Ly

e arrived on the playground she waved ¢, th

As t:lle :}‘::Eh « had secured their headquarters for the day,
signalling .
fe%lnover the band whi

C d’ the
prede'cermln‘:Wishinyg from one mMou

Ferel Come and play with us!” Pohpoh called optim;gy.
: “Over ere-k o their deliberations, almost in disbelief,
cally. They ht):]] est tﬁrne d and stomped toward the threesome, Hj
Walter, the tede then followed him to the centre of the playground,
grg‘(l)l)k:\l;sﬁt we want to play i b bl Walger daid grofly,

: of
> a red and white neckerchief.
ah"e‘;i{ :VV;:E :o be the blind man?” Pohpoh asked, watching his

% ”%yalﬁwlzrge boned and intimidating, arranged the group,
Ll : g’aP:thQh’ Asha and Boyie, in a circle. He began a chant tl'xat

I m _With an outstretched finger he poked a chest .VVIth

Wh@n the chest was that of Pohpoh, Asha or Boy'le he
S pushed hard to unbalance them. Pohpoh @Ced
ed no antagonism on her face, a skill she

em,
Qlliet
le they studied her and her companiong, i

huddled together, a tight, impenetrab]e s,
th to the next.

b tion, secrets

dpipe tap. called out 162

This 'n’ that. Tat 'n’ tit.
One two three: you are it!

And sure enough, the rhyme ended on Pohpoh, which seemed to
atisfy them. She appeared pleased though she and Asha exchanged
giscreet glances of doubt; Walter reﬁ.xsed to be the one to tie the
neckerchief over Pohpoh’s eyes. Boyie, watching sadly, scratcheq
the soil with the tip of his shoe. Finally one of the girls accepted the
task of blindfolding Pohpoh.

They spun her around and told her to count slowly up to ﬁfty
Then she could begin to try to touch one of them, Pohpoh wanted
to catch Walter, but she heard only unclear whispers, giggles, a
scuffle, feet scampering in the dusty gravel, and then just the sound
of an occasional cart rolling against the cobbled road in the dis-
tance, blackbirds twittering in the bay-rum trees, and the high-
pitched drone of crickets, her own feet umetﬂMgM :
beneath her. She stood still listening for the ruffle of clc
When she opened her mouth to breathe, she tasted the dry grit

Suddenly something poked her in her side. Pohp
around with arms extended, grabbing at the air.
her eyes under the blindfold, but it was tied
barely wink. v .

Whapl She was tapped hard on her h
Spun around, she again grabbed only hot ¢
hard and heard the sound of water

 just the sound of r




the front of the cloth was wet wig,
tched apart and . b
sl:r:elices v&ire knotted together, and both her wristg Were may
sled with 2 handkerchief untidily hooked to the faucet. e 3};
c vercome by anger and fear. She looked around fo P

e : B
ﬁitphe was nowhere in sight. She untied the knots while Asha Criyelz

and begged to g0 home. The other children were near the Toadway
under a bay-rum tree huddled over a game of marbles in the dy
carth. Pohpoh told Asha to wait for her at the standpipe. She puffed
her chest and stormed over to the bay-rum tree.

Walter saw her coming, jumped up and stepped outside his
group to pick up a stick. With an exaggerated gesture he drew ,
i line between them and Pohpoh. Then he stood with his feet wide
apart, his hands on his waist staring at her. The others formed a line

alongside him and imitated his stance.

Pohpoh, wasp red, her arms folded defiantly, stood facing him.

She hated him yet wished he did not think so badly of her. Out of

nowhere words foamed up and took flight. ‘

“You shouldn’t do that. Why you do that?” Hardly had the words

come out before her eyes filled up with tears that began to run

down her cheeks. Angry at such a betrayal from her own eyes, she
 shouted, “All you too cruel. You stupid! Why you do that?”

- Walter crossed over his side of the line.

: ‘"I"lns is my side, you can’t cross it!” Pohpoh said.
- He stared at her in disbelief. He and his friends burst out cack-
hissing and jeering, as though it was the funniest joke they had
ey 50 hard they doubled over, hitting their
“the line? Or me? I draw the line. I go where |
u or me? Go home. Go! Get

Pit. He,

“Ey, Pohpoh, is true what we hear about
(hese your mother, Polpoh?You giving Boyie ory
Suddenl)’ dizzy Shé s}:outed’ Boyie!” He was n
upoyie! Where is Boydeia .
«Boyie is 2 little coward,” the boy with the stick said.

b blow on him and he gone! The three of you
to oth. He must like boys himself.”

added’ your mOther?
ou like gir]s

“All we haq
cut from the

same cl « .
someone laughed. “No, boy, Boyie like dogs.” The others howled

wildly with disbelief at his bravery to dream up such a thing,

Walter, wielding the stick, spoke again. “Look, this is we park,
This park is only for good, decent people. Get away from here and
don't ever, ever—you hear me?—don’t ever come back in this
park.” He walked right up to Pohpoh and faced her, inches between
the two faces. “Ey. Look here, if we catch you near any girl we go
cut ass!”

Pohpoh’s breathing turned shallow and rapid. “You so full of big
words. You ent worth one word, you little rat face!” Then she
lunged and kneed Walter Bissey in his stomach. He doubled over
and she smashed her arm down on his back. She swiftly turned and
shouted out to Asha, “Run, Asha. Run that way. As fast as you can!”
Pohpoh, able to run much faster than Asha, caught up to her and
grabbed her arm. They bolted away, Asha leaving the ground asshe
W yanked along, almost like a kite being launched. The; ‘made a
:::;Ct h}(i:e;] at;v;/llard the road,' Pohpoh’s spee.d mcreas |

; go feet pushing water back just before
2 ;::le: remai.ned. on the ground, doubled up, hugg
i ;Zatf}!:lng In agony. The other children back
e ttlzln one o”f them shouted, “Get th
£ e e 1t they ass!” But Pohpoh and Asha ,
iy st Place, the cemetery a block over ar
'@ﬂmma Q“hel‘ children never gntereti or

“Ple Who made their I




1
by
3

t r the shelter of a roomy stone mausoleyy, P
h aiz(::gged and sulked. ASh?. was yanking qut kn Otgra:sl,)or};br.t

a5 and stunted trees sprouting from cracks in the ¢o]q g hlt
watched Pohpoh pout and mufter what sounded like b Word:
She wanted to touch her sister's face and hug h.er tightly for gettin.
into a fight because of her, and she also fe.lt guﬂty that Pohpoh yya
ridiculed and had to endure all those stupid insults. She kney, Poh.
poh wanted Walter and his friends to like her.

