verandah floor. Kneeling over him, frettmg, she chanted, “Shhh
don’t worry Ambrose, shhh, shhh, shhh”

Her face was uncomfortably close to his. She tenderly kissed hjg
forehead. His temples throbbed. He closed his eyes in terror on}
to be presented with the image of what he had just seen dowp
below.

“You want water?” Her voice was soft and caring, She got up and
disappeared through the kitchen door. When she was out of hig
sight he jumped up and bolted down the back stairs. Before he
reached the bottom Mala was on the verandah again. So distraught
was she to see him running off and leaving her again that her cries
froze in her chest. Her face appeared fully composed yet tears ran
down her cheeks as she watched Otoh navigate her yard.

He headed for the front fence, passing the wall of dead cereus
blossoms that covered the room he had been in minutes before. His
strides widened so he was able to leap over shrubs. By the time he
reached the road he had lost his thongs. Both feet and his face were
scratched with slashes from twigs, sharp grasses and fine thorns.
¢ "Wﬁeﬂ h reached the o‘ther side of Mala’s tilted fence, Otoh felt

in the heat, entirely unsure of the real-

sed. The farther he got from the

legs became. He felt faint, as though
éﬁi‘ﬁéhng were falling away Hc

SHANI MOOTOO

“I see everything, The boy fall. He was running and he fall down.
I see he fal] myself”

“He must be get heart attack and fall down?”

“A young boy so? Don’t be stupid. Young people doh get heart
attack. But look how white he gone, na. Take off the "kerchief from
round he neck.”

“I see he running out Miss Mala yard, peiting down the road like
if he just see ghost.”

“Miss Mala yard? You sure? But this boy crazy like he father or
what?”

“What he was doing there, pray? Take off he jacket. What he
doing wearing black jacket in the daytime for?”

“Ey, what wrong with all you? Stop talking so and call police.”

“He don’t need police, he need doctor.”

“Somebody call doctor.”

“He is a slight fella, eh!”

“Talap, run and get the doctor, na.”

“Somebody go with Talap and get doctor. Fast-fast. Thé bﬁ'f
trembling in this hot sun. Look how he shakmg Take off he
Talap, you gone yet?” ;

“My daughter like this boy, too bad, yes.
with no weak man. Go and tell Mavis lover-bo
he self Mavis. Where Mavis? Talap, gﬂ M@ﬂ \



back of the house. He leapt over the backyard wall and made 3y
ungraceful trek down the ditch at the back of the house and ontq
the road, confident that his arrival would be unnoticed. Everyone’
attention was on the boy on the ground.

Otoh opened his eyes. A halo of heads and countless eyes peereq
down at him. At the centre of the halo was a sliver of cold, Sharp
silver sky.

“A body, it have a body in she house . . " he managed to say
before he again fainted. He couldn’t stand another smell, and
surrounding him was a collection of bodies that had melded into

a choking odour. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to slip
away.

“What is that he say?”

“He say he see a body.”
“Lord, oh, Lord! Look here, we have real trouble in the town

now, yes.”

“What is that?”
“Police, call police, he say it have some body in Miss Mala yard.”

“Somebody gone in Miss Mala yard.”
-heh! So how he know that? What he was doing up there,

an yard?”

in she yard trying to catch tief, na.”
fala yard.”

S H'A N I "M O /OT. 0L @

Itf):v)":(S:al endurance and, conscious that he was in full view of the
Pe.ople, he made good use of the oppor tunity
Hearlng the town suddenly astir, women Chii de 3
started pouring out from their houses. Ev;r + enfan r.nen
aroused by the unusual din, commenced barkiny '[';:g by
throt‘lgh town crying, “Murder in the Ramchandin yard,” ano t;x?:;
;Zzlt]:g toward the scene, almost trampling one another in their

Ambrose E. Mohanty sat low in his wheelchair on the verandah
waiting for Otoh to return. Hearing the din in the streets Elsie
came onto the verandah.

She saw Pilai, the old grocer, edging under the strain of lumbago
toward the scene.

“Ey, Pilai. Pilai! Mornin’ Pilai. How your madam?” -

“She good. She good, yes. She real good. Thanks, Mrs. Mohanty.
So you hear news?” o iy

“No, I ent hear nothing. What happening that everybody running
so?” r.. SrUbE S0

Pilai knew of Ambrose’s and Mala’s interest in each otk
their youth. He had even played a small role in
together or so he liked to think. Realizing this m
importance he stopped and faced Elsie
Ambrose. He took off his hat, held it :
spoke with appropriate solemnity.

one of them already.
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aﬂhcly any wild land in sight. To get to Mala’s house he relied

. onlyv child to his death. Oh God, they kill my only child » Ang
= } ~d down to the grmmd in an unsightly crumple of Pani
as:lh zjc‘g)xfttmllable wailing for her son’s supposed death, Ambrog
:se like heat out of his wheelchair.

