans campaign for him. That is all. Seventy-five dollars a
month. See these glasses? Guess how much.”

“Sixty cents.”

“Garn. Twelve dollars, if you please.”

“Huh!77

“You like the old loudspeaking voice?” He gave a loud and vigorous
demonstration.

“You mean to say you learn off all that by heart?”

“Nah! Just make it up as I go along. Want to hear some more?”

She shook her head. “It is hot. You can give me a lift to the end of
Ravine Road.”

“Only up to there, eh? Ah, you shame to let the old man see you
with me.” He opened the door for her. “Now that you is practically a
married woman.”
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He drove off with much noise, and settled down with one hand on
the steering wheel, his back in the angle of the seat and door. He looked
reposed and casual.

“So little Nelly getting married off, eh?”

He was embarrassing her.

“l don’t see why you shame about it. You marrying a doctor, man.
You could take down prescriptions and type them out. Especially with
doctors’ handwriting so hard to read.”

He had gone too far. It looked as though she might cry. “I don’t want
to get married, Foreman.”

He hadn’t thought of that. “What you want to do then?”

“I want to go to the Poly.”

He couldn’t make anything of that. “Well, things could always mash
up. From what I hear, Harbans ain’t too anxious to see you as a daughter-
in-law either.”

She wept. “I want to go to the Poly.”

“Poly, eh?”

“In London. Regent Street.”

“Oh.” He spoke as though he knew it well. “Teacher Francis been
putting ideas in your head. Well, you never know what could happen
between now and election day.” He paused. “Look, you like dogs?”

Weeping, Nelly Chittaranjan remembered refinement. “I adore dogs.”

Foam stamped on the brakes and brought the van to a noisy halt.
“Look, I ain’t want that sort of talk. I ask you if you like dogs. You
answer me yes or you answer me no. None of this educative nonsense,
you hear. You ain’t gone to the Poly yet.”

She stopped crying.

She said, “I like dogs.”

“Youis a nice girl. | have a dog—well, small dog, puppy really. Can’t
keep it home. You want to look after it?”

She nodded.

He was surprised. “Giving it to you. Wedding present from Foam.
What time you does stop taking lessons from Teacher Francis in the
evening?”’

“Half-past eight.”

“See you at quarter to nine. Where we meet today.”

She got off at the end of Ravine Road.
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In the afternoon Chittaranjan put on his visiting outfit, left Mrs. Chit-
taranjan to look after the two workmen downstairs, and went out to
campaign for Harbans. Chittaranjan’s visiting outfit was as special as his
home clothes. Item number one was an untorn white shirt, size thirteen,
with the sleeves carefully rolled up—not rolled, folded rather—and when
it wasn’t in use it hung on its own hanger in Chittaranjan’s expensive,
spacious and practically empty wardrobe. Chittarajan was extra careful
with this shirt. He didn’t like to have it washed too often because that
weakened the material; but he never liked keeping a shirt in use for more
than two months at a time. He wore it as little as possible, and only on
special occasions; Chittaranjan liked a shirt to grow dirty gradually and
gracefully. Item number two was a pair of brown gaberdine trousers
which he kept flat between 7rinidad Sentinels under his mattress. Item num-
ber three was a pair of brown shoes, old, cracked, but glittering; this
replaced the sabots he wore at home. The fourth and last item of Chit-
taranjan’s visiting outfit was a vast grey felt hat, smooth, ribbonless, with
only one stain, large, ancient and of oil, on the wide brim.

When Elvira saw Chittaranjan in this outfit, it knew he meant busi-
ness.

Chittaranjan campaigned.

At first things went well. But then Chittaranjan found people a little
less ready to commit themselves. They talked about obeak and magic and
dogs. But they always yielded in the end. Only Rampiari’s husband,
who had cut his foot with a hoe, played the fool. At the best of times
Rampiari’s husband was a truculent lout; now he was in pain and ten
times worse. He had been there in the morning when Baksh had come
to Etwariah with the story of Tiger; and he made a big thing of it. He
said he wasn’t going to vote for anybody because he didn’t want anybody
to put any obeah on him, he didn’t believe in this new politics business,
politicians were all crooks, and nobody was going to do anything for him
anyway.

Chittaranjan listened patiently, his hat on his knees.

When Rampiari’s husband was finished, Chittaranjan asked: “When
you does want money borrow, Rampiari husband, who you does come
to?”

“l 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.”
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“When you want letter write to the Government, who you does come
to?”

“I does come to you, Goldsmith.”

“When you want cup borrow, plate borrow, chair borrow, who you
does come to?”

“I does come to you, Goldsmith.”

“When you want any sort of help, Rampiari husband, who you does
come to?”

“I does come to you, Goldsmith.”

“So when / want help, who I must come to?”

“You must come to me, Goldsmith.”

“And when I want this help to put a man in the Legislative Council,
who I must come to?”

“Y ou must come to me, Goldsmith.”

“You see, Rampiari husband, the more bigger people / know, the
more | could help you out. Now tell me, is beg I have to beg you for
your sake?”

“You ain’t have to beg, Goldsmith.”

Chittaranjan stood up and put his hat on. “I hope your foot get better
quick.”

“When you see Mr. Harbans, Goldsmith, you go tell him, eh, how
bad my foot sick.”

Chittaranjan hesitated, remembering Harbans’s refusal to have any-
thing to do with the Hindu sick or the Hindu dead.

Rampiari’s husband said, “Preacher coming to see me tomorrow.”

“What Preacher could do for you? A man like you ain’t want only
sympathy. You want a lot more.”

The sick man’s eyes brightened. “You never say a truer word, Gold-
smith. Whenever | want help, I does come to you.”

Chittaranjan smiled; the sick man smiled back; but when he was out-
side Chittaranjan muttered, “Blasted son of a bitch.”

Still, it was a successful afternoon, despite Rampiari’s husband and
all that talk about obeak.

But the obeah talk worried him. It could lose votes.
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Mrs. Baksh came back to Elvira, her mission accomplished. Herbert
had received his spiritual fumigation; and she brought back mysterious
things—in a small brown parcel—which would purify the house as well.

“Ganesh Pundit was really the man for this sort of mystic thing,”
Baksh said. “Pity he had to take up politics. Still, that show how good
he was. The moment he feel he was losing his hand for that sort of thing,
he give up the business.”

“The fellow we went to was all right,” Mrs. Baksh said. “He jAaray
the boy well enough.”

Herbert looked chastened indeed. His thin face was stained with tears,
his eyes were still red, the edges of his nostrils still quivering and wet.
He kept his mouth twisted, to indicate his continuing disgust with the
world in general.

Mrs. Baksh had been feeling guilty about Herbert. She said to Baksh,
for Herbert to hear, “Herbert didn’t give the fellow much trouble, you
know. He behave like a nice nice boy. The fellow say that the fust thing
to do when a spirit come on anybody is to beat it out. It ain’t the person
you beating pussonal, but the spirit.”

Herbert sniffed.

Baksh said, “People ain’t want to believe, you know, man, that the
big big dog I see last night turn so small this morning. Nobody ain’t want
to believe at all at all. Everybody was surprise like anything.”

Mrs. Baksh sank aghast into her cane-bottomed chair. “But you know
you is a damn fool, Baksh. You mean you went around telling people?”

“Didn’t tell them everything. Didn’t mention nothing about Preacher
or about obeah. Just say something about the dog. It ain’t have nothing
wrong if I tell about the dog. Look, Harichand tell me about the time he
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did see some tiny tiny horses dragging a tiny tiny funeral huss. Was a
moonlight night. Three o’clock . ..”

“Everybody know about Harichand huss. But that was only a sign.”

“Sign, eh? And this thing—this dog business—that—that is obea/ and
magic, eh? Something bigger?”

“Yes, you damn fool, yes.”

“Nobody did believe anyway. Everybody thought I was lying.”

“You was lying, Pa,” Herbert said. “Was a puppy last night and is a
puppy today.”

Baksh was grateful for the diversion. “Oh God! Oh God! I go show

1

that boy!

He tried to grab Herbert; but Herbert ducked behind Mrs. Baksh’s
chair. He knew that his mother was in a sympathetic mood. And Baksh
knew that in the circumstances Herbert was inviolate. Still, he made a
show. He danced around the chair. Mrs. Baksh put out a large arm as a
barrier. Baksh respected it.

“Oh God!” he cried. “To hear a little piss-in-tail boy talking to me
like that! When I was a boy, if [ did talk to my father like that, I woulda
get my whole backside peel with blows.”

“Herbert,” Mrs. Baksh said. “You mustn’t tell your father he lie. What
you must say?”

“I must say he tell stories,” Herbert said submissively. But he perked
up, and a faint mocking smile—which made him look a bit like Foam—
came to his lips.

“No, Herbert, you mustn’t even say that your father does tell stories.”

“You mean I mustn’ say anything, Ma?”

“No, son, you mustn’t say anything.”

Baksh stuck his hands into his tight pockets. “Next time you say
anything, see what happen to you, mister man. I beat you till you pee,
you hear.”

Herbert had a horror of threats of that sort; they seemed much worse
than any flogging.

“I talking to you, mister man,” Baksh insisted. “Answer me.”

Herbert looked at his mother.

She said, “Answer him.”

He said, “Yes, Pa.”

Baksh took his hands out of his pockets. He was mollified but con-
tinued to look offended. He couldn’t fool Herbert though. Herbert knew
that Baksh was only trying to prevent Mrs. Baksh attacking Aim.
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Baksh got in his blows first. “You call yourself a mother, and this is
the way you bringing up your children. To insult their father and call
him liar to his face. This is what you encouraging the children to do, after
they eating my food since they born.”

Mrs. Baksh, tired and very placid now, said, “You carry them nine
months in your belly? You nurse them? You clean them?”

Baksh’s moustache twitched as he looked for an answer.

Before he found one Mrs. Baksh returned to the counterattack. “Who
fault it is that this whole thing happen?” Her brow darkened and her
manner changed. “Is this election sweetness that sweeten you up, Baksh.
But see how this sweetness going to turn sour sour. See.”

She was righter than she knew.

All that day Tiger remained in his box under the steps, dozing or
lying awake and futile. Foam fed him surreptitiously; but Tiger was un-
used to food and in the afternoon he had an attack of hiccoughs. He lay
flat on his side, his tiny ribs unable to contain the convulsions of his tiny
belly. The hiccoughs shook him with more energy than he had ever
shown; they lifted him up and dropped him down again on the sodden
newspapers; they caused curious swallowing noises in his throat. His box
became wetter and filthier. Foam, for all his toughness, was squeamish
about certain things, and Tiger’s box was never cleaned. But Foam fed
Tiger, often and unwisely; and it gave him much pleasure when once,
stretching out his hand and passing a finger down Tiger’s muzzle, he saw
Tiger raise his eyes and raise his tail.

And now he had to get rid of Tiger.

“Put him in a bag and take him away in the van,” Mrs. Baksh said
after dinner.