Like the air throughout the cemetery, the spacious tomb smelled
of burnt wick and candlewax. On a stone plinth under 5 plaque
with much raised writing, a rusted milk can with cut ixoras and req
ginger lilies, their tips turning brown in the heat, rested in a hard.
ened pool of candlewax. Leaf cutter ants zigzagged their way to the
flowers, each almost hidden by a little piece of leaf or flower way-
ing like a flag above its body. Asha squatted down to watch them,
f by the perfectly cut pieces of plant. She reached down
- and lifted one. It dropped its umbrella and moved its legs rapidly.
p the leaf and tried to put it back in the ant’s pincers.
its pincers, Asha dropped the leaf and tried
her flesh. The pincers remained wide open.
its path and it scurried off at a distraught
| n off in different directions.
bachacs go crazy!” she whis-

BT Iy ’

1 f’g&iﬁack inﬁwﬁ’

~Path and exited the

SHANI MOOTOOQ

her pocket. She cut across their path and encircled one of the ants i
a line drawn thickly, chalk powder flying. The ants outside the circle
marched up to the chalk line and one after the other backed off

refusing to Cross. The ant trapped in the circle ran around the insid;,
of the chalk edge, frantically changing course, standing on its hind
legs and then crouching on the ground in panic. Outside the circle
several ants dropped their leaves and scurried back in the direction
they came. Within seconds a new path bypassing the circle had been
created, and the ants outside it hesitantly resumed their trek, more
cautiously than before. The ant in the circle stood completely still,
Pohpoh and Asha watched in silence.

“Why you do that?” Asha finally asked.

“Because,” Pohpoh snapped. Then after several long seconds she
said, “I hate Boyie. Why he didn’t stay with us? I hate Walter. I hate
everybody.” Wiping tears from her eyes she jumped over the ralling
of the tomb and stomped off. “I wish Papa was dead,” she mumbled
softly. “I hate him. I hate him. I wish he was dead” 90

The cemetery was quiet except for the creaking sounds of all,
old samaan trees weighed down by hundreds of flowering
ads. It was too hot for the birds, and they rested in
the distance came the dull tock tock sound of two 1

cemetery. Pohpoh, her head hung low,
the cemetery’s narrow path. Asha
times running so as not to lose sight
cobbled path were Fmore_ tom
odour of burnt wax. Po

i i
2 5
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ASHA RAMCHANDIN, AsHA Ramchandin, Asha Ramc
quiet moments after a long day caring for your sister, When [ g q
rather lie in my bed in the nurses’ quarter and haye ™My ming
fallow, your name repeats itself mantra-like in my head, At night |
fall asleep clinging to the hope that you are happy and well, and yo,
would soon know that it is now safe to return to Paradise,

I often call out Randolph John Hector’s name, too, Ang Sarah
Ramchandin’s. And Lavinia Thoroughly’s. Where are you all?

Today Asha, watching your sister sit in her one-room bungalow
stroking a cat she calls “Pohpoh” sometimes and “Asha” other times,

S

1 do feel despair. I wonder at how many of us, feeling unsafe and
~ unprotected, either end up running far away from everything we
2 , Or staying and simply going mad. [ have decided
r option is more or less noble than the other. They

W ing, and we each must cope as best
nalize your leaving and her stay-
d. Otherwise, [ must admit to
er behind. While I don't
r tried to encourage her

*bmame as rigid as if it had disappeared.
PﬂhpOh bit her lower lip. She stood p

ide of a fence. The boys climbed the hills bek;

e snake itself. One day when they turneq Up neither ¢ mk;
o sl they coll'ec.ted handfuls of battimarnselles, daddy-lon ~
legs, tree frogs, millipedes and snails that got flushed up in &i
rains. Pohpoh watched the group huddle in , circle, their heads
Jocked together like a mass of Papaya seeds, :

«bet youlknow what they’re going to do,? Boyie whispered noic.
ing she was curious. “You see, the other d

. ay we learned aboyt the
reflexes of plants. Teacher said plants respond to gentleness, He told

us too that plants could show signs of trauma, Watch this. I bet thev
are going to do an experiment based on that idea. Want to bet ma?”
Pohpoh sneered at him but quietly worried he might be right.
Candlelight flickered across their concentrating faces,
Bissey held an inch of candle first about one foot away, then gradu-
ally drew it closer to a praying mantis gripped in a pair Qﬂ
tweezers. The insect tensed and rubbed jts front legs up,andm
The boys grew more fascinated. Their bodies seemed to tmg}aw@
excitement, RPN o
“Ey! Ah tell you, go close na, boy!”
“Slow down, slow down. Doh go so fast, nal”
As the flame got nearer the mantis’ body t -
insect twisted its head, its front legs a blur. The
touched a back leg, the mantis’ movements

z%-ﬁs’ chitinous




visible to all of them, including the tall boy Nam
was in

) l fli b l h Qd Walt()]-

At school the next day lohpm insisted that B‘)yic i 3
her, They followed the crude-smelling, silver tryi)g ie ledptan
er. The i

iwinkle snails, alive and ripe and vy
of periwinkle snails, a | ad
:z:sze sqlfa &'s delights. One clean blow with a h(favy b i
b blunt end of a guava rod C.OUId shatter 1h'c .‘snall)s into a gooey green
ellow and pink jigsaw. From Aunt I.,alea, Pohpoh belieyeqd such
an act would bring down a torrent of bad luck on the boys whe
committed it, and she believed good fortune would be visited op 5
rotector of the snails. She and Boyie began Fcrvently collecting the
periwin]lcles in the heavy cotton bag she had crudely stitched espe-
Iczially for this purpose. Once the bag was bulging and the threaq
that held it stretched beyond its capacity, they carried the snajls
down to the backyard fence. There she turned the bag out over the
stone wall and delivered the creatures from the reach of the school
yard’s bullies.

