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all future plunges into the past.

JAMES JOYCE


Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph



Prologue

Part One
Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine



Part Two
Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one



Part Three
Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven



Epilogue


Acknowledgments

About the Author




PROLOGUE

I never believed Cane was a lagahoo, a haunted creature that emerges from the shadows of midnight, its approach signalled only by the clanking of the chains wrapped around its ankle. Cane lived alone in a small house almost concealed by sugar cane, not the plantation variety but tough, woody bon-bon that loosed a fine mist of pollen in the ruffling of the humid afternoon breeze, so that his house always seemed lightly powdered with dust.

In Agostini Village, doors and windows were usually left: open. Verandas were extensions of the living rooms, with chairs, tables and couches neatly arrayed in every corner. Neighbours dropped by to exchange gossip, kicking away the dogs sniffing at their boots. But no one I knew had ever spoken to Cane or could provide an accurate description. Rumours arose because of his reclusiveness and the notion that he had something to hide. In time, gossip thickened these rumours into stories. In the afternoons, on my way home from the Ecclesville government school, staring at the house and imagining that I could glimpse Cane peeping from a window, I reflected on the stories.

There were several. He was the great-great-grandson of a maroon, a runaway slave who had murdered an overseer. He was a Madrasi, shunned by the other Indians because of his colour and caste. He was a white man, driven into seclusion by the Black Power riots of the nineteen-sixties. His daughter had been raped; he had exacted revenge. He was the last pure Carib, the aboriginal people decimated first by the Spanish, then the French and British colonizers.

Of all the stories, I preferred this last one, that he was a man forced into isolation because he was so different from everyone else, the last of his tribe. But when I asked my father about Cane’s heritage, while he was arranging tins of condensed milk and shifting pans of brown sugar and rice on the shelves of the shop, he said absent-mindedly that Cane was from Venezuela. He must have continued to think about my question, because the next day he told me that people who live alone do so for a reason. My mother, sitting on her stool with an elbow on the counter, glanced at me sternly and cautioned that it was best to leave these people alone. I knew she was thinking of my little adventure three years earlier, when I had packed my canvas school bag with pens, markers and plastic beads taken from the shop, and set out to visit the Caribs on the outskirts of the Guanapo forest bordering Agostini. Mr. Tribhawan, a coffee farmer who lived close to the forest, found me and escorted me back to the shop. My mother was not impressed with my explanation that my standard three teacher, Mr. Palloo, had earlier in the week recited a poem about the aboriginal Indians who lived here before the arrival of Columbus; my father explained that the Caribs were not true aboriginals because they had, over the years, intermarried with all the other races in the island and that they were no longer interested in shiny beads.

I usually trusted my father, but I hoped he was wrong about Cane. From Venezuela! Venezuela, just half an hour from Trinidad, and inhabited by dusty, khaki-clad mestizos with hands calloused and scabbed from hacking away at the jungle. I had never been impressed with Venezuela: it was too close and accessible and in my imagination, too parched and plain.

Each morning, I stared through the tangle of cane. In the afternoons, I knelt at the bank of the drain, really a roadside canal, and pretended I was catching the multicoloured guppies that darted beneath the reedy plants in the brackish water. I saw that beyond the bon-bon, Cane’s front yard was ablaze with blood-red dracaena, the “bound” plant used to demarcate the boundaries between properties.

The house had no veranda, and the teak logs had rotted away in places, but no repairs had been made. Leafless love vines trailing from the tangled roots of a silk cotton tree had sewn shut a wooden jalousie. A semp flew in and out of a hole in the aluminium roof. I thought of throwing a small rock on the roof to rouse the old man from the house but was afraid it would fall through one of the holes. Once, a small frog jumped from the water and landed on my shoulder. I fell backwards. The breeze bent the cane stalks and the blacksage at the side of the house and fluted through the aerial roots of the silk cotton tree, sounding like gently piped laughter.

Two months before my common entrance exams, on a day of pelting rain, through the dancing stalks I thought I saw a man standing outside the front door. I was rushing home, trying to protect my book bag with its prized notes by clasping it against my chest, and soon I had convinced myself that I had seen nothing, only a shadow created by the rain, but the next evening I saw him again. He raised a hand and passed it before his face as if wiping cobwebs from the air.

I could barely wait for the next day at school. While we were copying notes from the blackboard about the past governors general of the island, I passed a message to Sam, who grabbed this rare opportunity to whisper into Sally’s ear. She sucked her teeth and tossed her head, her stiff pigtail almost knocking Sam over. Mr. Philip turned around, placed his chalk on the table and dusted his hands. He summoned Sally to the front and although I could not hear what they were saying, I saw him glancing at me. When Sally returned to her seat he took the duster, cleaned the board and wrote in long, flourishing sweeps, “Mystery solved by local boy.” He took a step forward, and leaned over the table. “Today, we going to leave these governors general aside for a minute. In any case, these fellas dead and gone a long time now.” He paused for the outburst of laughter. “Today, we going to deal with one of our own local superstar who somehow manage to convince Cane to step out from his house and wave at him.” His voice, harsher now, cut through the laughter. “This man, descended from generation of proud freedom fighters and chieftains before that … this noble man forget all that, and start waving to everybody all of a sudden. Oops, sorry, pardon me. Not everybody, just Stephen Sagar. Smart, show-offy Stephen Sagar.” There was no laughter this time. “Stephen Sagar, stand up right now. When was the abolition of slavery?”

“Eighteen thirty-four, sir.”

My correct response inflamed him. “Good. Very good. Now tell me who build the pyramids? Where was the cradle of civilization? What colour was Moses? Why did Jesus refer to everyone as a brother? What was his colour?”

After school, stinging more from Mr. Philip’s disbelief than from his tamarind rod, I stepped over the drain, parted the long, sharp leaves and saw Cane standing by the door. Observing him for the first time at this close range, I saw why he had been mistaken for an African, a Madrasi and a white man. His white hair was cropped close to his skull and he had the dull, weathered face of so many old people: features set in stone but smoothed by time.

Something glittered in his palm. He pushed out his hand as if beckoning. I took a step further. He turned over his palm like a magician and a watch dangled from a silver chain. Then he turned slightly and tapped open the door.