“Take him far,” Baksh added. “Far far.”

“All rnght,” Foam said, with sudden irritation. “All right, don’t rush
me. | going to take him so far, he not going to offend your sight or your
heart.”

Mrs. Baksh almost cried. “Is only since the elections that this boy
talking to me like that, you know.”

Baksh saw a chance to redeem himself. “Boy, you know you talking
to your mother? Who carry you for nine months in their belly? Who
nurse you?”

Mrs. Baksh said, “Why you don’t shut your tail, Baksh?”
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“The two of all-you quarrel,” Foam said, and went downstairs.

He took a clean gunny sack, held it open and rolled it down to make
a nest of sorts; lifted Tiger from his box, using newspaper to keep his
hands clean, and put him in the nest.

Herbert tiptoed down the steps.

“Ey, Herbert. Come down and throw away this dirty box somewhere
in the backyard. It making the whole house stink.”

“Foam, what you going to do with him?”

Foam didn’t reply. His irritation lingered.

Tiger sprawled in the nest of sacking, heaving with hiccoughs.

“Foam, Tiger going to dead?”

Foam looked at Herbert. “No. He not going to dead.”

“Foam! You not going to kill him?”

He didn’t know what he was going to do. When he had spoken to
Nelly Chittaranjan about Tiger, it was only to make conversation, to stop
her from crying.

Tiger made choking noises.

Foam stood up.

“Foam! You not going to &/ Tiger?”

Foam shook his head.

“Promise, Foam. Kiss your fingers and promise.”

“You know I don’t believe in that sort of thing.”

“Don’t kill him, Foam. You don’t believe in this obeak business, eh,
Foam?”

Foam sucked his teeth. “That boy give you the top?”

“Rafig” Herbert brightened. “Yes, he give me the top.”

“Good, throw away that old box. It stinking.”

Herbert touched Tiger’s nose with the tip of his index finger. Tiger’s
eyes didn’t change; but his tail lifted and dropped.

Nelly Chittaranjan hadn’t been thinking when she agreed to meet
Foam that evening and take the dog. Now, sitting in Teacher Francis’s
drab drawing-room and only half listening while he talked, she wasn’t so
sure about the dog or about Foam. She didn’t believe the dog existed at
all. But the thought of meeting a boy at night in a lonely lane had kept
her excited all afternoon. She had never walked out with any boy: it was
wrong; now that she was practically engaged, it was more than wrong.
Mr. Chittaranjan was modern enough in many ways—the way he had
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given her an education and the way he furnished his house and kept it
shining with new paint—but he wasn’t advanced enough to allow his
only daughter to walk out with a boy before she was married. Nelly
didn’t blame him. She knew she was being married off so quickly only
because she hadn’t been bright enough to get into one of the girls’ high
schools like La Pique. Thinking of La Pique, she thought of the Poly,
and then she thought of Harbans’s son, the boy she was going to marry.
She had seen him once or twice in Port of Spain when she had gone to
stay with her aunt (the wife of the barrister, the donor of the chromium-
plated ashtray in Chittaranjan’s veranda). He was a fat yellow boy with
big yellow teeth, a giggling gum-chewer, always taking out his wallet to
show you his latest autographed picture of some American actress, and
you were also meant to see the crisp quarter-inch wad of new dollar
notes. Still, if she had to marry him, she had to; it was her own fault.
She would have preferred the Poly though. Teacher Francis had met
someone who had actually been. There were dances at the Poly! Foam
didn’t even know what the Poly was. But he was no fool. He couldn’t
talk as well as that Lorkhoor; but Lorkhoor was a big show-off; she
preferred Foam. Foam was crazy. Those sunglasses. And those long
speeches he shot right off the reel, just like that. She had wanted to laugh
all the time. Not that the speeches were funny; it was the over-serious
way Foam spoke them. And yet he could never make her feel that the
whole thing was more than a piece of skylarking. A boy trying to be
mannish! And making up that story about a dog, just to meet her!

Teacher Francis had to pull her up. “But what making you laugh all
the time so for, Miss Chittaranjan?” Teacher Francis reserved standard
English only for prepared statements. “I was saying, the thing about short-
hand is practice. When / was studying it, I use to even find myself writing
shorthand on my pillow.” That was how he always rounded off the lesson.

Nelly looked at the dusty clock on the ochre and chocolate wall. It
was twenty past eight; she was meeting Foam at a quarter to nine.

But this was the time when Teacher Francis, the lesson over, his coat
off, his tie slackened a little lower than usual, liked to talk about life. He
was talking about the election. A bitter subject for him ever since Lorkhoor
had, without waming or explanation, deserted him to campaign for Preacher.

“This new constitution is a trick, Miss Chittaranjan. Just another Brit-
ish trick to demoralize the people.”

Nelly, her pen playing on her pad, asked absently, “Who you voting
for, Teach?”

246



Encounters by Night

“Not voting for nobody at all.”

“You talking like the Witnesses now, man, Teach.”

He gave a sour laugh. “No point in voting. People in Elvira don’t
know the value of their vote.”

Nelly looked up from her pad. “It look to me that a lot of them know
it very well, Teach.”

“Miss Chittaranjan, I don’t mean nothing against your father, Miss
Chittaranjan. But look at Lorkhoor. Before this election, I did always
think he was going to go far. But now...” Teacher Francis waved a
hand and didn’t finish the sentence. “Elvira was a good friendly place
before this universal suffrage nonsense.”

“Teach! You mean to say you against democracy?”

He saw he had shocked her. He smiled. “Is a thing I frown on, Miss
Chittaranjan.”

“Teach!”

“l am a man of radical views, Miss Chittaranjan.”

Nelly put down her pen on her note-book. “My father would be very
interested, Teacher Francis.”

He saw the note-book. “Miss Chittaranjan! You been taking down
what | was saying, Miss Chittaranjan!”

She hadn’t. But she snapped the book shut and rose.

“I was just throwing off ideas, Miss Chittaranjan. You mustn’t think
I is a fascist.”

She prepared to leave. “/ don’t think anything, Teacher Francis. But
if my father hear that you don’t approve of democracy or the elections,
he wouldn’t approve of me coming to you for lessons, I could tell you.”

It was what Teach feared.

“I was just talking, Miss Chittaranjan. Idea-mongering. Fact is, as a
teacher, I have to be impartial.”

“I know what you mean. You want to play both sides.”

“No, Miss Chittaranjan, no.”

She didn’t wait to hear any more.

He wandered about his bare, cheerless government house, feeling
once again that, since the defection of Lorkhoor, Elvira had become a
wilderness.

Ravine Road was pitch dark. There was no moon, no wind. The tall
featureless bush hunched over the road on one side; on the other side the
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dry ravine was black, blank. When Foam turned off the headlamps, all
the night noises seemed to leap out at the van from the bush, all the
croakings and stridulations of creatures he couldn’t see, drowning the
heaving of Tiger on the seat next to him.

Then the noises receded. Foam heard the beat of a motor engine not
far away. Soon he saw headlights about two hundred yards down the
slope where the road turned. The vehicle had taken the corner too quickly:
the headlights made a Z. Then Foam was dazzled.

The driver shouted, “Yaah!”

It was Lorkhoor.

“Yaah! We will bury Harbans! Yaah!”

Quick as anything, Foam put his head out of the window and shouted
back, “Put money where your mouth is! You traitor!”

“Yaah!”

And Lorkhoor was gone.

But Lorkhoor wasn’t alone in his van. Foam was sure he had seen a
woman with him; she had ducked when the van passed. He was really a
shameless liar, that boy. He said it was a degradation to get mixed up
with Elvira politics, yet he was campaigning for Preacher. He said he
didn’t care for women, that marriage was unnatural, and here he was
driving out of Elvira at night with a woman who wasn’ anxious to be
seen.

“I too glad we not fighting on the same side this election,” Foam said
aloud.

Nelly Chittaranjan came, coy but uneasy. “Well, Foreman,” she said
ironically. “You bring this famous dog?”

He switched on the top light of the van.

“Oh God, Foreman! A dog!”

He didn’t understand why she was annoyed.

“Is a mangy little mongrel puppy dog, Foreman. It sick and it stink.”

“For a little dog you calling him a lot of big names, you know.”

She was in a temper. “Look at the belly, Foreman. Colic.”

“Is why I ask you. It ain’t have nobody else in Elvira who would look
after a sick dog.”

She couldn’ go back on her word. But she was angry with Foam;
she felt he had made a fool of her. What was she going to do with the
dog anyway?
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Foam said, “Your father send a message. Committee meeting at your
house. | could give you and your dog a lift.”

She got in without a word.

“For a educated girl, Miss Chittaranjan, you know you ain’t got no
manners? They not going to like that at the Poly. Nobody ever teach you
to say thanks?”

She tossed her head, smoothed out her frock, edged away from Tiger
and sniffed loudly.

Foam said, “You go get used to it.”

Then the trouble started.

They heard a curious noise at the side of the road. It was part gurgle,
part splutter, part like a thirsty dog lapping up water.

Then a squeaky breathless voice exclaimed, “This is the thing that
does start the thing.”

Foam had some trouble in making out Haq, the Muslim fanatic.

He got out of the van.

“Haq, you is a old maguereau. God give you the proper magquereau
colour. Black. You so damn black nobody could see you in the night-
time.”

Haq was trembling with excitement. His stick rapped the ground, he
looked more bent than usual. “You, Foreman Baksh, call me what you
like. But I going to tell your father. For a Muslim you ain’t got no shame.
Going out with a kaffir woman.”

Nelly looked down at Tiger beside her; she was too stupefied to say
or do anything.

Foam defended her. “You calling she kaffir> You make yourself out
to be all this religious and all this Muslim and all this godly, and still you
ain’t got no shame. Dog eat your shame. You is a dirty old magquereau,
old man.”

“This is the thing that does start the thing,” Haq repeated, his squeaky
voice twittering out of control. For a precarious moment he lifted his
weight off his stick and used the stick to point at Nelly. “This is the
thing.” He made a noise that could have been a titter or a sob, and leaned
on his stick again. In the darkness all that Foam could see clearly of Haq
were the whites of his eyes behind his glasses and his white prickly beard.

“What thing you see, maquereau?”

“I see everything.” Hagq tittered, sobbed again. “This is the thing that
does start the thing.”

“Tell me what thing you see, maquereau.”
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“All right, all right, you calling me rude words.” He whined one word
and spat out another. “You don’t understand the hardship I does have to
put up with.”

“You not getting one black cent from me, you nasty old magquereau.”

“l not young and strong like you. I is a old man. You calling me
rude words and you want to see me cry. Well, all right. I go cry for
you.”

And Haq began to cry. It sounded like chuckling.

“Cry, magquereau.”

Nelly spoke at last: “Leave him, Foreman.”

“No, I want to see the old magquereau cry.”