yarf\dludgmg Pohpoh away from the wall, Boyie looked expectantly
. iather. . .
~ “Pohpoh Ramchandin,” he began to chant as if it were a mant.ra’,’
Ramchandin Pohpoh Ramchandin Pohpoh Ran.nchandl.n.h
ded her to the back wall of the small school building, Wl.ﬂC
quive ‘Wiﬂn the shadows of a tamarind tree. Shrieks

able to the

h ol blouse. A small Crossmg the flat o

1d was starting ©©

9 KX AN IN A M()(,TO()

uf gh we go to yOUI h‘ou.‘sb' Your bedroom

Biting the corner of his lip, he tried tf) yank her ¢, a halt,

rotesting that they would be alone, that his mother wouldn’t be
home until much later. ” '

«Of course, you bachac you,” she said half.
wurned to face the corner of the building, tow
school’s founder, Reverend Ernest Thoroughl}’.
;lcr along the length of stubbly brown wall as 1

affecﬁonately, He
ard a statue Of the
He grazed a shoy].

e limped away from
her, his eyes cast on the damp stone littered with pink, wet.

weather earthworms.
Pohpoh caught up with Boyie before he rounded the corner. She
trapped him against the wall, grabbed his wrist and pushed his now
reluctant fist inside her opened white school blouse. The fist disinte.
grated, weakened by its brush against a small upright nipple under
the cotton petticoat. Fingers extended, explored and moulded
themselves around the little hump. His other hand groped behind
her, discovering with pleasure other mounds. Aroused beyond con-
trol he shoved his open mouth, tongue first like a can opener, toward
her mouth. The words Pohpoh Ramchandin danced in his mind.
Pohpoh Ramchandin thumped a firm palm against his chest. “Not
here,” she said. “Leh we go to your house, ah tell yuh—I really war
todoitwithyuh.” P
Pohpoh and Boyie headed out to his mud house
edge of the Paradise Estate cane fields. They ran in-
tile gullies between crests of recently planted cane.
side of the cane field they came out at the v

pen area, Boyie tried to ho!




Je the yard of lepayed clay she defery
si

mother livej:lllndallie d by the fruit trees and insisteq
lead. Boyie A
her his brood of

: nervou ; b
saposlﬁimt::i I;thoh tugged at his shirt sleeve, insisting
hutc i

inside St.raight;or:lihr:f:;vy cotton curtain that cordoned off hi

Standing 11); Otrembling hand up, signalling to her to wajt while
room, he he. i to make sure that, even though it was much to,
he Che(fi(ed J:l}f S rot alread}’ returned home. In the Centre of
early, his Tofuinishe d room Boyie stood motionless, listening to
ie sc}:; Z"; }(;f the evening, expecting any minute to hear his mothe,
calelisng to him from the yard.

The already dim interior was made darl.<er by the fading e.venjng
light. Pohpoh waited, watching him impatiently. Slowly P;r.tlng the
curtains she slipped into the sliver of space that. he called 1s' rootr;:,
He followed reluctantly, brushing his body deliberately against the
curtain to separate it again. Pohpoh turne.d and yank'ed the ;\;\:
sides tightly together. On this side of the flimsy pal:tltlon, am “
coloured evening light streamed through a square window r.ece thz
cut out of the mud wall. An overturned crate fit snugly against i
wall between the curtain and Boyie’s bed. Neatly pressefi aI;\ t
folded school shirts rested on the crate in a sternly perfect pile.
the foot of his low and narrow bed was another crate, also o\'f:;
turned and raised with stilts. Dog-eared, tattered books anfli( a iro_
jar full of pencils were arranged on it. Two more jars sat li le b
o phies. One contained the remains of a single green and black Opoh-
- witha chalky - white underbelly, the other a monarch butterfly.

ed to hi
n gh,
rabbits penned up in a decrepit hutch ;.
sly explained how he had Constry

OWing
er the
Cted th e
they go

v L1 1e o iesively
ving it to rotten out there,” she said dismiss ’

2 ac-
ed up the jar with the butterﬂy and turned it ar‘?und;:r I
f broken black lines of its wings. “Well, is bettefy

S HANT Sai ondithe

on keeping him attuned to what hagq now b
intent hed forward and quietly stopped just behiy
She incC body blocking the breeze through the
feel hderhcrsclf and slid her fingers through hjg
br:liced the tips of her fingers up and down his 4
W

ne in and around an oily ear.

SCOme her goq.
d him He coylq
window, Pohpoh
greasy hair, e
amp, hot neck, flit.
ﬁn‘?[)(id you know, uh, you see Stanley and Deg?”

ou see them copying from each other? [ cl
Zould have caught them, yuh know. What woulg
caught” To deny the sounds of her undiessing
tattered books stolen from the school library,
vision, just above the rim of the table, he saw bare skin and the soft,
yellowed cotton of her bloomers. He turned, mesmerized by the
deep cinnamon swirl of her navel. Slowly he adjusted his eyes to rest
first on one pinkish-brown breast, then on the other, Pohpoh
Ramchandin Pohpoh Ramchandin Pohpoh Ramchandin_ He stood
up and faced her. She held his hand and pulled him to the bed while
he glanced at the drawn curtain. His eyes flitted to the orange sky
through the window as though he expected to see someone peer-
ing in. He was stricken with panic, yet aroused.
Pohpoh lay down. The mattress was lumpy, thorny. Coconut
husk fibres protruded through the rough cotton top sheet. The cot
had the musky smell of sweet-talking schoolboys and coconut. Still
clothed in his school uniform and shoes, Boyie climbed on, guided
by her, hovering and trembling and frightened and bumbling over
her near-naked body. He stayed elevated on his knees and elbows.
When his fear succumbed to the urgent lowering of his pelvis, she
grabbed his yyajgt and firmly pushed him back up into the air. She
ll}:ld ?‘im there unti] he understood that this was where heﬁh@“ld
Main, He brought his mouth awkwardly down to peck, ﬂllt,lm;m {

hers, o, ; A
Way an dgue first again. She stopped him, turning her f

he Muttered. “Diq
ass today? Teacher
happen if they were
, he rearranged the

At the edges of hig

Losithe
1se on the edge of the bed facing

? Pushed his head down toward her breasts. She loc
€ad i :

i
busied himself twirling a compass: P;ut intenq th both her hands so that his mouth was p
all caring for any sense of his body *" ed it, on 4 breast. She lifted her nose towa



oy sweat trapped in his thick,
t; esca]?e th: ;;::10:}}: Vz,lhispered, “Suck them.”
loohng v ly grabbed her waist with his handg and ¢