When I peeped inside I saw a room full of clocks. Brass-framed, bell-topped, glass-panelled, circular-cased, swan-necked clocks. The frames were mostly wooden and some had been dismantled with the dials and finials and faces strewn about on a long, rectangular table. There was a strong odour of methylated spirit and varnish. On a narrow shelf—a ledge really—were small jars and containers, masking tape, steel wool and tweezers, compasses and clamps.

“Do you make clocks?”

He stepped away from the door and glanced into the room. “I keep time.” I wasn’t sure whether he was joking but, just in case, I remained serious.

During the following weeks, I resisted telling Sam or anyone else at school of my daily visits to Cane’s house, though at times I was on the verge of blurting out something about the way he looked hunched over his table, tapping some mechanism and explaining as he worked that it was the gear wheel or the pawl pivot or the ratchet wheel, twisting and turning the clock in his hand, opening his jars and patiently staining the wood.

I usually left while he was polishing, and the next day he would show me the finished clock and explain, once more, the entire process. He worked slowly and methodically, and before he disassembled a clock or watch he would scrutinize it as if memorizing the arrangement. Occasionally, he made sketches on sheets of brown paper.

In school, while Mr. Philip was lecturing about the number of slaves that died during the middle passage or the contempt heaped upon the indentured Indians, my mind would drift back to another kind of lesson. After you open up a watch, always make sure you clean it with benzine. Anneal the new dial by heating the copper and then dashing it in cold water. The magical words I had heard in the old house remained with me. Tourbillions, bezel, karrusels, escapement.

The only times Cane was silent, his forehead furrowed in concentration, was when he was working on a triangular clock with a brass handle. This was the clock that usually occupied him when I came in the afternoons. He would continue working on it for about ten or fifteen minutes, then carefully place it on a wooden chair. Sometimes, while he was polishing another clock, he would glance in the direction of the chair.

He began spending more time on this clock, sanding the dark mahogany and the pateras on the sides, smoothing the pores with paste filler, wiping off the residue with his thumb, then sanding it once more. Although I was reluctant to disturb him, I missed the patient explanations and the magical words. One afternoon I left after just five minutes or so. The next day, he was sitting on the chair with the clock on his lap. He looked sad and exhausted. I didn’t know what to say.

“Is a special clock?”

I thought that he had not heard the question and perhaps he did not want to be disturbed. As I was about to leave, he said, “It is a pendule d’officier.” He told me that it was designed by a man from France named Abraham-Louis Brequet, and during the campaigns of a brilliant general who later became an emperor it was transported from skirmish to skirmish so that after a while it became known as an officer’s clock. Pendule d’officier.

“Are you finished with it?”

He shook his head. “I am building this clock for somebody very special. A woman.”

I found this strange but I said nothing.

“It’s taken me a very long time.”

“Will she come for it?”

He seemed to be thinking of the question. “It is my wish,” he said finally, speaking in his careful English.

As Cane continued his restoration, I began spending less time there, not only because I felt he did not want to be disturbed but because my common entrance was only a month away, and Mr. Philip, for an additional fee, had extended his lessons for another hour. Occasionally, I imagined this special woman and her surprise when Cane presented the clock to her. Three weeks before my exams, deluged with notes and lessons, I stopped visiting entirely. Mr. Philip had forgiven my earlier transgression and he was offering, free of charge, additional lessons—another two hours—to me and Allison, a girl with tightly pulled braids and a perpetually startled expression. We both knew that Mr. Philip’s only real concern was the prestige of having a student win one of the scholarships offered each year to the top fifty students on the island, but we were flattered by the nervous attention he threw our way.

Each night, my mother forced me to drink a mixture of eggs and orange juice, and in the morning I rushed off before another dreadful mixture could be prepared. On the day of the exam, I was inexplicably relaxed. Perhaps I was relieved that my torment was over. I ticked off the little blocks quickly and handed in my papers fifteen minutes before the stipulated time. I saw Mr. Philip glaring at me, but I didn’t care. My vacation was about to begin.

On my way home, I jumped over the drain and parted the long pointed leaves. There was no answer when I knocked on the door and I thought that Cane had gone to his special woman, carrying his gift. Then I heard a faint chink, like a knife hitting a saucer. I pushed open the door. Cane was sitting on the wooden chair. He turned his head to me and I was startled by the dryness of his face. He looked pale and powdery, as if he too were covered in dust. Because he was sitting on his chair, not saying anything, I told him, “I had my exam today.” He nodded, as if he knew that. “Where is the clock?” He reached into a cardboard box by his feet.

It was the most perfect thing I had ever seen. Even in the dull light, the dark mahogany glowed like the skin of a snake in the moonlight. The dial and the Roman numerals glittered as if they were polished in gold. “How does it look?” His voice sounded old and tired.

“Perfect. You going to give it to the lady now?”

“It is my wish.” He passed a finger over his white knotted beard, his head bent over the clock. “But she is dead.”

“Dead?” I was only eleven years old at the time and confused by this revelation. “Then why you spend all this time fixing it up?”

“Why?” He leaned back on the chair, stroking the clock as if it were a pet. Then he unclasped the hinge, opened the glass case and spun the dial anticlockwise. And turning the dial, he told me. “I have sent it back to two days ago. Now look around the room. Do you see any change?”

“No.”

“If I continue spinning it back, I could set it back one week. You think you will see any change then?”

His voice was exhausted. I shook my head.

“Exactly. What is gone is gone. You could never bring it back no matter how much you want to. But”—he hesitated as if searching for the correct words—“everybody who go away leave a little trace of themself.” He held up the clock by the handle, allowing it to swing slightly. “This little trace is inside here.”

“Inside the clock?”

“I rebuild this clock exactly the way she would have wanted me to. I know the exact colour she would want the case to be and the exact size and shape of the dial. Even the sound of the time ticking away. Every single day, I imagine her sitting right next to me, telling me what to do. Explaining what she liked and what she wanted changed. So you see”—he leaned forward as if he were about to whisper a secret—“every time I look at this clock, I see some part of her.” He blew softly on the shiny surface and wiped away the film with the back of his palm. “Even her shape.”