“He has seen her. He has. Tjust know that he has. That son of Mine,
Otoh has seen her!” Ambrose E. Mohanty was standing upright fo,

ime in decades.
theElﬁ:is: :gll]eoll?t(l'ilz floor, did not notice when her husband, attireq in
his mo;h-eaten, camphor—smelling, wrinkled black suit, stood
behind his wheelchair and pushed it down the stairs. He held the raj.
ine and lumbered after it, his elegance belying the pain caused by
:f:h ordinary act. At the bottom Ambrose sat in the wheelchair to
mtcl::zs breathJ Re-energized, he rose, moved behind the chair and
with decorum pushed it out of the yard and onto the roadway,

How Paradise has expanded! he thought. It had never occurred
to Ambrose that, while he slept, the rest of the town was busy: Par-
adise, he noticed with bewilderment, had grown from a village
with a house here, plots of raw land there and then‘another house

' i ith houses crammed against each other
‘way over there, to a town with

lahoming instinct. ely familiar spot, in the
Y orner, a vaguely e
. W:;WM. son. Most of the crowd
B .awaywhenitbe&meev@l

know you can tell me anything. How can I be of assi

‘almost everything that had occurred mﬂgﬁ
morning, omitting only the parts about the gra

SHANI MOOTOO

Ot()h had ne\v
revealed an aged
hairs. He wag q

er before looked u
face with o fleshy,
uite tall anqd startl

p at his father. The new angle
sagging chin and tangled nose
ingly unfamiliar, standing up.
wn beside Otoh, but instead tum-
- This view of hi
gave Otoh much-needed comfort.

“Ooh! A little stiff» Ambroge giggled nonchalantly.

Otoh Pl}t a hand on his father’s thigh.They remained quiet until
the last of the onlookers had rughed up the hill. Only then did

Ambrose lean closer.

“Does she remember me? Did she ask about me?”
“She remember you very well, Pa

PPY- I think she waiting for you.”
Ambrose made grand gestures to raise himself from the ground.

“Well then, let’s go. Here, let me help you up, my gallant son”
When he realized he wasn’t able to get hims

elf up, he giggled with
jovial embarrassment. Otoh smiled wearily and put a firm arm on
his father’s elbow to keep him on the ground.
“Pappy, it have something [ have to tell you.” .
“Oh, my son, are you all right? Tell me, she didn’t try to use a
cleaver on you, did she? Did she wield a cleaver at you?”
“A cleaver? God! No!”
“Oh. Good. That’s good. Then tell me how you are

asked after you sooner. How negligent of me. Tell me.

Ambrose attem

bled to the ground
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“No. No. Wait, just listen a minute . . » Q

b




even though there was no one nearby. Otoh said that he remem.
bered running out of the yard but Kad no recollection of fal\ing in
the road. He vaguely remembered opening his eyes, perhaps even
but had no memory of speaking.
then think that a band of murderers have
been in her yard and that she was murdered?” Ambrose gestured
toward the people running by. “What did you say to them? Yoy
must have said something that became exaggerated. Did you per-
haps use the word marauder? Have you no memory? Try, son, tryto
remember what you might have said.”

Otoh, fearing he might have exposed more than he intended,
shook his head. “Pappy, | really didn’t mean to cause she no harm,
I just wanted you and she to be able to meet again 2

“Well, how else can one look at this rather unfortunate turn of
events? Clearly you did not cause trouble. It seems that trouble was
lurking like a diseased phantom, waiting to be revealed, and you
had the misfortune to have come upon it. Ultimately, I suppose,
one is led to fulfill every iota of one’s raison d’étre. And you have just o
' %ymmduty, my unfortunate son, to be the man w %

f an ugly, lurking phantom 2 .
ly at his son. Seéing on Otoh’s face alo
spair but was actually’beﬁxd&l eI

trying to say something,
“Why does everyone

‘machetes. A path wide enough for

SHANI “MOOGTOD

but beginp;
gNnings th ak
& s that have taken to standi
ot g n to standing on thei il
» You and 1, go to her house now” s i bemlte e.