He instinctively £ _ i lat : id g he
told, His eyes, wide as dinner pla =, remalneq.l Planteq side.
was the closed curtain. He was terrified of belng caught
Sgaye an. e CLO 1d return. i
half hoped his mother w01.1 'y o i
Suddenly he felt her entire body writhing and her hand Cl\ltching

is head. The curtain now forgotten, he dropped off of ope knee

at his : d'his crotch between her widening thighs. He fidgeted anq
ﬁ;legdeto undo the belt of his pants, dropping his other legand let.
ting his full weight fitfully thump against Pohpoh. She pressed uy
5 the hard shaft that seemed to have found its niche eyen
agalnsth hie smelly khaki shorts and her wet panty that she knew very
throug! ul:l s Zome off. She used this hardness to arrive at her

?Ve“ god destination before he could even unbuckle his belt.

mtf:ﬁt:ntly her body dissolved into an entirely diﬁe;fnt E:eﬁt
i i it oetting late.” she blurted out, pushing him offto

‘, th;;lg@t:g: Le%l. Shg pulled her clothing from the ﬂoo.rland
SR AT Boyie lay on his stomach, not breathless but i esl:,
Sl 53@3 propped in his hand. Confused and h‘,lrt.mg’ i
face | T turning her petticoat inside out

oily hajy, Withey,

yet

. Mmhandin Was g One, as tho‘ughit

5y

over. The chan

o 5 A NELE MEGR ORI GG

She unlatched the high, latticed gate to her father’s house, gpe
:dn’t want to think about the smell of somegne else’s salivy o sk
di ¢vor- that scrubbing off such evidence meant preparip, ki
brzas f’or him. Inside the unlit, musty wood cubicle i the bacé'ard
e lled an enamel basin with water. She decided it would be best
:Sescrub herself with a concentrated solution of borax and ry, her

body with an unction of eucalyptus oil, camphorated oi] 4nq tur-
pentine, and then to complain of a stomach ache and sore muscles,

5

The staff and residents of Paradise Alms House were growing less
afraid of Miss Ramchandin. Some were even begirmjng to doubt
the rumours, which in the presence of her quiescence and pleas-
antness, began to seem ridiculous. There was talk that I had“p&- 7
formed miracles” with Miss Ramchandin, When | resisted such
praise, knowing the change in Miss Ramchandin was only a re ult
of humane treatment, I would be cut off with protestations

was far too modest—for a man. Initially T felt
finally included in conversations and :

TR

bein:g

Or wore a new scarf at night, I was no lo




returned to my room but kept one ear open al]
expecting, wondering. As the hours passed and i ‘i t Waiting
motion I became more and more despondent. | ima inas no Corni
too felt it was time for me to move on, that she 100kge ed they -
a fresh face. I thought of the dress stuffed behing i Orwarg 4,
felt my chest cave in with grief. I'sleptin the early hoyrg Of:iswr and
ing only because being awake, alive even, had becsia tooen.lom‘

Delivering her breakfast was still my chore, and the , Painfy)

e ign of how ami Wi
ing yielded another sign of how amicable everyone SUddenly fal

stay, T useq

: t animal or
fish products. Every morning I would have to listen to the cook

toward Miss Ramchandin. During the first weeks of her
to go into the kitchen and prepare her a meal withou

rant and rave that [ was making more work for her, that I was spoil-
ing the old woman, giving her preferential treatment,

This morning, I followed a trail of scrambled eggs into the
kitchen, intending to make Miss Ramchandin her breakfast e
usual. All the trays were lined up, each one looking just like the
others with a mess of mashed eggs and a slice of buttered bread, a
cup of cocoa and an unpeeled banana. I opened a cupboard and

reached for the loaf of bread and bread knife when the cook silently

- handed me a tray: a mess of mashed avocados, a slice of bread,
- cocoa and a banana. I should have seen the offering as the cook’s

ndin’s accomplishment but instead my heart sank.
¥WW u&&med perilously low, dragging on the

_%J‘;,:mmiderad this to be merely an h
Wmh&rm@%@ﬁmmg o

flat on itS face in front of the window. The bed frame, balanced
Jay

s side; sat on the dresser. It .was‘ straddled by the eating table
0 ohich 1ay the matt.ress,qwhlch %tself lay under four drawers
atOPl Jrranged side by side. Two chairs faced each other with thei;
peatly mmetrically placed in the drawers. Straddling the two chairs
feet 2’16 stool and in, or rather on the stool sat Miss Ramchandin
vs;l: was close enough to the ceiling to pluck old spider web thread.s
?om the wood boards. I was grinning but she carried right on
rluckirlg- She made a low buzzing sound, like a neon light about to
expires punctuated by a single interjection, as if to the ceiling:
«Where Asha?”

I stayed by the door, leaving it open and feasting my eyes. To
make certain she had seen me appreciating her grand statement, |
gasped loudly. A crowd gathered. Sister came running, She gasped
too, after which her only words, spat out and laced with frustra-
tion, were “Well! At least there are only imaginary ants to clean up
in Mr. Phu’s room!”

And I got to keep my full-time job caring for Miss Ramchandin.

To everyone else, Miss Ramchandin appeared to have a limited
vocabulary or at least to have become too simple-minded to do
more than imitate. However, | knew for a fact she was able to speak
and had volumes of tales and thoughts in her head. ShérMbhd
under her breath all day and all night, as long as she and [ were alor
Seconds before someone else approached, as tho '
tl-‘ained to hear the stealthiest footfall, she
silent. I came to realize that no response was re
Was no accident that she chose to chatter or




on got the impression that she actually began ¢,
SO

hiSPer S
direction, that I had become her witness. She spoke rapidly o (1111 f.ny
at urgency, in a low monotone, repeating herself SOme timerth
}g1r(:1rs without end. There was little doubt that I vy, ey S for
0

i g giv
dictation, albeit without punctuation marks or subject brgea kesn §
scribbled and when she took to repeating parts, | caught fy o

br
and rested my cramped fingers. It became apparent that e ‘ eath

. : uestion
“Where Asha?”—usually asked without emotion or Uance— ..
notidle rambling.There was a purpose to it and to all the Chatter, o
finally a purpose to my listening and to sifting, cutting and Sewing

the lot.

One day a nurse arrived to announce that Miss Ramchandiy had
two visitors. I put my book and pen away quickly. The Visitors, the
nurse said, were the same ones Sister had turned away earlier—,
Mr. Ambrose Mohanty and son, the ones who had left the cereus
clippings. Miss Ramchandin’s eyes flickered. I had already run
across the name Ambrose among her ramblings.