I had never previously considered the element of craziness in Cane’s obsession, but this was the sort of thing that would ripple around the playground, confirming old rumours and, through peals of derisive laughter, creating new ones. Cane must have seen the flicker of disbelief on my face because he got up and walked to the door. My last glimpse of him was standing by the door, cradling the clock in his hands, his eyes dark and hollow, as if he were wearing the Carib mask I had seen in our Royal Reader textbook.

Two weeks later, when I was enjoying my break from school in the cricket grounds and on the river banks, a customer in my parents’ shop mentioned that the crazy man who lived in the cane patch had left the village. It was late in the evening, but I ran down the road, jumped across the drain and pushed open the door. Neither Cane nor his clock was there.

Throughout the years that followed—my success in the exams (but not in the scholarship), my seven years at Presentation College, my job at the wardens office in Rio Claro, the sessions in the village rumshops, the liberties with a number of young women, leaving for Canada when I was nineteen—there was one regret that stayed with me. I regretted not asking Cane whether the person whose shape he saw in his clock was his wife, his mother or his daughter. Or some other special woman.
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ONE

Some nights when the moonlight fretted between the dead leaves, and the only sound was that of my boots padding the hardened snow, I saw the shape of a woman stretched languorously in the fork between branches as if awaiting a special visitor. But too much time had passed and her pose, empty of expectation, was now a tired reflex: an obligation into which she had wilted.

I saw her in the pallid light, raising a hand wearily as I passed. Sometimes I stopped to stare at her hair stiffened into icicles, drooping down to her frozen clavicles, the fresh fall of snow like an emollient on her small breasts. During a terrible winter storm, I thought of her being pounded and thumped. The sidewalk was littered with the shoulders of trees and torn limbs in the storms aftermath. I searched for her in the rubble, stepping over wooden splinters and icy fingers, but the woman I found was unfamiliar, her face moulded into features I no longer recognized.

Three months after the storm, the trees had regained their turgidity and foliar spurs were forming from the spiral of brown leaves. Old couples, released from winter’s closeting, shuffled out of their apartments, straightening with each step. A squirrel scurried away from its mate and darted from branch to branch, as if canvassing its partner for attention. Rain soaked the ground, softening the trails and footpaths. I observed this renewal of the cycle and I thought: No change is permanent if we can find the beginning.

In the beginning, I believed in the mildly envious congratulations of my friends. My impending departure from Trinidad showed my recklessness, they said, my wild, adventurous spirit and courage. They recalled their own brief flirtations with sprawling, frigid lands where ice fell from beyond towering buildings and where men and women, bundled in their armour, walked with measured footsteps to houses with fireplaces and rugs and dogs that were more than pets; dreams shaped by the debris of postcards, movies, magazines and recycled conversations, and discarded in the end because romance was one thing but uncertainty quite another. Their congratulations were effusive because I had dared to step out of the circle of familiarity, and in many ways I was both hero and fool, deserving of both pity and admiration.

Luck, courage, boldness: I was deceived by the most fickle and insubstantial of fantasies, borne out during my first few years in Canada, until, granted the maturity of regret, I saw that it was fear, not romance, that had driven me away. I had glimpsed my future in pot-bellied men who spent their nights in bars and returned, bleary-eyed, the next morning for work. Men who would repeat with strangulated predictability the lives lived by their fathers, and expect no less of their sons. Violations enacted so often they took on the tone of a dogma; rituals granted grace because nothing else was acceptable.

How could I then, after sixteen years, return? The question remained with me during the lengthening days when those who shared the streets took their cue from the change of seasons and sprouted new complexions and unpacked their indulgences into terraces, lawns, backyards and parks. The letter from Trinidad, unsolicited and unexpected, read then tossed aside for three weeks, provided an excuse and from this excuse, examined methodically, sometimes desperately, an answer emerged early one morning. That same day, I told my wife, “I’m going back.” She stared at me blankly but I saw the tightening of her lips, a prelude to the eruption of silence. I repeated the statement, too loud, not the balance for which I was searching.

She got up from the sofa with a flourish of her arms, and turned her back to me. “There’s no way you’re taking Vanita with you, mistah.”

“It’s only for a vacation.”

She turned around. “I could care less.” Then she strode into her room and I heard the tinkle of her bottles and vials.

Alone, once more, save for the lingering trail of her cologne, I reflected that loneliness has less to do with the absence of companionship than with the diminution of choices. Then I walked across the street to the community centre to get Vanita from her painting class.

She was just seven and I knew that the long periods of strained silence in the apartment bothered her. When I looked at her thin face and delicate features, I felt that she would either grow into an unhappy woman with a skewed view of the world, or that her frailties would fall away, one by one, and be replaced with a stubborn determination.

I visited her school and spoke with her teacher, Mrs. Mendelssohn, who remarked that she was sensitive and artistic, which I interpreted as a teacher’s polite code for “weak.” But when Mrs. Mendelssohn showed me her artwork, I saw disparate objects: houses, trees and figures standing apart but all connected by a thin, barely noticeable line. The impulse was even stronger in her stories. The final paragraphs always began with the phrase “Finally it was time.” Fairies trapped in tiny flowers, princesses paralysed by evil spells, rabbits and squirrels lost in the forest. Then, in the middle of the crisis, Finally it was time. They all escaped.

About an hour later, I went into the bedroom. She must have heard the door opening because she rubbed her eyes and yawned sleepily. “Where’s Mummy?”

“She went out.”

“Oh.” She looked away, to the window. A jet had left a line of smoke already diffusing into the blueness.

I sat on the bed. “I am thinking of going away for a while.” She reached for her stuffed rabbit from the window ledge. Thinking of going. But she knew. She hugged her rabbit. “To Trinidad. Just for a few months. Maybe you and Mummy would like to come too.”

She glanced hopefully at my face. “But I have my school. And Mummy has her work.”

“School will be over in one month and your mummy could get leave from her work. You could join me there,” I said stupidly.

Hope flickered and died. She hugged the rabbit forcefully against her chest. Outside, the line of smoke had separated into powdery puffs. “Okay, Daddy.”

“Just okay?” I tickled under her chin and she smiled obediently.