“Pappy, I hear
> you. But I want to kn
You sound like you know. Who is Mal:WP\:hat really happened,

between you and her?” PPY? What happened
“Oh dear. Where should one begin? Even b
own beginnings. What a daunting task.” 5
‘I‘—Ie paused, took a deep breath and turned to Otoh
Shall we just trek on up to the house? Since sh, h “
murdered off, as all these folk in this town might h » hasmtb@n
might ask her ourselves. Come on, son e% £ mh’hﬁd ;
along, now. You're dilly-dallying. One migi:tgbe ;Pcidggmi; 4
from the example of your tardiness, that it is‘y‘m“ Wh@‘ o

away.”

ginnings have their

A

As Otoh and his father, pushmg thé
approached the house, they could gee tn
ing at the brambles in the front of the

There was a good view of
Ambrose halted. H

mouth with his hand

crowded front gate, v



“No, son. What has been done has been done. I believe that it
would be in our best interest to stay here and wait.”

Otoh stared at his father in disbelief. Then he tore decisively
through the little crowd, intending to make a break for the yarq,
The crowd parted. The officer attempted to intercept him |y,
Otoh pushed ahead. The officer reluctantly whacked him on the
head with the baton but only hard enough to stun him. Ambroge
remained where he was and covered his face with his hands. Shak.
ing his head he whispered, “I should not have risen today. I suddenly
feel so sleepy.”

As soon as Otoh boited out of her yard, Mala had sensed that troy.
ble would follow. She wrung her hands in desperation and sadness,
wondering if what she thought was a visit from her beloved
Ambrose was sin:ply a memory, as vivid as her daydreams about
Pohpoh’s adventures.

She looked with longing at the bottles of pepper sauce that sur-
rounded her. The pain of a teaspoon of the fiery sauce on her
tongue would surely dull the despair that threatened to swallow

so real. She sniffed her hands for a trace of
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Over the

poh. She }llzzt f:geyre:]j SlMala had grown fond of this particular Poh-

one and the same. i tstl}l:ed her many iy before when they were
oh ‘coultig ese days she wished that she and that Poh-

P ave been tyyg S¢parate people, that they could have

> OF even that she could have been the mother of

as Pohpoh had protected Asha,

Yes, Pohpoh was out in the yard behind a grapefruit tree. The stars
in Pohpoh’s sky had receded. Isn’t that so? Isn’t that where she left
Pohpoh? she wondered. Yes. The stars were much less bright than
when Pohpoh had first climbed through the neighbour’s window.
And there was a wisp of pink cloud, a little wisp, like a scribble,
visible as the first light broke. It streaked across a corner of the sky.
And, that’s right, there were roosters. In the distance a rooster
here and there, the earliest risers among them, gave the morni
first hesitant crowings. ; '

A man’s voice called out. “Miss Ramchandin. M

You there, Miss Ramchandin?” - v
She did not answer. She thought harder of Poh

the sounds of her fence being torn down.
“Mala will take care of you, Pohpoh. No «

again like that. I will never let anyo

you again. I, Mala Ramchandi

|Chandiln.

'




nervously beating the air in front of him with the stick. Finally abje
to shout, he screamed at the top of his voice, “Tief, tief, tief in the
yard!” and headed toward the house.

Through her dreaming Mala could hear that her yard was Crawling
with police. Like Otoh, they were unable to spot her in the
camouflage of the mudra tree. They had surrounded the house
where they would concentrate their search for murderers ang 4
corpse. She rocked a little and thought of Pohpoh’s dilemma,

Pohpoh decided to make a dash for the hole in the fence. As she wag
about to spring out from behind the grapefruit tree, the dogs in the
area started a frantic barking. Her first instinct was to stand frozen,
to will herself to disappear into thin air.

Lights in the house went on, room after room. Pohpoh grasped
her chest. With the speed of a terrified hare she darted to the open-
ing in the fence. Less graceful than her entrance, she scrambled to
get through. As she somersaulted into the ditch she noticed lights
in every house in the neighbourhood. She tumbled down, slipping
and sli_ding on the mossy bottom. She peeped out from the ditclj:;@; Z
preparing to sprint to her house across the road. b

The hght in her Eather’s room was on. The front door op ’
and he came out shirtless and paunchy in his pajama pants. !
1 ¢ top front step trying to make sense of the commot

-saturated mind. Running down the street.
jamas and brightly coloured rubb

the ditch. She listened but h@‘g

SHANI MOOTOO

reminded qf
forget; het le;:hzt ‘She Psually ignored or commanded herself to
Sty Tipped apart, something entering her from

down there, epte.
Ntering and then scooping her insides out. Her body

remembered

Mala remembered

She heard the Voices o

£ 3
said-to bl R oy the police. She reconﬁgured what they

fhow she saved Pohpoh that day.