Accustomed to reading, as if by Braille, her twitches and gasps,
it was fortunate that I sensed to spruce her up first, for her visitors
were dressed to the hilt. The old gentleman was a spectacle. Froma
distance he seemed to totter and shake and had to be supported by
the younger man. Miss Ramchandin walked slowly alongside me. As
'@%%appmached the visitors waiting in the garden she became mildly

She did not look toward them but glanced from side to
her fingernails, looked up at the sky and dawdled. I
little es. Her nervousness could have been
e visitors’ unusual attire.The
vhite shirt with a bow tie, and

A A,

f becoming a woman, and at the ne

’ e O Xt the innoC
he ve'8 voung boy who would never quite grow jngq - e;xt fey-
2esS of ad/ He £00 Wore a hat, and though i glove of

0 in spi
ant;oew attention, for in spite of the heat,
r
also

.ra were reserved for funerals, chy
tanaCa'n’] i hims(‘lf behind his father, th
POS]UO:}ic%)ld man’s shoulders. It could
hands ;th or protectiveness. The old man trembleq He covereq
;2 r;south with one hand, as though holding back his emotions, and
5}11u fled forward. Miss Bamchandln focused on a Wispy cloud on the
horizon, off to the side, but she too began to shuffle.
far“Pappy, is she,” the young man said. “Yoy 4]] right, Pappy?”

The old man, still with his mouth covered, st
dhuffle qujckened toward us.

“Oh, my-my, Mala Ramchandin, Mala Ramchandin, Mala
Ramchandin. It is you, indeed, it is you. Oh, my-my. My Mala
Ramchandin.” His voice was low and seemed riddled with remorse.

Miss Ramchandin skirted around them and headed for the near-
est park bench. I said hello awkwardly and continued to keep pace
with her. The two men turned and followed. She sat down, calmed
suddenly and looked across the valley, swinging her legs. Her face
would have appeared expressionless to them, as though she were
unaware of their presence. '

The old man walked up to her and his son moved discreetly
around to the back of the bench. I found myself stealing glances at
his lLrllusually soft and hairless skin. He caught me staring and held
out his hand : SRS

‘Tam Otoh Mohanty. Otoh. This is my father. He has~

% . long time ” he explained. “They were friends”
'ch:ls I}iand Was tender yet his grip so secure and
tﬁeie ed to look directly into his eyes. I, can
L S )t even superlatives woul
H’J:LEWQS breathtakingly beautiful. He -

P With embarrassment and :

Was a straw fedora, i
head-coverings in Lap.
rch and state functiong,
€ younger map put both
have been either o gesture

arted sobbing, His

i
Fas s
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longer and smiled. I had to clear my throat to introduce m
Mr. Mohanty hesitantly sat down beside Miss Ramchan}’;ielf. |
palms pressed together and tucked between his legs. He st n, his
her, shaking his head. Deep emotion contorted his face as he ;;Ejv a;
e

his tears to fall freely.
“Is he all right?” I whispered.
Otoh Mohanty shrugged his shoulders.

“He hasn’t seen her in many years. How is she? Is she all right?
t

i Does she know we are here?”
i «Yes, she knows. See how she is swinging her le
| ! ?You mi
, be able to tell, but I can. She is happy.” 5 e

Miss Ramchandin’s face may have seemed ex i
s pressionless b
, me it was clearer and calmer than I had ever before seen it,s I cl:: E
Wthﬁlp my euriosity. “How well did she know your father?” .
'Otoh gave me a Jook that said that he would explain later,
real question desperately wanting to sli P

g p off the tip of

“Does he know her sister, Asha?” ConﬁdenI: tha:l};
again, I feﬁ'a:ined from asking for fear of top-

R Bbaandinn Tt ¥ (B ™
a2 e )

:
.
':'lf 2

2t

me weekly visitors. I looked for-
s Ramchandin did. Admittedly,
to my growing fondness
the course of their vis-
1 an

Ll
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g

“gg;&ﬂépf"“"’” to digress from my mission and to relat ‘
‘ e ewry scin

ing detail of the romantic blossoming of my knowledge of Otol .




; KITCHEN of a house in Government Alley, Otoh Mohan

H ' hanty
IN . closely watched by his father, Mr. Ambrose E. Mohant

w;so b:;:fched in a bentwood wheelchair. Otoh Mohanty ik

gﬂee Paper-dry fillets of heavily salted cod from a wm 7k

wrapped them in sheets of brown paper. Before washing Wuﬁy o
his hands he nestled his face in them and inhaled the con-

it from
centrated scent. Mrs. Elsie Mohanty sat at the

shelling a basket of pigeon peas. Her motions co
pleasure at the task. She grudgingly notedhep' S
wure as he directed their son. Finally, under he
qure to be heard, she grumbled, I suppose y
shelling too. It is too many years now that e
fail, I sit in this kitchen and watch you
, send to that woman. I going




S RRE WSEBL O E0 S ST N1 e Hop
e has no mind for me, or
fully, e : anybody else in

tribution. Truth .
re f fact. There is no need, I assure you, fo

. tter O
this town, as a ma N . T you
to confuffle your tender brain.” He turned to his son. “Ngyy the

rice. Don’t forget i e Af]d take”a pack of matches, son >
“Pappy, 1 ever forget the rice yet?' :
Elsie shook her head with frustration. Wellf Inever! Entrusteq)
By whom, pray?You say she mad and you sending matches for she?
For what? For she to burn down house and town?” Once upon a
time Elsie had been enraptured by the silken petals that fell from
Ambrose’s Wetlandish-affected lips. Now she wished that he would
either shut up or talk simply and plainly with her again.
On the first Saturday of every month Otoh heard the same con-
versation between his parents. It was indeed the only one they
really ever had. When he was a child the two hurled insults and
accusations at each other, like people playing a game of ping-
ng——each, however, with a different ball. Their tone had become
duller and their pitch lower over the years, and the vociferousness
of Elsie’s complaints lessened as she realized that they were
a}ggolute]by in vain. Besides the occasional, under-the-breath mum-
blings calculated to reach Ambrose’s ears, she confined herself to
Jrawn-out, carefully arched sighs. |
k f dried odshad sent just before Otoh
eginning every delivery was accompanied
Ambrose’s new wife. She had in
of civic duty to appreciate the