Haq sobbed, “I is a old man. All you people making Ravine Road a
Lovers’ Lane. First Lorkhoor and now you. All-you don’t understand the
hardship a old man does have.” He wiped his cheeks on his sleeve. Then
he cried again. “I is a widow.”

Foam got into the van.

“You tell anybody about this thing you see, Haq, and I promising you
that you going to spend the rest of your days in a nice hospita]. You go
start using rubber for bones.”

Haq sobbed and gurgled. “Kill me now self. You is young and strong.
Come on and kill me one time, and bury me right here in Ravine Road,
all your Lovers’ Lane.”

To start the engine Foam turned off the headlights. Again the noises
sprang out from the bush and Haq cried out in the dark, “Kill me, Fore-
man. Kill me.”

“Magquereau,” Foam shouted, and drove off.

He had enjoyed the encounter with Haq, a man he had never liked;
because of Haq’s tales he had often been flogged when he was younger.

But Nelly was feeling flat and frightened.

“Don’t worry,” Foam said. “He wouldn’t say anything. Not after that
tongue-lashing I give him.”

She was silent.

Between them Tiger heaved and croaked.

He dropped them both off at a trace not far from Chittaranjan’s.

He found Mahadeo and Chittaranjan waiting for him. Chittaranjan
had changed into his home clothes and, rocking in his own tiled veranda,
was as dry and formidable as ever. Mahadeo was still in his khaki uniform.
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There was no light in the veranda. Chittaranjan said they didn’t need
one, they didn’t want to write anything, they only wanted to talk.

Presently Foam heard Nelly arrive. He heard her open the gate at the
side of the shop downstairs and heard her come up the wooden steps at
the back.

Chittaranjan called out, “Is you, daughter?”

“Yes, Pa, is me.”

“Go and put on your home clothes,” Chittaranjan ordered. “And do
whatever homework Teacher Francis give you. No more running about
for you tonight.”

Foam looked at Chittaranjan. He was smiling his fixed smile.

For some moments no one in the veranda said anything. Foam was
thinking about Tiger; Mahadeo was thinking about Mr. Cuffy; Chitta-
ranjan rocked and clacked his sabots on the floor.

At last Chittaranjan said to Foam, “This Mahadeo is a real real
jackass.”

Mahadeo remained unmoved, his large eyes unblinking. He had just
told Chittaranjan of his unhappy interview with Mr. Cuffy that morning.

“I'is a frank man,” Chittaranjan said, spreading out his palms on the
arms of his rocking-chair. “I does say my mind, and who want to vex,
let them vex.”

Mahadeo wasn’t going to be annoyed. He continued to look down at
his unlaced boots, stroked his nose, cracked his fingers, passed his thick
little hands through his thick oily hair and mumbled, “I was a fool, I was
a fool.”

Chittaranjan wasn’t going to let him off so easily.

“Course you was a fool. And you was a double fool. And this boy
father was a triple fool.”

“How you mean?” Foam asked.

Chittaranjan smiled more broadly. “So your father was having trouble
with a dog, eh?”

Foam looked down.

“And so your father think that the best way to get people votes is to
run about saying that Preacher putting obeah and magic on him?” Chit-
taranjan was caustic, but bland. “Tell me, that go make a /ot of people
want to vote against Preacher, eh?”

Mahadeo was still preoccupied with his morning adventure. “It look,
Goldsmith, like we have to give up that plan now for burying dead ne-
groes and looking after sick ones.”
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For the first time in his life Foam heard Chittaranjan laugh, a short,
corrosive titter. “Eh, but Mahadeo, you smart, man. You work out that
one all by yourself?”

Mahadeo smiled. “Yes, Goldsmith.”

Foam was attending with only half a mind. He was straining to catch
all the noises inside the house. The coolness he had shown in Ravine
Road was beginning to leave him in Chittaranjan’s veranda; the thought
of Haq unsettled him now. He heard sounds of washing-up; he heard
Mrs. Chittaranjan singing the theme song from the Indian film_/Aoo/a.

Mahadeo was saying, “Was a good plan though, Goldsmith. Gold-
smith, ain’t it did look to you that Sebastian was one negro who was
bound to dead before elections?”

Chittaranjan smiled and rocked and didn’t reply.

Mahadeo suffered. He passed his hands through his hair and said, “I
sorry, Goldsmith. [ was a fool, I was a fool.”

Inside Nelly was moving about. Foam heard the thump and slap of
her slippers. Everything seemed all right so far.

Mahadeo scratched the back of his neck to indicate perplexity and
contrition. Chittaranjan remained impassive. Mahadeo tried to crack his
fingers again; but nothing came: they had been cracked too recently.
“Goldsmith, this new talk about obeak could frighten off a lot of votes.”

Chittaranjan spoke up. “On one side we have the Witnesses telling
people not to vote. And now this boy father decide to tell people that if
they vote for Harbans, Preacher going to work magic and obea/ on them.
All-you go ahead. See if that is the way to win election.”

Mahadeo forgot his own error. “In truth, Goldsmith, this boy father
does talk too much.”

Foam was about to retort, but Chittaranjan challenged him: “You got
any sorta plan, Foam? To make the Spanish people vote, and to get other
people to vote without getting frighten of Preacher obeah?”

Foam shook his head.

Chittaranjan rocked. “I have a plan.”

They attended.

“It ain’t Preacher who working obea,” Chittaranjan said. “Is the Wit-
nesses. That is the propaganda we have to spread.”

“Is a master-idea,” Mahadeo said.

Foam was cautious. “Just a minute, Goldsmith. All right, we go about
saying that the Witnesses working obeah. But what Preacher going to
say?”
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Chittaranjan’s gold teeth flashed in the pale light that came through
the thickly curtained drawing-room doorway. “You is a smart boy, Foam.
You does ask the correct question. He”—Clhittaranjan jerked his chin
towards Mahadeo who stared stolidly at his boots—*“he ain’t have the
brains to think of things like that.”

Mahadeo looked up and asked, “What Preacher going to say, Gold-
smith?”

Chittaranjan stopped rocking. “Is like this. Preacher hoping to get
some Spanish votes too. He wrong, but it good to let people hope some-
times. If the Spanish ain’t voting, Preacher suffering. So, already Preacher
hisself start saying that the Witnesses working obeah. If we say the same
thing, the Witnesses ain’t got a chance. People go start getting frighten
of the Witnesses and we go get back all the votes of the Spanish people
in Cordoba who saying they ain’t voting because politics ain’t a divine
thing. Tcha!” Chittaranjan sucked his teeth; the ingratitude and stupidity
of the Spaniards still rankled.

Mahadeo scratched the back of his head and passed a finger down his
nose. “You know what you have that we ain’t have, Goldsmith? s brains
you have, Goldsmith.”

Chittaranjan snubbed Mahadeo. “Wasn’t my idea. Today I hear people
talking about obea and today I hear Lorkhoor going around saying that
it wasn’t Preacher working obeah, but the Witnesses. And I sit down and
I hold my head in my two hands and [ puzzle it out and I see that even
out of this boy father stupidness, starting all this talk about dog and obeas,
we could make some profit.”

Foam gave his approval. But he was a little bitter that it was Lorkhoor
who had thought of a way to counter the Witnesses. After all, the Wit-
nesses were to be defeated by talk of obeah and magic; and this obeak and
magic was nothing other than Tiger, Herbert’s Tiger.

Inside, footsteps were measured, ordinary. Mrs. Chittaranjan was
singing.

Tiger was going to be all right. At least for the night.
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And the next day, in spite of Chittaranjan’s plan, Harbans was in
trouble, big trouble.

The day began badly, you might almost say with an omen. Foam had
an accident outside Chittaranjan’s shop. Only a chicken was involved,
but the repercussions of the accident were to shake Elvira before dusk.

It was just about midday when the accident happened. Ramlogan had
closed his rumshop for the regulation hours from twelve to four. Chit-
taranjan’s two workmen had disappeared somewhere into the back of the
shop to eat—Mrs. Chittaranjan gave them food and they ate squatting
on the floor downstairs. Just then the two rival loudspeaker vans ap-
proached one another.

Foam gave his speech everything. “People of Elvira, vote for the only
honourable man fit to become an Honourable Member of the Legislative
Council of Trinidad and Tobago. Vote for Mr. Surujpat Harbans, popu-
larly known to all and sundry as Pat Harbans. Mr. Harbans is your popular
candidate. Mr. Harbans will leave no stones unturned to work on your
behalf. People of Elvira, this is the voice of Foreman Baksh, popularly
known to all and sundry as Foam, this is the voice of Foam Baksh asking
you—not begging you or imploring you or beseeching you or entreating
you—but asking you and telling you to vote for the honourable and
popular candidate, Mr. Pat Harbans. Mr. Harbans will leave no stones
unturned to help you.” There was a pause. “But you must put him in
fust.”

Then Lorkhoor spoke and Foam, honourably, remained silent. Lork-
hoor said, in his irritating educated voice, “Ladies and gentlemen of the
fair constituency of Elvira, renowned in song and story, this is the voice
of the renowned and ever popular Lorkhoor. Lorkhoor humbly urges
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every man, woman and child to vote for Mr. Thomas, well known to you
all as Preacher. Preacher will leave no stone unturned to help you. |
repeat, ladies and gentlemen, no stone unturned.”

The vans were about to cross. Foam, remembering Lorkhoor’s taunt
the evening before, leaned out and shouted, “Yaah! We going to bury
Preacher! And he won’t have nobody to preach at his funeral.”

Lorkhoor shouted back, “When you bury him, make sure to leave no
stone unturned.”

The vans crossed. Lorkhoor shouted, “Foreman Baksh, why not speak
English for a change?”

“Put money where your mouth is,” Foam retorted, although he knew
that the words had no relevance to their present exchange. And as he
spoke those words he pulled a little to the right to avoid Lorkhoor’s van,
felt a bump on his radiator, heard a short, fading cackle, and knew that
he had damaged some lesser creature. He waited for the shouts and abuse
from the owner. But there was nothing. He looked back quickly. It was
a chicken, one of Chittaranjan’s, or rather, Mrs. Chittaranjan’s. He drove
on.

That happened just after noon. Less than three hours later a breadfruit
from Ramlogan’s tree dropped so hard on Chittaranjan’s roof that the
framed picture of King George V and Mahatma Gandhi in the drawing-
room fell.

Chittaranjan rushed to the kitchen window, pushed aside his wife
from the enamel sink where she was scouring pots and pans with blue
soap and ashes, and shot some elaborate Hindi curses at Ramlogan’s
backyard.

Ramlogan didn’t retaliate, didn’t even put his head out of his window.

Mrs. Chittaranjan sighed.

Chittaranjan turned to her. “You see how that man Ramlogan pro-
voking me? You see?”’

Mrs. Chittaranjan, ash-smeared pot and ashy rag in hand, sighed again.

“You see or you ain’t see?”’

“I see.”

Chittaranjan was moved to further anger by his wife’s calm. He put
his head out of the Demerara window and cursed long and loud, still in
Hindi.