‘tha.t rumbled from her insides. Pressed against the bush, she bit the
inside of her lip and willed herself to think . i '

Malabit the inside of her lip and willed herself to think. She squeezed
her eyes tightly and ignored the people trampling, destroying her
yard. She put all her efforts into protecting Pohpoh. ds e

Pohpoh squeezed her eyes tightly, inducing a red and silver firey
explosion inside her eyeballs. She scolded herself sternly. in
that she would never ever give up or get caughi oral
panic. She never had before and now would not b
time. It had always been this way " \
to succumb, an irrational streng
propelling her toward feelings
was a difference. Pohpoh fel
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“They get caught?” |
“They ain’t find the killers yet?” \
“They find the body?”

“Is true the old lady dead?” : o
“They should let go the dogs loose in the yal’”d, quick quick,

“But what them police waiting for, pray tell?

When Pohpoh arrived at Mala’s fence she knew she had reached a
refuge. She grabbed one of the rotting‘ fence pf)St? and sclaled it
with magical speed. Instead of landing in the 'stmgmg ne(t:]‘;f;s she
was caught by a soothing mess of aloe vera. Thl'S yard was different
from the others. The plants were not arranged in any order and no
path seemed to exist. She made her way through pap.ashy afnd
toolsie, the sharp medicinal smell clinging to her clothlnlg. Pu?k
morning light wes too weak to illuminate the trees and p a(r;tz 1tn
the chaotic garden but Pohpoh didn’t care. She knew the yard be »
ter than any in her neighbourhood.

The policemen in the yard thrashed at the shrubs and bralfgm B
treespi; her dreaming Mala whispered as though to Pohpol;, Ol
myG@diThq going to mash up my plants. And they talk so (i

and roughly.” : | e
 “God, this place have plenty bush. fowge i ¢
; ok at this cactus, na. The blossoms on this ;

E et 0)e¢
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“Ey! All yuh
yard ) yes i

It could be children from down the road come up to harass she. I
C'Ollld remember Years aback when I was a child comin round here to
tief dongs and Plum, oyi, 1t was de best dongs, from dat same tree”

“Yuh know why it did taste so good?”

Again there wag laughter, “Good manure, well-fertilized soil ”

“Ey, all yuh, shut up yuh mouth and get serious, man. Ah tell
somebody was in dis yard not long ago. It wasn’t a band of fellas.
Was in the yard. De aloes patch in de back mash-

ozing fresh. It have fresh footprints here by the
steps. One set small-small, That must be she footprints. And one

bigger. And look at the footprints in a circle here and over here and

over here. It look like . . _ it look like . . . like, hmmm, danc:mg?
Take a look, na.”

“Is best to bring in de dogs, I say” i
“Dem dogs ent go want to come an sniff in dis yard, na. De chil-
dren always saying how back here does smell bad-bad m,;@;

- Look over here. [t look like somebody was in dis

Only one person
up—mash-up. It o

The prickly orange flowers of the shandolay scratched
and as her lower legs rubbed against shado-beni, thei
leaves gave off the smell she loved in raw, seasoned 1
the house, concealed in the foliage of
waited. The pee,keplagsuyx_@ﬁ% nudra
vously, afraid to sntion

“X1




Jancing at the wall of cereus 1
against his thigh. He passed barely glancing |

cac“tus. (s Dokt Old death,” he whispered. It did not take him

Rotting. Ive{:al -in the rocking chair under the mudra tree. His
long toaStEl(:zd }?i:n and wondered what had attracted him to the
men W

her.

hu%i tlre}el.e':::girtilz);iz:;? She kept her eyes closed, rocked‘ with
morea :gitation, determined to continue her drea;lnfllr}‘lg;P She “Eag'
ined she was inside the house, looking down at Polipon Irom & beay

room window.

Crouching down and peeping out from behind the ixora bush., Po.h-
oh saw what she first thought was a giraffe, thefl a blr?l flapping 1’ts
zfin s. She realized it was Mala, her eyes prominent like an owl’s.
Mali ;Naved urgently and pointed beneath her to a wall 1ochc:euls1
i the lower level. Pohpo

tside a boarded-up window on
flzlil;se: llln ;)eifect understanding and headed for the cereus. Mala

disappeared.

“Mi!s Ramchandin? Good day, Miss Ramchanc'lin.” Tihe c?uef con-
Bitntitg ted but there was no response. He raised his vcl:;c;al.o ;
P ,gb"o& day. Can you hear me? é. st
n and ordered him to check her wrl
- was alive, he told two pf the m
r up to the verandah.