eligible Jotng e in Paradise, a foreign-educated fo

< and speech of a Shivering Northern Wetlandsman
1 1t see med a waste to the townspeople that such a catch would
Jord. reoccuPied with a woman whose father had obviously mis-
be SO I})ler for his wife, and whose mother had obviously mistaken
'caketl}‘ler woman for her husband. It would have been a matter of
an;)de <o reform the eligible bachelor but Elsie herself had little to
g:) with the transformation. It was only after Mala Ramchandin
shoved Ambrose out of her life that he noticed one Miss Elsie
§mart, who, Jlooked at from a particular angle, with her hair pinned
up in a high bun, quite resembled his beautiful Mala in the days
pefore she turned into an untamable creature. He turned to the
eager Elsie for solace. .
From the first days of their marriage all altercations between
Elsie and her inert, non-confrontational husband concerned her
jealousy——and his fixation on The Bird’s well-being, Their antago-
nisms took place mostly in the hardening of their eyes and hearts,
becoming audible only around food delivery days. It was in those
early days of marriage that Ambrose mastered the art of sic s!;e:{[mL
ping his wife’s fits of rage against what she called his mental
infidelity. He never missed a month’s delivery. i
Hardened hearts having little to do with conception, the couple
had a child. Elsie gave birth to a girl. Her arrival in the mid
his (her, then) parents’ regular tirades profoundly affects
Ambrose never raised his voice again. He developed a
for month-long slumbers from “he mir:

the most

WIth the air

efused to sleep or to e



s disturbed until the first Saturday of the next, and Hlsia

for a male in the house, went along with his (her) Strong beljeg :

he (she) was really and truly meant to.be a boy. Elsie fully exp, that

that he (she) would outgrow the foolishness soon enough, ]‘futCted

child walked and ran and dressed and talked and tumb]e q andthe
but relieved himself so much like an authentic boy that Elsic soall
apparenﬂ)’ forgot she had ever given birth to a girl. And the Butdias
in his few waking episodes, seemed not to remember thyt hs haci
once fathered one.

The transformation was flawless. Hours of mind-dulling exer-
cise streamlined Ambrosia into an angular, hard-bodied creatyre
and tampered with the flow of whatever hormonal juices defineq
him, So flawless was the transformation that even the nurse and
doctor who attended the birth, on seeing him later, marvelled at
their carelessness in having declared him a girl.

Ambrosia’s obviously vivid imagination gave him both the ability
to imagine many sides of a dilemma (and if it weren’t already a
dilemma, of turning it into one) and the vexing inability to make

. @MS mind. Ever since the days of early high school, where he

On

. Mh@ mﬂk@mﬁﬁ

guous Caress along the bare leg strewn provocativel

T
ndbes?™ a SF_nake d body. She slid her hand around to the smal] of

e o 18
- Lusn}:tliﬂg into the gully of his spine. She played in the gully,
his back; s and dipping back down. Then she slipped her

riding uPde the waist band of his trousers. He was suddenly beside
hand lrfl's\lvith Jesire. He was just about to extend his caress higher

vard the back of her thigh, just about to start unzipping his
up, tO dier than ever before to risk the wrath of Paradise,
S Jaunched out of bed by a dreadful commotion,
N e Mohanty, still grogg},’ from the previous month’s sleep,
Baieiily hurried past his wife’s grumbling and went thumping on
s backside down the flight of slippery back stairs. The sack of rice
be carried in one arm and the bag of onions in the other broke
apart before hitting the bottom stair. Rice was strewn about as

though a wedding had just occurred. The ambulance men’s path

proved quite treacherous.
As Ambrose was locked into the emergency vehicle he made
Otoh swear on his disassembled pelvis to immediately prepare and
deliver a new package. This was the first time Otoh was dispatched
with his father’s package to Mala Ramchandin. Ambrose’s slow-
mending pelvis provided him with his most unarguable excuse
lie all day and all night in his bed. And Otoh, intrigued
father’s devotion to a woman whom he had not seen
thirty years, accepted his i itod task. o iy SRR

SRS

Back in the kitchen in C
wheel him out to the front




. I never yet see she. Tonly know she ) o
:hn:ft:ojﬂjo‘iasydisappea{‘ before I reach back down tlo tt:tr:ol;i;z:st’

His father, refusing to give up, kissed Otoh’s cheek « Ifis all Ca-n
ask and hope for”

“Month after month you does ask me this same thing ¢ if
if—but she never yet let me see she face. Nobody see she i yc;rs,
Pappy, nobody. What does keep you thinking and hoping so, mont};
after month, that I going to glimpse she? Is a long time now v
the children in town give up waiting to see she plant snaj] shells in
she front yard.”

“If, son, simply if.”

“Otoh!” Elsie called from the kitchen.

Otoh knew what to expect. Unknown to Ambrose, Elsie hag
lately taken to adding one more package as her civic contribution,
She slapped a pound of cold salted butter against his chest.

“She don’t have no fat to cook with. That lunatic! How she wil|
cook? Look, make sure and leave the things where she could see
them, you hear? Is no point our good food going to waste. Lord!
What [ doing, tell me, na, child, in my old age looking after a old
‘woman you father used to be romancing up? Tell me this, na.”

‘For better or for worse you said, Ma, and things could be

S > ‘|1 ;‘.'..“l_'. 3
na, child. Children really don’t understand
ts, na. For your information we gone past
er of all his passion

110

- According to their parents, she p

, and whatsl | fence, track an offending

thing 15, Mammy, I can’t make sense of v
.o for when you could have a life some
What you know about marriage to be

hat you does stay
Where elge »

advisin m
| her. Smelling the familiar mustiness of hger hea:: }?1”
e

as overcome with soft-heartedness. He pressed her against hijg
]‘:(') Jy and kissed the top of her head. She held on to him, cherighin
- {ouch and smell of another human. §

«Well? What it is you waiting for? You don’t haye enough to
carr)’?”

“But, Mammy, is you who call me back to give me the fat to
take. This thing will melt in the heat before I make it up the hil] ?