Ramlogan didn’t reply.
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Chittaranjan was at a loss. He spoke to Mrs. Chittaranjan. “A good
good picture. You can’t just walk in a shop and get a picture like that
every day, you know. Remember how much time I spend passe-partouting
it?”

“Well, man, it have one consolation. The picture ain’t break.”

“How you mean? It coulda break. Nothing in this house ain’t safe
with that man breadfruit dropping all over the place.”

“No, man. Why you don’t go and hang back the picture up?”

“Hang it back up? Me, hang it back up? Look, you don’t start provok-
ing me now, you hear. I ain’t know what I do so, for everybody to give
me all this provocation all the time.”

“But, man, Ramlogan aint provoking you today. The breadfruit fall,
is true. But breadfruit ain’t have a mind. Breadfruit don’t stop and study
and say, ‘I think I go fall today and knock down the picture of Mahatma
Gandhi.””

“Stop giving me provocation!”

“And Ramlogan, for all the bad cuss you cuss him, he ain’t even come
out to answer you back.”

“Ain’t come out! You know why he ain’t come out? You know?”
And running to the window, he shouted his own answer: “Is because he
ain’t no fighter. You know who is the fighter? I, Chittaranjan, is the
fighter.” He shook his short scrawny arms and beat on the enamel sink.
Then he pulled in his head and faced Mrs. Chittaranjan. “My name in the
Supreme Court for fighting. Not any stupid old Naparoni Petty Civil—
ha!—but Supreme Court.” He sat on the paint-spotted kitchen stool and
said ruminatively, “l is like that. Supreme Court or nothing.” He chuckled.
“Well, if Ramlogan go on like this, Supreme Court going to hear from
me again, that is all.” He spoke with rueful pride.

“Man, you know you only talking.” Mrs. Chittaranjan was being pro-
vocative again.

Chittaranjan pursed and unpursed his lips. “Only talking, eh?”

But he was quite subdued. Ramlogan’s perverse silence had put him
out. He sat smiling, frowning, his sabots on the cross-bar of the stool,
his small sharp shoulders hunched up, the palms of his small bony hands
pressing hard on the edges of the seat.

Mrs. Chittaranjan returned to her pans. She scoured; the ash grated;
she sang the song from /Aoola.

Chittaranjan said, slowly, “Going to fix him up. Fix him good and
proper. Going to put something on him. Something good.”
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The singing stopped. “No, man. You mustn’t talk so. Obeak and magic
is not a nice thing to put on anybody.”

“Nah, don’t stop me, | begging you. Don’t stop me. I can’t bear any
more provocation again.”

“Man, why you don’t go and hang back the picture up?”

“Put something on him before Ae put something on we.”

Mrs. Chittaranjan looked perturbed.

Chittaranjan saw. He drove home his point. “Somebody try to put
something on Baksh day before yesterday. Dog. Was big big in the night
and next morning was tiny tiny. So high.”

“You see the dog?”

“You laughing. But I telling you, man, we got to put something on
him before he put something on we. And it aint we alone we got to
think about. What about little Nalini?”

“Nelly, man? Little Nelly?”

His wife’s anxiety calmed Chittaranjan. He got up from the stool.
“Going to hang back the picture up,” he announced.

He clattered down the wooden back steps in his sabots and went to
the little dark cupboard behind the shop. In this cupboard he kept all
sorts of things: pails and basins for his jewellery work, ladders and shears
and carpenter’s tools, paint-tins and brushes, tins full of bent nails he had
collected from the concrete casings when his house was being built. There
was no light in the cupboard—that was part of his economy. But he knew
where everything was. He knew where the hammer was and where the
nail-tin was.

When he opened the door a strong smell met his nostrils. “That white
lime growing rotten like hell,” he said. He felt for the hammer, found it.
He felt for the nail-tin. His fingers touched something hard and fur-lined.
Then something slimy passed over his hand. Then something took up
the loose flesh at the bottom of his little finger and gave it a sharp little
nip.

Chittaranjan bolted.

One sabot was missing when he stood breathless against the kitchen
door.

“Man,” he said at last. “Man, dog.”

“Dog?”

“Yes, man.”

“Downstairs?”

“Yes, man. Store-room. Lock up in the store-room.”
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Mrs. Chittaranjan nearly screamed.
“Just like the one Baksh say he see, man. They send it away but it
come back. To we, man, to we.”

Ramlogan had heard the breadfruit fall and heard all the subsequent
curses from Chittaranjan. But he didn’t reply because a visitor had just
brought him important news.

The visitor was Haq.

Haq had come at about half-past two, gone around to that side of
Ramlogan’s yard which was hidden from Chittaranjan’s, and beaten on
the gate. The gate answered well: it was entirely made up of tin adver-
tisements for Dr. Kellogg’s Asthma Remedy, enamelled in yellow and
black.

Ramlogan shouted: “Go away. | know who you is. And I know who
send you. You is a police and your wife sick and you want some brandy
really bad for she sake, and you go beg and I go sell and you go lock
me up. And I know is Chittaranjan who send you. Go away.”

Chittaranjan had indeed caught Ramlogan like that once.

Haq drummed again. “I is not a police. I is Haq. Haq.”

“Hagq,” came the reply, “haul your black arse away from my shop.
You not getting nothing on trust. And too besides, is closing time.”

Haq didn’t go away.

At length Ramlogan came out, smelling of Canadian Healing Oil, and
unchained the gate. He had been having his siesta. He was wearing a
pair of dirty white pants that showed how his fat legs shook when he
walked, and a dirty white vest with many holes. And he was in his slippers:
dirty canvas shoes open at the little toes, with the heels crushed flat.

“What the hell you want, black Hag?”

Haq put his face close up to Ramlogan’s unshaved chin. “When you
hear me! When you hear me!”

Ramlogan pushed him away. “You ain’t bound and ’bliged to spit on
me when you talk.”

Haq didn’t seem to mind. “When you hear,” he twittered, his lower
lip wet and shining. “Just wait until you hear. It not going to be black
Haq then.”

Ramlogan was striding ahead, flinging outhis legs, shakingand jellying
from his shoulders to his knees.
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They went to the room behind the shop. Here Ramlogan cooked, ate
and slept. It was a long narrow room, just the size of the rumshop.
Trinidad Sentinels covered the walls and sheltered many cockroaches. The
one window was closed; the air was hot, and heavy with the sweet smell
of Canadian Healing Oil.

Ramlogan said grumpily, “You wake up a man when a man was
catching a little sleep, man,”
mattress thrown over some new planks—scratching easily and indiscrim-

and he lay down on his rumpled bed—a

inately. He yawned.

Haq leaned his stick against the rum crates in a corner and eased
himself into the sugar-sack hammock hanging diagonally across the room.

Ramlogan yawned and scratched. “Before you start, Haq, remember
one thing. No trust. Remember, no trust.”

He pointed to the only picture on his walls, a coloured diptych. In
one panel Haq saw the wise man who had never given credit, plump—
though not so plump as Ramlogan—and laughing and counting what
looked like a fortune. In the other panel the incorrigible creditor, wizened,
haggard, was biting his nails in front of an empty money chest. Ramlogan
had a copy of this picture in his shop as well.

“In God we trust, as the saying goes,” Ramlogan glozed. “In man
we bust. As the saying goes.”

“I ain’t come to beg,” Haq said. “If you ain’t want to hear what I
have to say, I could just get up and walk out, you know.”

But he made no move to go.

He talked.

Ramlogan listened. And as he listened, his peevishness turned into
delight. He rolled on his dirty bed and kicked up his fat legs. “Oh, God,
You is good. You is really good. Was this self  been waiting and praying
for, for a long long time. Ha! So Chittaranjan is the fighter, eh? He in
the Supreme Court for fighting, eh? Now we go show this Supreme
Court fighter!”

Then the breadfruit fell. Then Chittaranjan cursed.

Haq waited. Ramlogan did nothing.

“Go on and tell him now,” Haq urged. “Answer him back.”

“It could wait.” And Ramlogan began to sing: “It could wait-ait, it
could-ould wait-ait.”

He stopped singing and they both listened to Chittaranjan cursing.
Ramlogan slapped his belly. Haq giggled.
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“Let we just remain quiet like a chu’ch and listen to a// that he have
to say,” Ramlogan said. He clasped his hands over his belly, looked up
at the sooty corrugated-iron ceiling, smiled and shut his eyes.

Chittaranjan paused. All that could be heard in Ramlogan’s room was
the whisking of cockroaches behind the 7rnidad Sentinels on the wall.
Chittaranjan began again. “He talking brave, eh, Hag? Let him wait. Haq,
you black, but you is a good good friend.”

Haq was about to speak, but Ramlogan stopped him: “Let we we//
listen.”

They listened until there was nothing more to listen to.

Hagq said, “Ramlogan, you is my good good friend too. You is the
only Hindu I could call that.”

Ramlogan sat up and his feet fumbled for the degraded canvas shoes.

“l is a old man, Ramlogan. My shop don’t pay, like yours. People
ain’t buying sweet drink as how they use to. I is a widow too. Just like
you. But I ain’t have your strength.”

“All of we have to get old, Haq.”

“That boy Foam say he going to send me to hospital.”

“Foam only full of mouth, like his father.”

“He did beg and beg me not to tell nobody. Wasn’ for my sake |
break my word.”

Ramlogan stood up, stretched, and passed his big hairy hands over
his big hairy belly. He walked over to the rum crates and took out a
quarter bottle.

“A good Muslim like you shouldn’t drink, you know, Haq.”

Haq looked angrily from the quarter bottle to Ramlogan. “I is a very
old man.”

“And because you is very old, you want to take over my shop?”
Ramlogan put back the bottle of rum. “You done owing me more than
thirty dollars which I know these eyes of mine never even going to smell
again.”

It was true. Haq had caught Ramlogan when Ramlogan was new in
Elvira.

Hagq said, “Is so it does happen when you get old. Give me.”

He took the rum, dolefully, and hid it in an inside pocket of his loose
serge jacket. “Sometimes, eh, Ramlogan, I could drop in by you for a
little chat like in the days when you did fust come to Elvira?”

Ramlogan nodded. “You is a bad Muslim, Haq, and you is a bad
drinker.”
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Hagq struggled to rise from his hammock. “I is a old man.”

Ramlogan hurried him outside and chained the gate after him.

Haq came out well pleased, but trying hard to look dejected, to fool
the two workmen in Chittaranjan’s yard. They weren’t looking at him;
they were staring in astonishment at something he hadn’t seen. He kept
his eyes on the ground and fumbled with his jacket to make sure that his
rum was safe. He limped a few paces; then, knowing that people would
suspect equally if he appeared too dejected, he looked up.

And halted.

There, limping out of Chittaranjan’s yard into the hot afternoon sun,
was the animal all Elvira had heard about. Tiny, rickety. Dangerous.
Tiger.