During the week, I tried to persuade my wife to allow Vanita to make the trip. She was bewildered by my insistence, suspicion vitalizing her anger. I was again reminded why we had arrived at this state of mutual distrust, pretending to be nice in Vanita’s presence and avoiding each other for the remainder of the day.

The onset of spring some weeks earlier had released me from the apartment, offered escape. I had fallen into the habit of taking early morning walks, when the air was cool and filled with the fresh scents of grass and flowers. For that hour or so, I felt surprisingly free, like a traveller in a strange land, and with a travellers eye I noticed details that were lost when I passed that same area on my way from work. I saw the intricate designs on wrought iron gates and on bird feeders, some like miniature chapels suspended from the branches of maple trees. I observed robins and swallows nuzzling the grains and squirrels biting the newly emerging shoots of tulips and daffodils. On the decks and porches I saw hanging baskets with marigolds and petunias and Mediterranean clay urns, which, as spring progressed, blossomed with nasturtiums and fuchsias.

Now the gardens were in full bloom, some all blue and others red. None were alike. I felt like the solitary walker in the Wordsworth poem Mr. Philip had forced the class to memorize. “I wandered lonely as a cloud …” Once our teacher had revealed that he owed his good health to soups supplemented with flowers and I had leaned over to Sam and made a baa-ing goat sound. Now, on the day I was to leave, I wondered about the taste of the calendulas and the bee balms, lingering to get a whiff of their scent. Then, glancing at my watch, I saw that it was almost time to drop Vanita to school. Her mother would be gone in a few minutes.

I had tried again, the night before. “You haven’t taken a vacation since you started working with the dentist. This will be a good opportunity to visit your old friends.”

“I am quite happy with my friends here.”

“And Vanita has never been to Trinidad. We could take her to the beach, the—”

“I will not allow my daughter to go into that hole. That deformed place. Ever! Do you understand, mistah?”

So much of what I had found cute and endearingly funny later began to grate. The word mistah, uttered with a tight, flashing smile. The umbrellas in the sun. Hurrying away in the malls whenever we noticed a group of people who might have been Trinidadian. Her skin-lightening creams, which left such a bitter taste in my mouth that I had to chart my advance with precision, like a general in a booby-trapped field. Once I asked her jokingly if her creams were anti-pheromones to ward off pests, to which she replied, “The poison only lasts a few hours. So you are safe.” I found that funny and said something like, “Well, keep the antidote handy.” But as time passed, my sense of humour began to desert me, or rather, to become dry and mean-spirited, like the self-conscious, blustering humour of ugly comics who make jokes about their families or their communities. I was growing into the kind of person I had always despised.

Fourteen years before, at the University of Waterloo, my professor in a travel literature course was a funny little man with pudgy red cheeks and a great swirl of hair brought from the sides to cover his bald pate. He was obsessive about his appearance, and while he was lecturing us on the heroic exploits of some nineteenth-century traveller he would be distracted by his reflection on the window and repack a few strands on the bald area. We made fun of him, Angie and I: at the way he would rise up on his toes when he was excited by a particular traveller and the deep fake voice he slipped into when he was boasting of his own bold wanderings. Angie was a classmate; I have sometimes wondered about the direction my life might have taken had I married her and not my wife, but neither Angie nor I had any thoughts of marrying then, and she soon vanished from my life. She was a beautiful, long-legged woman who had left Canada when she was four to accompany her parents to Tonga. Her parents had taught English there and occasionally Angie would utter some made-up gibberish and claim it was a Tonganese maxim. She said she lived in a village called Longa Donga and invented bizarre sexual rituals, which, she maintained, were practised by the natives. I invented equivalent Trinidadian customs. We called each other “Pervy” and sometimes while the professor was crowing about one of his adventures we would glance at each other and she would exaggeratedly roll her eyes. Later, at night, I imitated the professor’s deep husky voice.

I was silly, immature, irresponsible, frivolous—words with which I had grown familiar—but as time passed, I longed for those carefree days.

I could not give up. I explained to my wife that the decision to return was not an impulsive, fanciful idea plucked from nowhere but was the result of an invitation issued by an ex-politician, still powerful, about whom I had written an article. I brought out the letter from my briefcase and read selected sentences. “I am desirous of having my biography written by someone familiar with Trinidad but unaffected by the hurly-burly of everyday politics.” I stressed the word “hurly-burly” and tried to make the letter playful rather than reckless. “I feel you would be the ideal candidate.”

She displayed no surprise and I knew that she had already read the letter. Eventually, I accepted her decision and resigned myself to the fact that I would have to make the trip alone. But I had always known that. Just as I had always known that I could never reveal the real reason for the trip.

When I left, my wife was at work and Vanita in school. I packed my light cotton T-shirts and jeans into my suitcase and my articles from The Caribbean Crossroad in my briefcase. In the pouch, I placed Vanita’s letter with the list of items she wanted me to get her. Then I called a taxi. While I was waiting, I placed a note for Vanita beneath her pillow. I love you, written on a page from her notepad, the light pink paper edged with curling daffodils.

The driver, a young Sikh with a long austere face, drove slowly and indecisively. At every traffic light, he opened his glove compartment, produced a small green book and consulted a map with red and yellow squares. I glanced anxiously at my watch.

“Where are you going?” His English was perfect.

“To Trinidad.”

“I had a friend from university who was from Trinidad. He lived in San-something.”

“San Fernando?”

“Yes. His name was Latchman. He returned after he graduated. Said there was much scope for engineers there. Developing country.”

“Like India? Maybe you will return some day too.”

He was offended. He picked up his book and pretended he was studying the map.

Once, during our courting days at the University of Waterloo, I mentioned to my wife that ever since I’d arrived in Canada at the age of nineteen, I’d assumed that I would eventually return to a little village in Trinidad and build a school or a library. She had replied that she would return only if she were deported. What crimes are you contemplating? I asked. I could have told her something about being granted the opportunity for escape only once.

Just before he dropped me off, the Sikh said, “I have spent the last ten years learning to be a Canadian. Why would I want to return to that confusion?”