“Thc
in this hot
“Hmph'

He embracec

Everyone in the village seemed to have finally forgotten about Mala.
The generation of children who harassed her by calling names and
pelting her with mango seeds had grown up. Their children preferred
to chase each other within the confines of their own yards, playmg
games of cops and robbers, cowboys and Indians. They occasionally
noted the ever-widening, ever-lengthening rows of bleached mﬁ
snail shells planted along the inside of her fence, But they »
no curiosity about this or about her rare, nnpredmt@hie
out of the impenetrable sea of brambles and s tinging
barred a view of her house. When they had to pass
walked on the other side of the street, glancing throu
not to see her but to make sure she did not
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carrying a silver bucket of snail shells. They saw hey o
ankle-length dress, stoop and place the unusually white 3 ﬁp ‘her
neat line, now three rows deep, pressing them hard i, t}? Sin g
and adjusting the ones dislodged by the rain. Without her e Z earth
crossing the fence, she would turn and disappear — 1};1:;) ever
brambles. The children ran off, each willing to swear on the Bge
that she or he had seen the woman, and their sightings beCameltﬁe
substance of frenetic dreamings at night. e

1 siere was Ne need to kill a thing to relieve it of a drop of its

ywn blood. A pin prick would do. Mala’s hands trembled yet she
th the pin. A tear-size bead of maroon, velvet blood fell
saucer. Before the pigeon could feel and respond she
her chest and swiftly rubbed the spot on its belly.
| with surprise, giving off a strong, sharp smell,
and touched the top of its head. Very softly,
oat came a cooing sound, When its heart-
ed her hand, The pigeon looked

A i - nts of its inhabitant mixed with lumps of garden
raw
ik oy dags, @ smell of decay permeated the house, It was the
Ever%’ L its elf passing but lest she was overcome by it, Mala
srrlell Z o odour of her own design. She collected and boiled six
brewe ;ells At a time. After an hour, the shells lost their pink and
empty sThe house would fill with the aroma of a long-simmering
ellow.into which worm-rich, root-matted earthiness was con-
:tca(:lattll)’ being POUTed and stirred. The aroma obliterated, reclaimed
nd gave the impression of reversing decay. Mala needed only a
cnch of salt to start the waves of steam, and a pin prick of fresh
blood t0 sharpen the snails” scent and make it almost tangible. The
odour hung, rejuvenating the air for days. It wove itself through

Mala’s hair and penetrated her pores.

Wobbling unevenly on the back porch in her bentwood rocking
chair, Mala closed her eyes and lifted her face to the breeze. The
trees in the yard purred and rippled. Iridescent purple and grey
pigeons danced in the water trough where they neste
hopped on and off, from the trough to the rusted eve !
the verandah, and back again. Mala opened her eyes.
see the birds but she noticed that a grapefruit tre
per plants had sprouted in the dirt and rust
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yellow of the lime trees, the silver of the eucalyptus, the Akl

of the mango. "
‘ Under the bodice of her dress, inside her petticoat, vqq .
kerchief bundle. The knotted ’kerchief was limp with sweat,
was a crumpled sepia tint photograph, also sticky and damp, Sh
: carefully opened the photograph, carefully studied every detaj] :S
’ though seeing it for the first time. The wide expanse of seq behing
f' the two women. The white crests on the small waves that lapped
f{ the beach. The cloudless sky. The pelican soaring overhead, She
: stared at the women. The shorter one partially obscured the dresg
i of the one standing close behind. They wore ankle-length skirts and
long-sleeved white blouses. The woman at the back was larger. Her
skin was white and her hair, which appeared to be white also, was
neatly tied atop her head. She smiled broadly but her eyes were cast
Jownward as though looking at the woman in front of her. Her
nds were not visible. On her feet were heavy black shoes laced
hem of her skirt. The woman in front was shorter by a
‘curly mass of the darkest tint possible in
ied in a single braid that hung in front of

hang.
Inside

perhaps at the photogra-
detail of the picture.

:ﬁay‘r-slewly, his head to the side to catch any m:
4 “All right, Mala Ramchandin, show yourself,” h

jed flutter, flying outward in a tight, parallel formg.
preeze and the scratching subsided, they swerved
ther and returned to the gutter.

o 4oq HfrenZ

When the

one after the 0

i
4l

IT WwAS BARELY midmorning yet already the sun offered no
mercy. The air above the paved road quivered in the heat. Otoh
fanned himself with the package of cod and butter as he scuffed up
the road. Few people dared brave such heat but Otoh had pledged
to carry out his father’s mission.

In all his deliveries to the house on Hill Side, not once had Otoh
seen the woman who so obsessed his father. As he neared her house
he became anxious, wanting desperately to see her yet hoping she
would not show herself. He had grown up hearing all the rumours,
even the ridiculous one that claimed she turned into a ball of fire and
whipped across the sky at night. His skin tingled as he approached
the gravel path leading up to her chicken-wire fence. The path was
strewn with discarded oil drums, old machine parts, ti oth
debris. He set the parcels in a cool spot near the fence

' be nothing but a u
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to readjust his cramping knees. The movement took nq,
few seconds but when he looked back, the parcel waq
jumped up- Not even a bush shook. She had obviously b
ing him all the while. He barely moved, afraid now that he might fing
her standing behind him, ready to scold him for his Prying ways
Eventually Otoh gathered up the courage to scramble up)’aond
bolt from the property. Back on the road, he sat on a shaded cyr}
) trembling with fear and excitement. For a moment he was deliyi.
4 ously happy and anxious to tell his father that Mala had made hey
esence known to him. It was almost as good as seeing her! Byt
why had Mala “introduced” herself to him in this way? Why to him
and no one else? Why today and not before or later? He stood up,
3 shook his limbs loose and calmed his breathing,
£ He walked slowly home. He wished he could take his shirt off
but there were some risks he preferred to avoid. Several ideas
pawed at him, each one contradicting the other. On the one hand
was his desire to make a more substantial bond with Mala before
reporting to his father. On the other was a passionate desire that
aced across his mind like a shooting star, imploring him to imag-

More than "
gone, OtOh
P ObServ-

ere to break this auspicious news today. Imagine Ambrose being
awake for days and his mother to sleep at last—or to
y! These last thoughts, however, brought a sobering

that a sighting of Mala might cause.

d off giving his father the news. True to his

an o deliberate not the decision itself
ﬂﬂd. the aye,thentwlty of its birth. A

¥ 3 {

fid 3
S

1ce to the tremendous change in the order of

Ramchandin house. They watched the woman, whom
th";V from sources as reliable as their Sunday school teachers
Jder than a naked chicken at midnight and wilder thap 4
ok in laying season. She stooped by her fence and dipped

twig-like fingers into a rusted, enamel bucket, She
snail shells, white as chalk and as large as cricket balls,
them, one by one, into the earth along her fence. The
following day he walked again on the far side of the road, curious
Jbout the neatly placed decoration that lined her fence. Otoh
waited the month for his father to awaken. Then he blurted out
what he had seen, the strange ritual of the woman to whom his

from
they k€
to be M2
leat_herba
her long,
retrieved
tod wedged

father delivered food.