“Where that dog going?” Haq cried. And he hoped it wasn’t to his
place.

Tiger came out into the road and turned left.

[t was nearly half-past three. Children were coming back from school,
labourers from the estate. Only people in government service were still
at work; they would knock off at four.

The news ran through Elvira. Baksh’s puppy, the obeat-dog, the one
that had been sent away, was back.

Tiger limped on. Schoolchildren and labourers stood silently at the
verge to let him pass. Faces appeared behind raised curtains. People ran
up from the traces to watch. No one interfered with Tiger and he looked
at no one. His hiccoughs had gone. He tottered, wobbled, and went on,
as though some force outside him were pushing him on to a specific
destination.

Mr. Cuffy saw and was afraid.

Rampiari’s husband was afraid. “You is my witness, Ma,” he said to
his mother-in-law, “that when the goldsmith come yesterday to ask for
my vote, | tell him I didn’t want to meddle in this politics business. You
is my witness that he beg and beg me to vote.”

Mahadeo, his thoughts on the sick and dying negroes of Elvira, saw.
When he passed Mr. Cuffy he didn’t look up.

Mr. Cuffy shouted, “Remember, Mahadeo, if anybody dead before
this elections . ..”

Mahadeo walked on.

Tiger walked on.
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Baksh, Mrs. Baksh, Foam and all the six young Bakshes knew.

“Shut up the shop!” Baksh ordered. “And shut up the gate. Nobody
dog ain’t walking into my yard as they well please.”

Mrs. Baksh was pale. “This sweetness, man, this election sweetness.”

Baksh said, “Foam, I ain’t want to get Bible and key again. You did
or you didn’t take away that dog last night?”

“I tell you, man.”

“Oh God, Foam! Things serious. Don’t lie to me at this hour, you
know.”

Foam sucked his teeth.

Herbert said, “But we ain’t even know is the same dog.”

“Yes,” Baksh said eagerly. “Exactly. How we know is the same dog?”

Mrs. Baksh beat her bosom. “I know, Baksh.”

Tiger came on, indifferent as sea or sky. He didn’t walk in the centre
of the road, as people wished he would; he walked at the edge, as if he
wished to hide in the grass.

Christians, Hindus and Muslims crossed themselves. To make sure,
some Hindus muttered Rama, Rama as well.

Tiger came around the bend of the road.

“Is Tiger!” Herbert said.

“Sweetness! Sourness!”

Rafiq said, “Ten die.”

“But look how small the mister man dog is, eh?” Baksh said. “You
know, he get even smaller now. Small as a rabbit and thin as a match-
stick.”

Herbert said, “Still, small as he is, he coming.”

“Herbert,” Mrs. Baksh pleaded, “you ain’t cause enough trouble and
misery?”

Baksh said, “Not to worry, man. For all we know, the dog just going
to walk straight past the house. After all, that fellow in Tamana did well
Jharay Herbert.”

“I know, Baksh. And everybody in Elvira know too. Look how they
looking. They looking at the dog and then they looking at we. And they
laughing in their belly, for all the serious face they putting on. Oh God,
Baksh, this sweetness!”

Foam said, “I don’t see why all-you making this big set of fuss for.
All T could see is a thin thin dog, break-up like hell, that look as though
he ain’t eat nothing since he born.”

Tiger staggered on.

262



Dead Chicken

Baksh said, “Look, man. What you worried for? He ain’t even trying
to cross the road yet.”

“Baksh, I know. He go cross when he want to cross. That dog know
his business, I telling you. Oh, Baksh, the mess you get me in!”

Herbert said, “Oh. He ain’ even stopping.”

Mrs. Baksh, crying, asked, “You want it to stop, Herbert? Just answer
me that. My own child want the dog to stop?”

Herbert said, “Well, it ain’t stopping.”

“What | did tell you?” Baksh said. He laughed. “Wonder who house
little mister man dog going to. Come to think of it, you know, man, it
ain’t even the same dog. The one we did have had a white spot on the
right foot in front. This one ain’t have no white spot. Not the same dog
really.” He turned his back to the veranda wall and faced his family.
“Don’t know why everybody was getting so excited. All right, all right,
the show over.” He clapped his hands and snapped his fingers at the
young Bakshes. “Show over. Back to your reading and your studies.
Homework. Educate yourself. Jawgraphy and jawmetry. Nobody did give
me a opportunity to educate myself....”

“Dog coming back,” Foam said. “He stop and turning.”

They all scrambled to look.

Tiger was limping brokenly across the road.

“Somebody feed that dog here!” Baksh shouted. “Nobody not going
to tell me that somebody ain’t feed that dog here.”

Tiger dragged himself across the plank over the gutter. Then the
strength that had driven him so far was extinguished; he collapsed on his
side, his eyes vacant, his chest and belly heaving.

“He behaving as if he come home,” Herbert said.

“Herbert, my son, my own son,” Mrs. Baksh said. “What come over
you, son? Tell me what they do to you, to make you wanr that dirty dog.
Tell me, my son.”

Herbert didn’t reply.

Mrs. Baksh broke down completely. She cried and her breasts and
belly shook. “Something going to happen, Baksh. In this house.”

“Ten die,” Rafiq said.

Baksh slapped him.

“Suppose that dog just lay down there and dead,” Baksh said. “Oh
God, Foam, you want me to believe that you ain’t feed that dog here?
That dog behave too much as if he know where his bread butter, you
hear.”
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Foam shrugged his shoulders.

Baksh said, “Man, what going to be the best thing? For the dog to
live or dead?”

Mrs. Baksh pressed her hands against her eyes and shook her head.
“I don’t know, Baksh. I just don’t know what is the best thing.”

But Herbert knew what he wanted. “Oh, God,” he prayed, “don’t let
Tiger dead.”

Ramlogan didn’t know about Tiger’s passage through Elvira. After
Haq left he remained in his narrow dark room, savouring the news Haq
had brought. He couldn’t go back to sleep. He remained on his bed,
completely happy, looking up at the corrugated-iron roof until the alarm
clock went off on the empty rum crate at his bedside. It was an alarm
clock he had got many years before for collecting empty Anchor Cigarette
packets; the dial had letters in the place of eleven numerals and read
SMOKE ANCHOR 6. The dial was yellow and the glass, surprisingly un-
cracked, was scratched and blurred. Every midday when he shut his shop
Ramlogan set the alarm for a quarter to four. That gave him time to
anoint himself with Canadian Healing Oil, dress and make some tea before
he opened the shop again at four.

That afternoon, routine became delicious ritual. He was lavish with
the Canadian Healing Oil. He rubbed it over his face and worked it into
his scalp; he poured some into his palm and held it to his nostrils to
inhale the therapeutic vapours; the only thing Ramlogan didn’t do with
Canadian Healing Oil was drink it. He dressed leisurely, humming the
song from Jhoo/a. He made his tea, drank it; and having some moments
to spare, went out into his yard. The stunted and dead plants in the centre
didn’t offend him that afternoon, and he looked almost with love on the
breadfruit tree and the zaboca tree at the edge of the yard. He was par-
ticularly fond of the zaboca tree. He had stolen it not long after he had
come to Elvira, from a lorry that was carrying a whole load of small
zaboca trees in bamboo pods. The lorry had had a puncture just outside
his shop; he had gone out to look; and when the driver went off to look
for a pump, Ramlogan had taken a bamboo pod and walked off with it
into his own yard. The tree had grown well. Its fruit was high-grade.
You could tell that by just looking at it. It was none of your common
zaboca, all stringy and waterlogged. That afternoon it didn’t grieve Ram-
logan at all that he hadn’t tasted one of the fruit.
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It was time to open the shop. He climbed over the greasy counter,
thinking, as he did so, that after the election, when Harbans had settled
his account, he would get a nice zinc counter. And perhaps even a refrig-
erator. For lager. People were drinking more lager and it didn’t do for
him to keep ice wrapped up in a dirty sugar-sack. And sometimes the
ice-lorry didn’t even come.

He lifted the solid bar that kept the shaky front doors secure, humming
the song from Jhoola. He remembered he had picked up the song from
Mrs. Chittaranjan next door, and stopped humming. He opened the doors,
squinting against the sudden dazzle of the afternoon sun. He looked down.

Before him, laid squarely in the middle of his doorway, was a dead
chicken.
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He recognized the chicken at once.

It was one of Mrs. Chittaranjan’s clean-necked chickens, white and
grey, an insistent, impertinent thing that, despite repeated shooings and
occasional lucky hits with stones and bits of wood and empty Canadian
Healing Oil bottles, continued to come into his yard, eat his grass, dig
up his languishing plants and leave its droppings everywhere, sometimes
even in the back room and in the shop.

It was the chicken Foam had hit earlier that day.

Ramlogan had known the chicken since it was hatched. He had known
its mother and managed to maim her in the leg when she came into his
yard one day with all her brood. The rest of that particular brood had
disappeared. They had been stolen, they had grown up and been eaten
or they had just died. Only the hardy clean-necked chicken had survived.

For a moment Ramlogan was sad to see it lying dead at his feet.

He looked up at Chittaranjan’s veranda.

Chittaranjan was waiting for him. “Look at it good, Ramlogan. It not
going to worry you again. That fowl on your nasty conscience.”

Ramlogan was taken by surprise.

“You is a fat blow-up beast. You can’t touch no human, so you take
it outa a poor chicken. You is a bad wicked beast. Look at it good. Take
it up. Cook it. Eat it. Eat it and get more fat. Ain’t is that you say you
want to do for a long long time? Now is your chance. Cook it and eat it
and I hope it poison you. You kill it, you wicked beast, you Nazi spy.”

Ramlogan hadn’t recovered. “Who you calling a Nazi spy?”

“You. You is a Nazi spy. You is wuss than Hitler.”

“And because I is wuss than Hitler, you come and put this dead fowl
on my doorstep?”
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“But ain’t it make your heart satisfy, you wuthless beast? Ain’t it
bring peace and satisfaction inside your fat dirty heart to see the poor
little chicken dead?”

“Eh! But who tell you I kill your fowl? I ain’t kill nobody fowl, you
hearing me?”

“You is a wuthless liar.”

Ramlogan lifted his leg to kick the chicken from his doorstep. But
something Chittaranjan said arrested him.

“Kick it,” Chittaranjan said. “And I bet your whole fat foot drop off
and rotten. Go ahead and kick it.”

Ramlogan was getting angry. “You just want to put something on
me, eh? You is a big big fighter, and all you could do is put magic and
obeah on me, eh? You is a Supreme Court fighter?”

“What you asking me for? You ever see the inside of any court?”

Ramlogan strode over the dead chicken and walked slowly to the
edge of his yard. He said, genially, “Chittaranjan, come down a little bit.
Come down and tell me I is a Nazi spy.”

And Ramlogan put his hand on the wire fence.

“Take your fat dirty hand offa my fence!”

Ramlogan smiled. “Come down and take my hand off. Come down,
take my hand offa your fence and tell me I is a Nazi spy.”