TWO

Airports are like huge washrooms: people bustle in and out, façades fall away, new disguises are contemplated. Almost sixteen years ago at the Pearson airport, I had been given a distorted picture of Canada as a land of impatient, disoriented immigrants. I now saw why. The place was crowded with teenaged Asian children elevated on platform shoes, towering over their drably attired parents; Middle Easterners brimming with religious devotion looking like smugglers and pirates from movies; a few Anglo-Saxon Canadians, newly returned, brandishing their tans like badges of merit; islanders rehearsing their swagger; and those who were impossible to categorize: gradations of colour so minute, it was impossible to distinguish Italian from Lebanese, Greek from Iranian.

But when I boarded the BWIA plane I was thinking of what the Sikh had said. The seats were filled with black and brown faces, men and women I might have seen walking morosely along some street in Toronto. Here they were chatting, laughing, gesturing, fussing over each other. Most of the men were accompanied by their wives and children. My seat was on the left side of the middle aisle. Across from me were two boys wearing UM stickers on their shirt pockets. Unaccompanied minors. Were their parents staying behind in Canada? One of the boys saw me staring and smiled. The other tugged at his brother’s shirt and pointed to the window. They were both excited; perhaps their parents had gone ahead and now, skipping the last two weeks of school, the boys were joining them.

I opened my briefcase and withdrew Vanita’s list from the pouch. Trinidadian shells. Trinidadian flowers. Trinidadian pictures. Trinidadian dresses. She had spelled the word as Trindadan. It was ten-thirty. I pictured her on her recess break, surrounded by a group of girls sharing her excitement as she boasted of her father who was visiting Trinidad and who would be back four months later, his suitcase stuffed with shells and pictures and flowers and dresses. She and her mummy might even join him in a few weeks. The fear that she had shuttered away so painstakingly was now laid to rest: she was part of a happy family.

I folded the page and placed it in my pocket. Maybe she never spoke about her parents.

A slim, middle-aged man in a striped brown suit and very dark shades walked stiffly down the aisle, opened the overhead compartment and shoved in two bags. His movements were so stiff, he could have been bandaged in duct tape beneath his clothing. He carefully lowered himself into the seat on the right, clicked on his seat belt, and surveyed his fellow passengers with a sniping distaste. His gaze finally settled on me, and we acknowledged each other with a brief “Hello.”

He pulled a handkerchief from his jacket pocket, patted his cheeks and chin and stared straight ahead. Did he have a family? I watched the way he carefully folded his handkerchief, placed it on his leg, then clasped his fingers over it slowly, one by one. All his movements seemed distressed. “Are you returning for a vacation?” I asked him.

“No.”

He had a thin, pointed upper lip, peaking at the centre, like those I had seen on babies and birds of prey. I refocused my attention on the two boys. One was offering the other gum from a pack. They chewed slowly, savouring the taste. The trip was an adventure for them.

The no-smoking light flashed and a woman I had not noticed before came from somewhere at the back of the plane and took the seat between the thin man and me. I couldn’t see her face but she was wearing dark-green corduroy trousers, shiny at the knees and baggy around her ankles. I heard a soft, subdued cough, like a whimper, to her right. I closed my eyes. The plane taxied onto the runway.

When I opened my eyes about twenty minutes later, the woman had already unbuckled her seat belt and was reading a travel book. At the top of the page, I saw the words, “Departure with an Escort,” which I thought was the title of the chapter, but when she turned the page, I saw another heading. Such a precise writer; every page titled.

I was reminded of my excuse for returning. I removed my briefcase from beneath my seat, opened it and read the letter written two months ago by Mr. Rampartap.


Dear Mr. Sagar,

While I am considerably flattered by your generous portrait of me in your esteemed newspaper, I am nevertheless angry that I had to procure a copy of said newspaper by means better left unstated. However, the purpose of this missive is not to complain but to issue an invitation which I hope you will consider carefully in the coming weeks. As you alluded to in your portrait, my political experience has set me apart from these new breed of fly-by-night politicians. To put the offer in a nutshell, I am desirous of recording the events that comprised my political career but unfortunately, while I am or was the perfect political beast, I have never had the time to hone my writing skills. This is where you come into the picture. I am desirous of having my biography written by someone familiar with Trinidad but unaffected by the hurly-burly of everyday politics …



And so on. Compliments. Promises. Was I so bad a writer that he believed he could inveigle me into writing a flattering book he could parade to his friends and enemies? Two years ago, I had met him in the editor’s office, and the only thing I can recall now from that ten-minute meeting was that he was thickset and had fluffy magisterial eyebrows over mean-looking eyes. He had misunderstood: the article, written hurriedly, was directed by the editor’s demands and three other pieces, written in ornate, almost archaic English, were not from my paper but from The Trinidad Guardian.

I replaced the letter and glanced at the book the woman was reading. Another page, another title. Buried at the bottom of my briefcase were the other articles I had written. I withdrew a few.

The woman got up. I still had not seen her face. The cover of her book, left on the seat, was angled towards me. I felt she wanted me to notice it. The Valley of the Assassins, by Freya Stark. A painting, or a photograph, of valleys and mountains.

I had developed the habit, usually after an argument, of staring at myself in the mirror. The face, staring back, always surprised me. An assured man, still boyish-looking, with satisfactory features. Confident, at peace with the world. But it was not me.

I looked at the book again. Photograph or painting? I leaned over to get a better view.

“It’s about Persia.” I jumped. She had returned from the other aisle. She sat and I saw her face. A severe-looking woman with high cheekbones, narrow-set eyes and thin, forbidding lips. None of this matched the image I had formed when, as she was leaving her seat, I had stared at the way she fitted in her tight corduroy trousers. “Would you like to look at it?” She held the book in her hand. I flipped through the pages until I saw “Departure with an Escort.” At the bottom, I read: “To be treated with consideration in the case of female travellers is too often synonymous with being prevented from doing what one wants.”

“My favourite writer. I wish I was as good.”

“Are you a writer?” I asked.

“Like you?” She smiled, her lips curved, her eyes twinkled, and unexpectedly she looked the way I had expected her to. “I saw the articles with your photograph.”

I changed the topic. “What do you write about?”