A smile of recognition crossed Ambrose’s face.

“Now isn’t that interesting!” He said no more but slowly nodded
his head and grinned. He seemed to slip into a distant reverie.

“Tell me, Pappy, why she was doing that?” Otoh shook him. “She
trying to grow snails or what?”

“Snails, eh! She and I, she and —we used to have this little rit-
ual when we were students together. We were about your age.” He
drifted off.

“Pappy, I want to know—" R

“We fancied ourselves protector of snails and all things unable to

crawling with the helpless creatures, Otoh? They w@ﬂi&, 3
up the walls of buildings, shinnying up tree trunks, drag
selves across the concrete paths and lawns, exposed
tempting to a group of heartless boys

and watch them splatter. Bis

ge




¥ be the first ones out of the ¢
bh 4 “Mala and I u’:iet'o\ve would race through the schozlsys:;m‘at
b bag and collect all the snails before Bissey and his gang 00“1(;:21
'\X. : :l%em.Then we would take them and release them safely gyey the
: & f:nce Mala had this idea that snails we.re ot Indle S he wasn' Olig
5 ha;m v Protecting those snails was our mission, g she's
:ill looking after the little creatures, iy »
“So you used to save the snails, too, ch, Papp}.’?. ;
cell, the truth is that she was the one wh? Initiated the whole
i d1 went along until it became something I looked forwarq
to. There was an urgency to the whole business,. you know.”
.This was the only time his father ever mentioned details of hjg

connection to Mala Ramchandin.

¥ recess and lunch

@t@h realized he had never possessed a clear idea of who Mala
) M was, except that she had collected snails with his
: as a child. Yet he went against his mother’s wishes and deliv-
| to her for his father, who came alive only for that single

54

s snail-planting rituals must be an extension of her
s, Otoh mused. One thought led to another. He
itleness and compliance his father exhibited
ecting activities, and tried to think how his
traits in the present—besides delivering
Wﬂé@pﬁn ‘seemed to be a passive smoul-
! d Elsie, a rebellion. s
‘ imself ﬁeﬁ»sperfately' wantmg

£ ‘z =

thing. In the middle of a brilliant day Otoh’s world spun and o
dark. He sat on the rim of the basin and hung his head_

That night Otoh could not sleep. He stared restlessly out hig
window into the thick, still b¥ackness onto which he projected 3
full-colour image of the Hill Side property, the fence and the rub-
bish-strewn yard. Before he had time to assess his actions he rose and
went into the backyard, yanking one of his mother’s dresses off the
clothes line. Back in his room he removed his clothing and stepped
into the dress. In the mirror of his armoire he watched himself pull
on the blue-and-white-flowered garment, half expecting to resem-
ble his mother, but there was no resemblance. Without knowing
why, he wanted to share his secret with Mala Ramchandin, even at
the risk of being caught walking the streets dressed like a woman,

Wearing a dress made Otoh carry himself gracefully. He left the
house. The hem of the skirt swung from side to side with each
pointed step. Every house along the route to Hill Side was in dark-
ness, and the only sounds were electric fans and frogs hidden in the
bushes on either side of the road. He glanced from balcony to balcony.

When he reached Mala’s backyard fence, he gathered the skirt of
his dress in one hand and tied the cloth in a knot high up his thigh.
The house was in total darkness as usual. Otoh began to think
things that had never crossed his mind before: Perhaps after her
light bulbs were spent she had never had them replaced. Surely her
electricity source would have been cut. He had never taken pitch
oll or gasoline or coals, and unless someone else was
tl?ese to her, what on earth had she been using for fuel, for
o} f ? How did she cook the salt fish? I
- With an uncharacteristic brazenness he ¢ asp

%3




Heading home, Otoh was still so shaken by the

id
might have seen her and that she might have il €A thy he

Ty ga
dress—and by the post that came alive in his hanq . :nd t;::
) ny ‘n

moving—leaves on trees, flying moths, a SWOOping hag e g
1 oo » Duzyj
mosquitoes, a noisy breeze, a dog in its yard—made his “ing

: heart lea
He raced home with much less grace than he had set gy P

To get here one must leave the main road, cut through
d carry on up a lane that ends at the top of a small

ow. There is nothing beyond.

t their age, residents in a home such as this,

end to take naps after lunch. So when Otoh
out his father one hot afternoon, mumbling

’ bught he might just stop and say
‘that he wouldn’t be able to see

SHANI MOOTOO

the grounds and Mr. Hector’s gardens. Lost in conversation we
wandered outside the property and ended up on a trace in the cane
field. From then on Otoh became a regular visitor. Sometimes he

came twice in a week, always during my off-hours. We would meet
away from curious eyes on the periphery of the
restrains me from detailing just how alluring ¢

grounds, Propriety
ane can be when 2
falsetto trill long trapped in your heart is bursting forth. Although

Mala Ramchandin was by no means our sole topic of conversation,
I will dwell mainly on those discussions concerning her.

On one visit, after a long walk we came to rest in shade among
the exposed roots of a wild mango tree. Otoh tended to be self-
reflective and philosophical, even mildly morose at such times,

“You ever feel like something come and tief your mind from
you?” he said. “You ever feel like you have no control over yourself?
You know that feeling?”

“Often,” I teased, “ever since meeting you. You have cleverl

invaded my mind, Otoh Mohanty, and occupied all the territory
there.” He was kind enough to respond to my flattery with a wary
half-smile. But I had the feeling that what he was thinking had to do
with Miss Ramchandin. After all, if it weren’t for Otoh, Miss Ram-
chandin might still be thriving in her own home on Hill Side, and
this fact tormented him. I reminded him often that if it weren’t for
his intervention, as unfortunate as it may have seemed in the
moment, she and [, and he and I, would likely not have met.
- He tried then, as he had several times before, to explain why,
following a compulsion stronger than a riptide, he had en
yard. Even though I felt that I understood his need to co
face with her, Otoh seemed never completely satisfied
expressed himself on the topic. Some fragments se
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