Chittaranjan was puzzled. Ramlogan had never before refused to take
his hands off the fence. He had contented himself either with crying and
promising to build his own fence, or with saying, “All right, | taking my
hand offa your fence, and I going inside to wash it with carbolic soap.”

“Come down,” Ramlogan invited.

“I not going to dirty my hands on you.” Chittaranjan paused. “But
is my fence still.”

Inspiration came to Ramlogan. “Why you don’t put a fence around
your daughter too?”

He scored.

“Nalini?” Chittaranjan asked, and his tone was almost conversational.

“Yes, Nalini self. Little Nelly. Ha.” Ramlogan gave his dryest laugh.

“Ramlogan! What you want with my daughter?”

Ramlogan shook the wire fence. “Ha. / don’t want nothing with your
daughter. But [ know who want though.”

“Ramlogan! Who you is to take my daughter name in your mouth in
vain? You, a man like you, who should be running about kissing the
ground in case she walk on it.”
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“Walk? Ha. Little Nelly tired with walking, man. She lying down
now.”

“Ramlogan! You mean you sell everything from that rumshop of
yours? You ain’t even keep back a penny shame? Is the sort of language
to hear from a old, hard-back, resign man like you?”

Ramlogan addressed Chittaranjan’s workmen under the awning. They
had been studiously inattentive throughout. “Tell me, is something /
make up?”

The workmen didn’ look at him.

Ramlogan said, “When girl children small, they does crawl, as the
saying goes. Then they does start walking. Then they does lie down. 4s
the saying goes. Ain’t something I sit down and invent.”

“Who invent it?” Chittaranjan screamed. “Y our mother?”

Ramlogan said solemnly, “Chittaranjan, I beg you, don’t cuss my
mother. Cuss me upside down as much as you want, but leave my mother
alone.” He paused, and laughed. “But if you want to learn more about
Nelly, why you don’t ask Foam?”

“Foam? Foreman? Baksh son?”

“Campaign manager. Ha. Nice boy. Nice Muslim boy.”

Chittaranjan lost his taste for battle. “Is true? Is true, Ramlogan? You
ain’t making this up?”

“Why you asking me for? Ha. Ask little Nelly. Look, little Nelly
coming back from school. Ask she.” Ramlogan pointed.

From his veranda Chittaranjan saw Nelly coming up the road.

“Proper student and scholar, man,” Ramlogan said. “The girl going
to school in the day-time and taking private lessons in the night-time. I
know I is a Nazi spy, and | know I is a shameless hard-back resign man,
but I is not the man to stand up between father and daughter.”

He gave the fence a final shake, went and picked up the chicken and
flung it into Chittaranjan’s yard. “It get fat enough eating my food,” he
said. “Cook it and eat it yourself. Supreme Court fighter like you have
to eat good.”

He went back to his counter.

Nelly had stayed behind at school, as she always did, to help correct
the exercises of the lower classes and rearrange the desks after the day’s
upheaval. She was head pupil, a position more like that of unpaid monitor.
On the way home she had heard about Tiger and seen him lying in the
Bakshes’ yard. She knew then that her parents must have found him and
turned him out.
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She overdid the cheerfulness when she saw Chittaranjan. “Hi, Pops!”
Chittanjan didn’t like the greeting. “Nalini,” he said sadly, “don’t
bother to go round by the back. Come up here. | have something to ask

you.”

She didn’t like his tone.
“Oh dog, dog,” she muttered, going up the red steps to the veranda,
“how much more trouble you going to cause?”

The Bakshes in their dilemma—whether they wanted Tiger dead or
alive—were fortunate to get the advice of Harichand the printer.

Harichand was coming home after his work in Couva. No taxi-driver
cared to come right up to Elvira, and Harichand was dropped outside
Cordoba. He had to walk the three miles to Elvira. He enjoyed it. It kept
his figure trim; and when it rained he liked sporting the American raincoat
he had acquired—at enormous cost, he said—on one of his trips to Port
of Spain. He was the only man in Elvira who possessed a raincoat; every-
body else just waited until the rain stopped.

Baksh was sitting in his veranda, looking out as if to find a solution,
when he saw Harichand and pointed to Tiger prostrate in the yard.

“Ah, little puppy dog,” Harichand said cheerfully. “Thought you did
get rid of him.”

“It come back, Harichand.”

“Come back, eh?” Harichand stooped and looked at Tiger critically.
“Thin thing.” He stood up and gently lifted Tiger’s belly with the tip of
a shining shoe. “Ah. Preacher put something strong on you if dog come
back.”

“Come up, Harichand,” Baksh said. “It have something we want to
ask you.”

Harichand had an entirely spurious reputation as an amateur of the
mystic and the psychic; but the thing that encouraged Baksh to call him
up was the limitless confidence he always gave off. Nothing surprised or
upset Harichand, and he was always ready with a remedy.

“l have a pussonal feeling,” Baksh began, seating Harichand on a
bench in the veranda, “I have a pussonal feeling that somebody feed that
dog here.”

“Feed, eh?” Harichand got up again and took off his coat. His white
shirt was spotless. One of Harichand’s idiosyncrasies was to wear a clean
shirt every day. He folded his coat carefully and rested it on the ledge of
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the veranda wall. Then he sat down and hitched up his sharply creased
blue serge trousers above his knees. “Somebody feed it, eh? But did tell
you not to feed it. Wust thing in the world, feeding dog like that.”

Mrs. Baksh came up. “What go happen if the dog dead, Harichand?”

Harichand hadn’t thought of that. “What go happen, eh?” He passed
the edge of his thumb-nail along his sharp little moustache. “If it dead.”
He paused. “Could be dangerous. You never know. You went to see
somebody about it?”

She mentioned the name of the mystic in Tamana.

Harichand made a face. “He all right. But he don’t really 4now. Not
like Ganesh Pundit. Ganesh was the man.”

“Is that I does always say,” Baksh said. He turned to Mrs. Baksh.
“Ain’t | did tell you, man, that Ganesh Pundit was the man?”

“Still,” Harichand said consolingly, “you went to see somebody. He
give you something for the house and he jaray the boy?”

“He well jharay him,” Mrs. Baksh said. “Baksh tell you about the
sign, Harichand?”

“Sign? Funeral huss?”

“Not that,” Baksh said quickly. “/#e had a sign. Tell him, man.”

Mrs. Baksh told about the “Ten Die!” sign.

“Did see it,” said Harichand. “Didn’t know was your sign.”

Baksh smiled. “Well, was we sign.”

Harichand said firmly, “Mustn’t let the dog dead.”

“But you did tell me not to feed him,” Baksh said.

“Didn’t tell me about your sign,” said Harichand. “And too besides,
didn’t exactly say that. Did just say not to feed it inside the house. Wust
thing in the world, feeding dog like that inside.”

“Feed him outside?” Baksh asked.

“That’s right. Outside. Feed him outside.”

Harichand stood up and looked down at Tiger.

“Think he go dead, Harichand?”” Mrs. Baksh asked.

“Hm.” Harichand frowned and bit his thin lower lip with sharp white
teeth. “Mustn’t /er him dead.”

Baksh said, “He look strong to you, Harichand?”

“Wouldn exactly ca// him a strong dog,” Harichand said.

Baksh coaxed: “But is thin thin dogs like that does live and live and
make a lot a lot of mischief, eh, Harichand?”

Harichand said, “Trinidad full of thin dogs.”

“Still,” Baksh said, “they /iving.”
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Harichand whispered to Baksh, “Is thin dogs like that does breed a
lot, you know. And breed fast to boot.”

Baksh made a big show of astonishment, to please Harichand.

“Yes, man. Dogs like that. Telling you, man. See it with my own
eyes.” Harichand caught Mrs. Baksh’s eye. He said, loudly, “Just feed it
outside. Outside all the time. Everything going to be all right. If anything
happen, just let me know.”

He hung his coat lovingly over his left arm and straightened his tie.
As he was leaving he said, “Still waiting for those election printing jobs,
Baksh. If Harbans want my vote, he want my printery. Otherwise . ..”

And Harichand shook his head and laughed.

Soon Tiger was passing through Elvira again, this time in the loud-
speaker van. Foam and Herbert were taking him, on instructions, to the
old cocoa-house.

Chittaranjan called.

Baksh said, “Going out campaigning, Goldsmith?”

For Chittaranjan was in his visiting outfit.

Chittaranjan didn’t reply.

“Something private, eh, Goldsmith?”

And Baksh led Chittaranjan upstairs. But Chittaranjan didn’t take off
his hat and didn’t sit down in the cane-bottomed chair.

“Something serious, Goldsmith?”

“Baksh, I want you to stop interfering with my daughter.”

Baksh knit his brows.

Chittaranjan’s flush became deeper. His smile widened. His calm voice
iced over: “It have some people who can’t bear to see other people pros-
per. I don’t want nobody to pass over their obeah to me and I ain’ give
my daughter all that education for she to run about with boys in the
night-time.”

“You talking about Foam, eh?”

“I ain’t talking about Foam. I talking about the man who instigating
Foam. And that man is you, Baksh. I is like that, as you know. I does
say my mind, and who want to vex, let them vex.”

“Look out, you know, Goldsmith! You calling me a instigator.”
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“I ain’t want your obeak in my house. We is Hindus. You is Muslim.
And too besides, my daughter practically engage already.”

“Engage!” Baksh laughed. “Engage to Harbans son? You have all
Elvira laughing at you. You believe Harbans going to let his son marry
your daughter? Harbans foolish, but he ain’t that foolish, you hear.”

For a moment Chittaranjan was at a loss.

“And look, eh, Goldsmith, Foam better than ten of Harbans sons,
you hear. And too besides, you think / go instigate Foam to go around
with your daughter? Don’t make me laugh, man. Your daughter? When
it have five thousand Muslim girl prettier than she.”

“I glad it have five thousand Muslim girl prettier than she. But that
ain’t the point.”

“How it ain’t the point? Everybody know that Muslim girl prettier
than Hindu girl. And Foam chasing your daughter? Ten to one, your
daughter ain’t giving the poor boy a chance. Let me tell you, eh, every
Hindu girl think they in paradise if they get a Muslim boy.”

“What is Muslim?” Chittaranjan asked, his smile frozen, his eyes un-
shining, his voice low and cutting. “Muslim is everything and Muslim is
nothing.” He paused. “Even negro is Muslim.”

That hurt Baksh. He stopped pacing about and looked at Chittaranjan.
He looked at him hard and long. Then he shouted, “Good! Good! I glad!
I glad! Harbans ain’t want no Muslim vote. Harbans ain’t going to get no
Muslim vote. You say it yourself. Negro and Muslim is one. All right.
Preacher getting every Muslim vote in Elvira.”

Baksh’s rage relaxed Chittaranjan. He took off his hat and flicked a
finger over the wide brim. “We could do without the Muslim vote.” He
put on his hat again, lifted his left arm and pinched the loose skin just
below the wrist. “This is pure blood. Every Hindu blood is pure blood.
Nothing mix up with it. Is pure Aryan blood.”