“Oh, I’m not really a writer. More of a publicist for a travel agency. I promote exotic destinations.”

“Is that why you are going to Trinidad?”

“Yes, but I’m not sure Trinidad is exotic.” A disapproving little cough came from the other seat. “I should have been there for the February Carnival, but I was in Spain.”

“Do you travel a lot?”

“I’m always going down, landing in some faraway place.” She said it so quickly that I felt she had used the sentence before. “Are you returning for a funeral?”

I laughed. “What gave you that idea?”

“Oh, nothing in particular. Do you travel a lot?”

“Only in my neighbourhood.”

In those weeks before my departure, as spring shifted into summer, I had ventured farther each day. One morning, I saw a middle-aged man leaning over an antiquated urn. With his cherubic, reflective face, he looked like a mediaeval monk preparing for penance. He looked up as I passed. The next day I said hello and he told me he was building a Japanese garden, and asked if I was from South America, but then carried on about his garden without waiting for a reply. On successive days he asked whether I was Indian, Iranian or Arab, but he never seemed interested in my response. On impulse, I told him I was a guest, but he seemed neither baffled nor curious; he only explained the care he had put into his garden, which he called an ikebana. He said he was creating a special arrangement, a moribana.

“Well, I have no neighbourhood of my own. You’re lucky.”

The woman had turned away slightly and because she was silent, I asked her, “What are you going to write about concerning Trinidad?”

“I wouldn’t know until I’m actually there. Any ideas?”

After a while, I told her, “I haven’t been back for quite a while. It must have changed a lot since.”

“Some places never change. That’s their enchantment.” She got up, and I half stood to allow her to move out to the aisle.

“Damn foreigners,” he said when she was gone. “Always pretending to be so nice and friendly. Until they land back in they own country. I can’t stand them.”

“She’s a publicist.”

“Yes, I hear what she say.” He tapped his shades. “Departure with a damn escort.”

For a few minutes we sat in silence. Then he turned to me and asked, “Why you going back?”

“Pardon me?”

“Why you going back to Trinidad?” He removed his shades and wiped his eyes.

I was about to say for a vacation, but I figured he had seen the letter. “I plan to do some writing.”

“You is a publicist too?”

Before I could answer, the woman returned, this time from the other side. The man pulled his feet out of the way, gazed at her bottom and frowned. She settled in her seat. “Cigarette break. I should have chosen the smoking section but I feel safer here in the womb of the plane. I had a bad experience. Over Afghanistan in a rickety little plane.” Just then the plane shook and she grabbed my arm. I was astonished by her firm grasp. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“I travel by train wherever it’s possible. Are there trains in Trinidad?”

“Used to be. Transporting cane to the factories.”

“Sugar factories. Slaves dancing during the Carnival. Do you think there might still be these plantation houses where the masters lived? I’ve read that they had these magnificent balls.” She removed her hand from my arm.

“I believe the plantation houses were converted into government buildings. Warden’s offices and schools.”

“I’ve seen that in other places. It’s so sad, when you think of it.” Turning to her book, she flipped through the pages, too fast to be reading. “I wish I could see Trinidad through your eyes. I wonder what I would see? Feast on your memories,” she said seriously, as if quoting from a book. But without waiting for a response, she fished a pack of cigarettes from her purse. “It’s a terrible habit. One of my vices.” And she manoeuvred herself out into the aisle again.

“That woman have no blasted manners. Pushing she bottom straight in me face. And what was all that talk about slaves and masters? If you ask me she still hungry for them days. That is why all of them does be travelling about to these poor-poor countries.” He patted his cheek with his handkerchief. “You know why I leaving Canada? For seven years I take all the licks they could dish out. Then at last I start to prosper. Little by little. Finally, I open up a small business. Selling goods from back home. Ice cream. People thought I was mad. But I sell other things too. Sweet-drink. Fish and meat. Vegetable that you couldn’t get here. Doubles just like home with spicy chickpeas in it. The first year I lost nearly everything. The second year I cover back me loss. And the third year I make sixty-five thousand. Profit. I could have been a millionaire in five years’ time. But as time pass that five years start getting longer and longer. And I will tell you why.” He funnelled his handkerchief, pushed up his glasses and wiped his eyelids. “Every time I had a problem, a minor problem, mind you, the attitude of the government people was why the hell I complaining so much. What give me the right? And furthermore, if I didn’t like it why the ass I didn’t haul me mangy tail back to where I come from. You see, I had lost the right to complain, to get vex about anything. No matter how rich I get, I was still this damn outsider who couldn’t appreciate how lucky he was. And watch youself, eh. I notice how she grab on to you hand. Take care she don’t feast on you. Just another one of she vice.”

The woman returned. “I think I will take a little snooze. You can have the book in the meantime.” She leaned back. “Wake me when they are serving dinner.”

I gazed at the cover of her travel book then turned to the last page: “Many delays there were and breakdowns in the very sight of the capital, but finally we did arrive that evening, and in a flowering garden amid the refinements of life, said goodbye …”

The day I was leaving Trinidad, Keith, a co-worker at the warden’s office, had pushed a book in my hand, which I barely glanced at, because my parents were there at the airport with Varun, my younger brother, and later, on the plane, I was too excited to read, looking down from the window on places I had seen in atlases: Goat Island, Scorpion Island, Dragon’s Mouth, Coral Cove. I read only a few pages of his book, A Traveller’s Guide to North America.

I turned to the cover once more. The woman’s head slid onto my shoulder. From the other side, I heard a soft whisper: “Careful! Vices! Feast!” I closed my eyes.

For the last few days, I had imagined that my trip was an escape into a familiar land but now, with this woman sleeping next to me, I felt lonely and sad, like a man who was going to a party long after the other guests had departed. My parents were dead, Varun was living in England, I had not communicated with any of my old friends, and worst of all, I was going alone. I pictured a man, well dressed, a gift in his hand, staring at the musicians packing away their instruments.