Baksh snorted. “All-you is just a pack of kafhr, if you ask me.”

“Madinga!” Chittaranjan snapped back.

They traded racial insults in rising voices.

Mrs. Baksh came out and said, “Goldsmith, I is not going to have
you come to my house and talk like that.”

Chittaranjan pressed his hat more firmly on his head. “I is not staying
in your house.” He went through the brass-bed room to the stairs, saying,
“Smell. Smell the beef and all the other nastiness they does cook in this
house.” He matched the rhythm of his speech to his progress down the
steps: “A animal spend nine months in his mother belly. It born. The
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mother feed it. People feed it. It feed itself. It grow up. It come big. It
come strong. Then they kill it. Why?” He was on the last step. “To feed
Baksh.”

Baksh shouted after him, “And tell Harbans he have to win this elec-
tion without the Muslim vote.”

“We go still win.”

And Chittaranjan was in the road.

“What I tell you, Baksh?” Mrs. Baksh exclaimed. “See how sour the
sweetness turning?”’

“Look, you and all,” Baksh said, “don’t start digging in my tail, you
hear.”

Mrs. Baksh smoothed her dress over her belly. “Why you didn’t talk
to the goldsmith like that? No, you is man only in front of woman. But
Baksh, you just put one finger on me, and Elvira going to see the biggest
bacchanal it ever see.”

Baksh sucked his teeth. “You talking like your mother. Both of all-
you just have a lot of mouth.”

“Go ahead, Baksh. You finish already? Go ahead and insult the dead.
This election make you so shameless. If it was to me that the goldsmith
was talking, I woulda turn my hand and give him a good clout behind
his head. / know that. But you, you make me shame that you is the father
of my seven children.”

Baksh said irritably, trying to turn the conversation, “You go ahead
and talk. And let the goldsmith talk and let Harbans talk. But no Muslim
ain’t going to vote for Harbans. Just watch and see.”

It was growing dark when Foam and Herbert brought Tiger to the
cocoa-house. Years before, labourers were paid to keep the very floor of
the cocoa-woods clean; now the woods were strangled in bush that had
spread out to choke the cocoa-house itself. When Foam was a child he
had played in the cocoa-house, but it was too dangerous now and no one
went near it.

Foam and Herbert broke a path through from the road to the house.
They had brought a box, gunny sacks and food for Tiger. While Foam
hunted about for a place safe enough to put Tiger, Herbert explored.

Herbert knew all about the ghost of the cocoa-house, but ghosts, like
the dark, didn’t frighten him. The ghost of the cocoa-house was a baby,
a baby Miss Elvira herself had had by a negro servant at the time the
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cocoa-house was being built. The story was that she had buried it in the
foundations, under the concrete steps at the back. Many people, many
Spaniards in particular, had often heard the baby crying; some had even
seen it crawling about in the road near the cocoa-house.

Herbert climbed to the ceiling and tried to push back the sliding roof:
the roof was sliding so that the beans could dry in the sun and be covered
up as soon as it began to rain. He pushed hard, but the wheels of the
roof had rusted and stuck to the rails. He pushed again and again. The
wheels grated on the rails, the whole house shook with a jangle of cor-
rugated-iron sheets and a flapping of loose boards, and wood-lice and
wood-dust fell down.

Herbert called out, “Foam, the roof still working.”

“Herbert, why you so bent on playing the ass® Look how you make
Tiger frighten.”

Tiger was indeed behaving oddly. He had staggered to his feet, for
the first time since his marathon afternoon walk; and for the first time
since he had been discovered, was making some sound. A ghost of a
whine, a faint mew.

Herbert came down to see.

Tiger mewed and tottered around in his box, as though he were trying
to catch his tail.

Herbert was thrilled. “You see? He getting better.” He remembered
Miss Elvira’s baby. “Dog could smell spirits, you know, Foam.”

The tropical twilight came and went. Night fell. Tiger’s mews became
more distinct. Whenever Foam stepped on the rotting floor the cocoa-
house creaked. Outside in the bush croak was answering screech: the
night noises were beginning. Tiger mewed, whined, and swung shakily
about in his box.

Foam tried to force Tiger to lie down; the position seemed normal
for Tiger; but Tiger wasn’t going to sit down or lie down and he wasn’t
going to try to get out of his box either. The darkness thickened. The
bush outside began to sing. Foam could just see the white spots on Tiger’s
muzzle. A bat swooped low through the room, open at both ends.

“Can’t leave him here,” Foam said aloud. “Herbert!”

But Herbert wasn’t there.

“Herbert!”

He lit a match. For a moment the spurt of flame blinded him. Then
the rotting damp walls, stained with the ancient stain of millions of cocoa-
beans, defined themselves around him. He looked up at the roof.
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“Herbert!”

He walked back to the box. Shadows flurried on the walls.

“Take it easy, Tiger.”

The match went out. He dropped it but didn’t hear it fall. It must
have gone through one of the holes in the floor.

“Herbert! You up on the roof? Boy, take care you don fall and break
your tail, you hear.”

He felt his way to the broken entrance. The house creaked, the gal-
vanized-iron roof shivered.

“Herbert!”

In the night his voice sounded thinner. He couldn’t see anything, only
the blackness of bush all around. The road and the van were a hundred
yards away.

Then: “Foam! Foam!” he heard Herbert screaming, and ran back in-
side. The sudden rumbling of the house made him stop and walk. Tiger
he couldn’t see at all now, only heard him whining and striking against
the sides of his box.

“Foam! Foam!”

He walked to the other end of the room, lighting matches to see his
way across the holes in the floor.

“Look, Foam!”

He went down the solid concrete steps at the back. They were the
only solid thing left in the cocoa-house. The ground sloped down from the
road and the steps at the back were about eight feet high, nearly twice
as high as those in front. A solid concrete wall supported the solid concrete
steps. Foam lit a match. The surface of the steps was still smooth and
new, as though it had been finished only the week before. Tall weeds
switched against Foam’s legs. The weeds were already damp with dew.
The match flickered in his cupped hands.

“Look, Foam, under the steps here.”

Herbert was almost hysterical. Foam did what he had been told to do
in such circumstances. He slapped Herbert, with great dexterity, back-hand
and forward-hand. Herbert pulled in his breath hard and kept back his sobs.

Foam lit another match.

Under the steps he saw a dead dog and five dead puppies. The mother
had its mouth open, its teeth bared. She was the dog Harbans had hit
that afternoon weeks before.

Her eyes were horribly inanimate. Her chest and belly were shrunken.
Her ribs stood out, hard. Damp black earth stuck to her pink blotched
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dugs, thin and slack like a punctured balloon. The puppies were all like
Tiger. They had died all over their mother, anyhow.

The match went out.

“She didn’t have no milk or nothing to feed them,” Herbert said.

Foam squatted in the darkness beside the dead dog. “You talking like
a woman, Herbert. You never see nothing dead before?”

“Everybody only know how to say, ‘Mash, dog!’” The words came
between sobs. “Nobody know how to feed it.”

“That is all you could think about, Herbert? Food? It look as if they
right, you know.”

“What we going to do with them, Foam?”

Foam laughed. “I got a master-idea, Herbert.” He got up and lit a
match, away from the dead puppies. “l going to get the cutlass.”

“What for, Foam?”

“Dig a hole and bury the mother. You coming with me or you staying
here to cry over the dogs?”

“I coming with you, Foam. Don’t go.”

They dug a shallow hole and buried the mother. Herbert trimmed a
switch, broke it in two, peeled off the bark and tied the pieces into a
cross. He stuck it on the grave.

Foam pulled it out. “Where you learn that from?”

“Is how they does do it in the belling-ground, Foam.”

“Eh, but you turning Christian or something?”

Herbert saw his error.

“Come on now,” Foam said cheerfully. “Help me take these dead
puppies in the van.”

Foam’s business-like attitude calmed Herbert. “What we going to do
with five dead puppies, Foam?”

Foam laughed. “Ah, boy, you go see.”

Herbert trusted Foam. He knew that whatever it was, it was going
to be fun.

“But what about Tiger, Foam? We could leave him here? He wouldn’t
grieve too much?”

Foam said confidently, “Only place for Tiger now is right here. Don’t
worry about Tiger. He going to be all right.”

They got home late and found Baksh, Mrs. Baksh and Zilla in the

store-room. Teacher Francis was there too. Foam was surprised. Teacher
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Francis had come to the Baksh house only once before, to say that
if Rafiq didn’t buck up at school he was going to turn out just like
Foam.

“Ah,” Baksh said heavily to Foam and Herbert. “Campaign manager
and little mister man. Where you was out so late? I did tell you to put
away the dog or I did tell you to build a mansion for it?”

Herbert smiled. “We was out campaigning.” He winked at Foam.

“That prove what | was saying about the elections, ma’am,” Teacher
Francis said to Mrs. Baksh. “A little boy like Herbert ain’t have no right
to go out campaigning.”

Mrs. Baksh was on her best behaviour for the teacher. “Is what I does
forever always keep on telling the father, Teach. Beg pardon, Teach.”
She turned to the boys. “All your food take out and waiting for all-you
in the kitchen. It must be cold as dog nose now.”

Herbert went noisily up the stairs. Foam sucked his teeth and followed.

“I don’t mean anything against you, Mr. Baksh,” Teacher Francis
went on, “but the fact is, the ordinary people of Elvira don’t really appre-
ciate that voting is a duty and privilege.” That was part of the speech he
had prepared for the Bakshes. “Duty and privilege, ma’am.”

“Is what I does forever always keep on telling the father, Teach. Hear
what the teacher say, Baksh? I been telling him, Teach, a hundred times
if I tell him one time, that this election begin sweet sweet for everybody,
but the same sweetness going to turn sour sour in the end. Zilla, you
ain’t hear me use those self-same words to your father?”

“Yes, Ma.”

“Yes, ma’am. Election bringing out all sort of prejudice to the surface.
To the surface, ma’am.”

Mrs. Baksh crossed her powerful arms and nodded solemnly. “You
never say a truer word, Teach. In all my born days nobody ever come
to my own house—my own house, mark you—and talk to me like how
the goldsmith come and talk to me this afternoon.”

Teacher Francis delivered the rest of his statement: “I have been turn-
ing over this and similar ideas in my mind from time to time. From time
to time. Yesterday evening | stated them in general terms—in general
terms—to Miss Chittaranjan. Mrs. Baksh, Miss Chittaranjan took down
every word | said. /n shorthand.”

Mrs. Baksh opened her eyes wide, swung her head slowly, very slowly,
from side to side and gave a cluck of horror. “Look at that, eh, Teach.
In shorthand.”
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“You could trust somebody as stuck-up as Nelly Chittaranjan to do
a low thing like that,” Zilla said.

“And Mrs. Baksh, Miss Chittaranjan thinks I am a fascist.” He paused,
he had come to the end of his statement. “Mrs. Baksh, I look like a fascist
to you?”

“No, Teach. You ain’t look like a fascist. Not to me anyway.”

Zilla said, “Don’t worry your head with Nelly Chittaranjan, Teach.
She just a little too hot for man sheself. These small thin girls like Nelly
Chittaranjan like man.”

“Beg pardon, Teach,” Mrs. Baksh said. “I have to talk to my sister
here.” She turned to Zilla. “Yes, ma commére? Small thin girls like man?
How you know? You does like man yourself?” She turned to Teacher
Francis again. “Beg pardon, Teach. But these children these days is like
if dog eat their mind and their shame.”

Zilla hung her head.

Teacher Francis came to the point. “And then this evening, Mrs. Baksh,
Mr. Chittaranjan come to see me. He come in cool cool and he tell me
dry dry that Nelly not coming for no more lessons from me. It ain’ the
money | worried about, Mrs. Baksh. Is the fact that I don’t like people
misunderstanding my views. I have to think of my job.”

It certainly wasn’t the ten dollars a month alone that worried Teacher
Francis. He knew that what Chittaranjan did today the rest of Elvira did
tomorrow. If all the parents stopped sending their children to him for
private lessons, he would be in a spot.

Foam, an enamel cup in his hands, came down the steps.

Teacher Francis was saying, “That is why I come to see you, Mrs.
Baksh. I know how your husband and Mr. Chittaranjan working on the
same side in the elections, and I would be glad like anything if you could
tell Mr. Chittaranjan that I is not really a fascist. Fact is, | ain’ taking no
sides in this election at all.”

“Is the best best thing, God knows, Teach,” Mrs. Baksh said.

Foam gave a loud dry laugh. “Eh, Teacher Francis, why you want
we to tell the goldsmith for? Why you don’t ask Lorkhoor? He could run
about telling it with his loudspeaking van.”

And Foam had his first triumph.

He had been waiting a long time to spurn a suppliant Teacher Francis.
He had had extravagant visions of the moment. The reality seemed made
to order, and was sweet.
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Teacher Francis accepted the rebuke sadly. “Lorkhoor let me down,
man. Prove my point again, ma’am. Is the election that spoil Lorkhoor.”

But it had given Foam his first triumph.

“Lorkhoor is a damn traitor if you ask me,” Foam said.

“Nobody ain’t ask you,” Baksh said. “And look, eh, I ain’t want to
hear nobody bad-talking Lorkhoor in this house.”

Foam was baffled.

Baksh said, “You, you was out campaigning, eh? Campaigning for
that dirty Hindu Harbans. Dog eat your shame? It look like dog eat a//
my children shame.”

Foam said, “But look, look. What happening? Ain’t you done take
Harbans money and everything?”

If Teacher Francis hadn’t been there Baksh would have spat. “Money,
eh? The money doing me a lot of good? A lot of good! Ten die. Big dog
in the night turning tiny tiny in the morning. Send him away and he
come back. A lot of good!”

Teacher Francis realized he had been talking in vain. Baksh was no
good to him as an intermediary with Chittaranjan.

Foam said, “Well, I take Harbans money and I give him my word. |
going to still help Harbans.”

“I want you to help Harbans,” Baksh said. “I going to help Preacher.
I ain’t stopping you doing nothing. You is a big man. Your pee making
froth. How much votes you control, Foam?”

Teacher Francis, unhappy, bemused, got up and left.

Then Baksh told about Chittaranjan’s visit.

“All right, you supporting Preacher,” Foam said, and Mrs. Baksh
noted that for the first time Foam was talking to his father man-to-man.
“Preacher could give you anything?”

Baksh smiled. “It ain’t Preacher who going to give me anything. Don’t
worry, you. | calculate everything already. Everything.”

279



The Retreat of the Witnesses

Mahadeo was a worried man. He haunted Elvira, checking up on
negroes, anxious lest any of them fell ill or, worse, died.

Hindus misunderstood his purpose and resented his partiality. Ram-
piari’s husband said, “What the hell? Hindus does fall sick t00.” And so,
despite his strict instructions not to meddle with them, Mahadeo found
himself making out a long list of sick Hindus to present to Harbans. That
was one worry.

His big worry was Old Sebastian.

That evening in Dhaniram’s veranda he had been pretty confident
that Sebastian would die before polling day; and in the happy days before
his interview with Mr. Cuffy he had kept a hopeful eye on him. Every
morning he passed Sebastian’s hut and saw him sitting on a backless
kitchen chair before his front door, a stunted unlit pipe in his mouth,
making fish-pots from strips of bamboo, an inexplicable and futile occu-
pation because Sebastian had no connection whatever with the sea and
the fish-pots only remained and rotted in his yard. Mahadeo would ask,
“How you feeling this morning, Sebastian?”” And Sebastian would smile—
he hardly spoke—showing his remaining teeth, isolated and askew as if
some oral explosion had destroyed the others. In the afternoon Mahadeo
would pass again, after the day’s work on the estate, and repeat his ques-
tion; and Sebastian would smile again.

Some days Mahadeo felt Sebastian wasn’t going to die at all.

That was before Mr. Cuffy.

Mahadeo distrusted and feared Mr. Cuffy. He was old, he was black,
he lived alone, he preached, and he read the Bible. And Mahadeo could
never forget a disquieting encounter he had had with him as a boy. One
Saturday morning he had gone into Mr. Cuffy’s yard to watch Mr. Cuffy
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whitewashing the walls of his house. Mr. Cuffy frowned and muttered,
but Mahadeo paid no attention. On a sudden Mr. Cuffy had turned and
vigorously worked the whitewash brush over Mahadeo’s face.

And now Mr. Cuffy was Sebastian’s guardian.

Sebastian began to look very old and fragile. Mahadeo asked after his
health with genuine concern and Sebastian suddenly revealed himself as
a very sick man. He had aches and pains all over; stiff joints; and a
dangerous stiffness in the neck. Everything that surrounded Sebastian
seemed dangerous—the chair he sat on, the old thatched roof over his
head. Mahadeo begged him to be careful with the penknife he used on
his fish-pots, begged him not to lift heavy weights, begged him not to
go for walks in the night dew, and not to get wet. Mahadeo backed up
his advice with a shilling or so, which Sebastian took easily, without
acknowledgment, as though it was money from the government.

On the morning after Foam knocked down Mrs. Chittaranjan’s clean-
necked chicken, Mahadeo, sweating in his tight khaki uniform, walked
past Sebastian’s hut.

And there was no Sebastian.

He forgot about the labourers on the estate waiting for him to measure
out their tasks for the day. He hurried across the shaky bridge into Sebas-
tian’s yard. He had to warn Sebastian about that bridge: it was dangerous,
made only of lengths of bamboo piled up with dirt. He knocked on Se-
bastian’s door and there was no reply. He tried the door. It was locked.
He walked around the hut, but every cranny in the walls was blocked up.
That was what he himself had advised, to protect Sebastian from draughts.

“Sebastian!” Mahadeo called. “You all right?”

There was a gap about three inches high running all around the hut
between the walls and the eaves of the thatched roof. Mahadeo decided
to climb. He would get up on the narrow window-ledge and hope it
didn’t come down with him. He tried to climb in full uniform. The dirt
wall was too smooth to give him a grip and the tight khaki jacket hindered
his arms. He took off the jacket, then took off his boots. Still, the wall
was too smooth and the window-ledge too high to help him. He pressed
the big toe of his right foot against the wall and tried again. He felt the
wall give under his toe. He looked down. He had made a hole in Sebastian’s
wall, about eight inches from the ground. He went down on all fours and
lowered his head. Some strands of tapia grass in the wall barred his view.
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He poked a finger in. Before he could pull away the grass he heard a
shout from the road.

“Mahadeo! What the hell you think you doing?”

Still on all fours, he looked up. It was Mr. Cuffy.

“Not doing nothing,” he said.

“Mahadeo, what get into you to make you play the ass so?”

Mahadeo rose and put his bare feet into his laceless boots.

“You see Old Sebastian this morning, Mr. Cawfee?”

“Ain’t see nobody,” Mr. Cuffy said sullenly. “#Aat you was looking
for so?”

“Was Old Sebastian | was looking for, Mr. Cawfee.”

“And is so you does always look for Sebastian? Look, Mahadeo, if
anything happen to Sebastian, you go be surprise . ..”

At this moment Baksh shouted from a little way down the road, “Hear
about this thing at Cordoba, Mr. Cawfee?”

“Going up there right now,” Mr. Cuffy said.

“When I did tell people,” Baksh said, “nobody did want to believe.
Everybody did just run about saying Baksh is a big mouther, eh?”

“What happen at Cordoba?” Mahadeo asked.

Mr. Cuffy looked at Mahadeo. It was the look he had given him when
he pasted his face with the whitewash brush. “Something funny happen
up there last night, Mahadeo. I hear something about a dead.”

Mahadeo stared.

“Let him go and see for hisself,” Baksh said.

Mahadeo didn’t wait. He ran as much as he could of the way to
Cordoba. Even before he got there he saw the crowd blocking up the
road. It was mostly a Spanish crowd—he could tell that by the dress—
but there were people from Elvira as well.

The crowd made a wide circle around something in the road. The
Spaniards were silent but uneasy; they actually seemed happy to have
the outsiders from Elvira among them.

Mahadeo was stared at. A path was opened for him.

“Look,” he heard someone say in the acrid Spanish accent. “Let him
look good.”

Five dead puppies were symmetrically laid out on a large cross
scratched right across the dirt road. One dead puppy was at the centre of
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the cross and there was a dead puppy at each of the four ends. Below
was written, in huge letters:

AWAKE'!

And all around, on palings and culverts, Cordoba was still red with
Foam’s old, partly obliterated slogans: pIE! DIE!

Mahadeo, sweating, panting, gave a chuckle of relief. The Spaniards
looked at him suspiciously. “I did think it was Sebastian,” Mahadeo
said. There were murmurs. Mahadeo felt someone pull the sleeve of his
uniform. He turned to see Sebastian, smiling, the empty pipe in his mouth.
He almost embraced him. “Sebastian! You here! You ain’t there!”

The murmurs swelled.

Fortunately for Mahadeo, Baksh and Mr. Cuffy came up just then,
and almost immediately Foam arrived in the van and began to campaign.

Foam said, “Is those Witnesses. They can’t touch nobody else, so
they come to meddle with the poor Spanish people in Cordoba. Telling
them not to vote, to go against the government. Who ever see white
woman riding around on red red bicycle before, giving out green books?”

Baksh wasn’t thinking about politics. “Aha!” he cried. “Aha! Just look
at those dogs. Said same coloration, said same shape, said same every-
thing, as in my dog. But nobody did want to believe. Well, look now.”

Mr. Cuffy crossed himself. “Mahadeo, this is your work?”

“Ain’t my work, Mr. Cawfee. | j