I gazed around, trying to read the faces of the other passengers, but most were asleep with blankets drawn across their necks. A beautiful stewardess with olive skin and light grey eyes walked down the aisle smiling sweetly at the sleeping passengers. She reminded me of the attractive mixed-race women I had seen in Trinidadian beauty pageants, or advertising soap and creams on the television set my mother had installed on an empty shelf in the shop. On weekends some of the women from the village would drop by to watch Peyton Place, and occasionally, after a cricket match, when my friends came to buy iceblocks or penny sweet-drinks, she would allow them to watch Lassie or Lost in Space or Batman, and the next day in the playground we would shout at each other, “That does not compute,” or “Take that, you diabolical fiend,” or “Run, Lassie, run.”

This was the Trinidad I had re-created for Vanita and it was just as real as the island where horrible poverty existed alongside shameless displays of wealth, where respectable men and women would come to the wardens office with every imaginable scheme for child support or social assistance, where children were chased down the road by their parents, whip swishing the air. But the memory of my childhood friends was comforting. Perhaps I would meet one of them at a busy intersection and we would spend the rest of the day trading memories and ribbing each other in the old style.

Keith, though, would be just as thoughtful and reserved. We had corresponded regularly during my first year in Canada, but after a while the letters dried up. It was impossible to respond to his sincerity and earnestness—carefully expressed in his three-page letters—when my own idealism had been displaced by the excitement of life in my new country. In my last letter, I had told him that I didn’t want to change the world, I just wanted to enjoy it. But he would have expected all that. Maybe he would be pleased to see how much like him I had become.

When I awoke, the woman’s head was resting on my shoulder and her hand on my leg. The man had reclined his seat, but with his dark shades it was hard to say whether he was asleep or awake. The stewardess was wheeling a trolley down the aisle. “What would you like, sir? We have chicken and beef sandwiches.”

“Chicken.”

“And your companion?” she asked, indicating the sleeping woman.

I heard a little snort; he had been awake all the time.

I touched her arm and she snuggled her nose against my neck. “Another chicken sandwich.” I unhinged her tray and the movement must have disturbed her because she opened her eyes and brushed a finger against her lip. She gazed distractedly at the food. “I had the strangest dream, that I was in Egypt and I was drunk from the heat and wine. I had the most wonderful guide.”

“And?”

She looked at me and smiled. “You wouldn’t want to know the rest. What’s this?”

“Chicken.”

“How did you know?”

“I guessed. There wasn’t much of a choice really.”

She ate silently, not looking at the sandwich. The man on the right had moved closer. I felt the warm squirt of clove and yolk on his breath. I flicked him a glance; his uneven moustache and pointed lip gave him a twisted, cynical smile.

The woman asked me, “If you started your book with this journey, on this plane, what would you write about?” To myself I thought, a woman whose face was unsuited to her body, until she smiled and you saw that she was as excited and frightened by this trip as she had been by the others she had told me about. Perhaps she, too, was running away.

She was looking at me intently, waiting for me to answer her question, so out loud I said, “About a woman who dreamed that somewhere in the desert she was making love to her guide.”

She laughed and stood up. “You know what I’m going to do.”

The moment she was gone the man said, “Making love in the desert, eh? I wonder who going to be she guide this time? You married?”

“Yes.”

“Children?”

“A daughter.”

“How old?”

He was irritating me. “Seven.”

“Seven, eh? What you think she will say if she know what she daddy doing right now?”

I took a sip from the glass. “Her daddy is having a Coke. Just like he does when he is at home.”

“Okay, but don’t say that I didn’t warn you. These foreign women does have only one thing on they mind when they heading down to these hot sweaty countries. And is the same bitches who you does bounce up two-three months later behind a glass window in a office, staring down at you and wondering why the ass you complaining so much. So why the madam not with you?”

“She couldn’t get any vacation.”

“I see. That will come in real handy if you bounce up any old craft, not so?” His chiding tone deserved a response, but he extended a hand. “By the way, my name is Goonai.” His palm was soft and oily. “But you know what all these bitches does call me in Canada? Goon. Mister Goon, if you please. All of a sudden I come a big thug.” I pulled away my hand and wiped it on my trousers. When the woman returned, he took off his shades, blew on the lenses and wiped them with his handkerchief. He looked at his watch. “We should reach in a hour time.”

The woman got out her book and began flipping through the pages. The pilot announced that we were approaching Piarco Airport and the plane circled the island in preparation for landing. “I’ve never been to Trinidad before.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Did I say that?” After a while she said, “I imagine you have relatives in Trinidad?”

“Not any more.”

She gazed out of the window. “A traveller without attachment is like a man—or a woman—living in an apartment without paying the rent.” It was a strange observation and I felt that she had lifted it from one of her odd travel writers, but her voice was soft and sad.

“I will be at the Bel Air for a few days. Unfortunately, its not free.”

She smiled. “I’m going to the Hilton in Port of Spain. Is that close to where you are staying?”

“Not really. The Bel Air is in Piarco. Just a few minutes from the airport.”

“How far away is Port of Spain from the airport?”

“About half an hour.”

She placed the book on her lap and passed a finger over the rounded glass crystal of her rose-gold Crawford. I felt that I should say something, but then I heard his voice. “I am going to Port of Spain. I intend to rent a car in the airport. I could carry you. Is no trouble at all.”

“That’s very kind of you,” she said, looking at me.

“No trouble at all. In fact, I too going to the Hilton for a few days,” he lied. “Plan to do a little sightseeing. Beach. Old-time buildings. Nice forest. Sugar factory. Train. That is why I renting the car for a few weeks.”

She was still looking at me. “It’s very kind of you.”

He waved his hand. “No trouble at all. Is my pleasure.”

“Well, it was nice meeting you, Mr.…”

“Sagar.”

“Perhaps we will meet again.”

“It’s a small island.”

The wheels touched the tarmac and the plane shuddered. They walked towards the door. I remained behind to avoid the rush. She looked back and waved. He placed his hand on her shoulder and steered her away. From his jaunty stride, I felt he would show her off to his friends and later blow on his sunglasses and in a bored voice boast of these foreign women who couldn’t get enough of his charms.


THREE

With some people, familiarity, like fatigue, enforces a dull sinking pleasure if only because of the simple uniformity of events.

After sixteen years, it was my first night in Trinidad, the moment I had envisioned in so many variations. I waited for familiar cadences to seep into the room that smelled of moth balls and dirty linen. Crickets chirping madly, forsaken dogs pleading with their owners, drivers honking at no one in particular; a cavalcade of sounds given melody by the artful randomness. In this small room, the soft glow and the bare furniture cleverly chosen to make the space seem larger, all I heard was the hum and buzz of the overused air conditioner. But I shouldn’t have complained; I had forgotten how hot the island was.

I had also forgotten the casual rudeness of the officials. After I disembarked, I stood behind dozens of fretting husbands and wives, their indignation stifled into quiescence for so long, now released, licensing them to shout and curse. They must have been thrilled. The immigration officer was unmoved by the annoyance directed at him. He had the contemplative scowl of a fading literary critic consigned to arcane, specialized texts, and it was easy to imagine him unbundling a mess of dog-eared books on his bed and cursing each time he reached for his dictionary.

“Holiday?”

“Yes.”

“Where you staying?”

“At the Bel Air.”

“I mean where you staying?”

“At the Bel Air.”

He whirred through my passport, bending the pages. He repeated the action. The woman behind me inhaled through her clenched teeth, a sucking, impatient sound.

“You alone?”

“Yes.”

“No family with you?”

“No.”

“In other words, you travelling alone?”

“I suppose so.”

He squinted at my passport. “You suppose so or you know so?”

“I am here for a holiday. I am travelling alone. I will be at the Bel Air for a few days.”

The direct information puzzled, then angered him. He peered up at me. The yellow undersides of his eyes were irrigated with tiny veins, like the nervous scrawl of a drunk idler. The woman said, “This place will never change.”

“Why that woman don’t shut she old ass.” He banged the stamp down, grazing a finger. “Next!” he shouted. “I don’t have the whole kissmeass day, you know.” As I was walking away, I heard, “These blasted fresh-water Yankee. Spend two months in a iceberg and come back here like if they own the place.”

In the baggage area, I saw the woman and her new escort. In every mismatched couple, there is invariably some point of convergence: a gesture, the pitch of laughter, the concavity of a feature, the distance between footsteps, the synchronicity of the stride. And there was something quite intimate about the way they stood next to each other—he weighed down by the bags, leaning towards her, she staring ahead at the custom officials. I could have mistaken them for a couple whose marriage had dwindled to a benign boredom. Their point of convergence.

When I awoke the next morning, it was still dark outside. I opened my suitcase, straightened my jeans and T-shirts and read Vanita’s letter. There was a black phone on the table, but it was too early to call Mr. Rampartap. I sat on the bed for about half an hour listening to the gaps of silence broken by the planes taking off and an occasional car leaving the parking lot. After the long flight and the extended wait in the departure lounge, the darkness and the silence were comforting, but completely different from the scene I had prepared myself for, the scene I had played and replayed in my mind so many times over the years.

In those visions I had seen my parents waiting outside the departure lounge, anxiously scanning the emerging families. In the car, my mother unpacking a bag of sweets for Vanita, my father driving slowly and every now and again glancing at me and waiting for some disclosure about my job and my house. In the back seat, Varun carrying on about his exams or some cricket match.

I got up from the bed and walked down the hall to the deserted lobby, to the right of which was a small café with beaded curtains rather than a doorway. The café was tiny, perhaps twice the size of my hotel room, and there were four tables, one at each corner. A couple in their late forties occupied one of the tables. Behind the counter, a young man with a thin, prematurely lined face was fiddling with a black-and-white television set. I rapped my knuckles lightly on the counter, expecting him to take my order, but he just continued with his adjustments, his lips pushed out in annoyance. Finally, I leaned over the counter and asked for a coffee. He slapped the set on both sides and grumbled some threat to it but didn’t look up. “Gimme a minute or two. I trying to get this thing to work but she playing the fool this morning.”

I went to the table adjoining a shuttered window. An old telescope was propped against the window ledge; and from the presence of this rusted telescope, the painting on the wall of a black woman with a bunch of bananas on her scarfed head, the rattan chairs, the bamboo counter and the ceiling fan with straw-patterned blades, I felt that the café had once been owned by a foreigner. The word used to describe it then would have been cosy rather than tiny.

The young man located a station with tolerable reception and stepped back, appraising a fuzzy man caressing a fuzzy woman. He reached for a huge thermos flask on a shelf, unscrewed the cap, shook and sniffed the contents. With a glance at the fuzzy lovemaking couple he pushed out his lips, this time approvingly, and dipped his nose in the flask. Finally, he poured a cup of coffee and brought it to my table.

“Oh, God.” The woman at the table opposite stuck a thumb in her tummy and massaged.

The man seated at the table redirected his attention to his companion. He seemed vaguely amused.

“What’s so funny, Poohoo?” the woman grumbled. “Goodness.”

Poohoo pointed to the television. The woman moaned.

“I warned you about that roti last night. All that oil.” He was on the verge of laughter.

“It’s not the oil. It’s the nastiness.” I imagined her tongue curling in disgust. “Damn nastiness. There must be thousands of bacteria crawling inside me now.” She shuddered.

Their accents were Canadian and their voices high-pitched in the manner affected by some Trinidadians I had met in Canada. Perhaps we had returned on the same flight. “Last night was a real horror movie. Remind me to buy some bottled water. I wonder if they sell it here.”

“They didn’t ten years ago.”

“Nothing have changed. Goodness. It’s so hot. Four weeks of this.”

“It was your decision.” Poohoo seemed unimpressed with her nausea. He pointed to a potted cactus with thick long leaves. “Remember that plant? It’s called mother-in-law tongue.”

A sliver of morning light intruding from the window fell on the television and the young man adjusted the contrast so that all the soap-opera characters were darkened. I found that funny. He changed the station once more. A government minister, relaxed in an open-necked shirt, was being interviewed by a pretty young woman. They were acquainted with each other and the conversation veered from all his official accomplishments to his kindness and his humility. The government minister smiled, tapped his teeth and tried to look modest. At the end of the interview, the young woman revealed she was his daughter. (“You are always bringing home your work, Daddy. It’s as if you have adopted the whole island.”)

Poohoo laughed loudly. “Only in Trinidad.”

“Everybody so damn uncivilized.
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