NC
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waned. As p
tet and S;ar;]}; P;’()};;Pproached the house the sweetness turned bit-

: oved the baton back into his belt and walked
over to the jars of dazzlin

ly coloured . He shoved
bottle with the toe of i }i)a’ oured pepper sauce. He shoved a

) vy boot.
[{
Excuse me, Constable, sir,” one of his men said.

sign of foul play in the yard. A lot of foulness, sir, but

The chief constable ignored the humour. “Call the men out of
the yard. That boy, Mohanty, he saw something, yes, but it was no

murder—at least not a recent one”
“Sir?”
“Just follow my orders. Call the men out of the yard.”
“Yes, Constable. At once.”

The chief constable squatted next to Mala, who sat on the top |
stair of the verandah. 5 _
“Miss Ramchandin, we are worried about your safety and would
like to take a quick look through the house” il ¥
“You never had any business with my safety before ” Althc
voice was gritty, she spoke with such force that the chief
drew back involuntarily. “Why now for? You taking a
ol’ lady, that is what you doing, Besides, yuh think
Iknow you can’t search people house wit
“Miss Ramchandin, well, we ent ac

“There is no

no foul play.”




The chief constable entered the kitchen and shone his large
flashlight slowly around the room. He came upon a mound of snaj]
shells rising knee-high from the floor and poked that too with the
toe of his boot. He aimed his light at a strangely shaped doorWay. It
was an opening in a wall constructed of dust-covered furniture, He
sent a reluctant officer through the opening and called other men
to dismantle the structure.

When Mala heard the wall being pulled apart, she bit her lower
lip and stared out across the yard, losing herself in the shapes of the
mudra tree. Save Pohpoh, she chanted. Save Pohpoh.

In the midst of the cereus Pohpoh trembled and waited. She was
fearful she would be spotted by angry townspeople before Mala
reached her. Moments later the slats of wood over the window
downstairs were quietly removed one by one. As soon as the space

was big enough Pohpoh nimbly hoisted herself up to the ledge.
Mala grabbed and pulled her in. The stuffiness and smell of the
room astonished her. She coughed momentarily but quickly
adapted. Mala replaced the slats swiftly and the room became as
black as blindness. Without a word she wrapped a musty dressing
gown around Pohpoh, her bony fingers squeezing Pohpoh’s shoul- :
ders once. A chorus of flapping wings surrounded Pohpoh, moths
rel ) g themselves from the long-unused gown. Their

L1
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his heels. She regarded the door def
antly, then whj ‘
from her pocket. When she pushed the doZr wide :pezp:li :mkel)i
nel

assaulted them. She was quite pleased that th
ey all, includi
usually composed chief constable, retched. y all, including the

“Sir. That smell—” One of the men whispered.

“What smel.l?” Mala blurted out, “If you have no search papers,
doh bother to insult me. No respect.”

The chief constable, holding his handkerchief to his nose,
pointed sharply toward the stairs. When he signalled that she was
to accompany them he saw her look off to her side and nod, as
though in agreement with some imaginary person. ;

. sigdet o e

Mala prodded at Pohpoh to move farther into the roo Wrthmbﬁm :
hand pressed on her back for assurance, Mala held up a bundle of
weeds to Pohpoh’s nose. “Jenghie, shandolay, baby bonnet anc

»

feeling. Even you safe down there, as long
me.

as you stay clos
g WA e
The men cautiously descended using
ance. Suddenly an officer shrieked and spun
with his elbow. They all jumped back

]



Mala defiantly folded her arms actoss her chest. She cloge ey
eyes and pursed her lips. Finally she sald. loudly, “Eh-heh, jt have
somebody in there. But is okay. He does live there. Is my father”

There was a moment of silence. Then a young officer spoke. “E}.
Yuh father. What yuh mean yuh father? Which father?”

“I only have one father.” Mala was piqued. She mumbled , few
sentences, almost inaudible to the men nearest her and totally
incomprehensible.

“Mr. Ramchandin?” the chief constable asked. “But he disappear
long, long time back, not so?”

“Exactly,” Mala replied. “He does just lie there, not sick or noth.
ing, just old and wear out, an I still looking after him all these years
now. Is a daughter’s duty, Constable.”

“I think you better open up de room for us. Please”

She dealt with his insistence with an insistence of her own. She
rocked from side to side and started to hum an old Dixieland tune.
Then Mala raised a hand and pointed to the ledge. One of the men
reached up, gathering a handful of dust before finding the key. She
grabbed the key out of his hand and unlocked the door.

The officer gave the doorknob a twist and a hard shove. An emis-
sion of nasty gasses belched out at them. They twisted as though the
odour had physically assaulted them. The front man turned around
and, shoving aside the others, bolted up the stairs. '

about. There was a tall

ﬂm@m his flashlight about the room. Ak

100

pone. From parted black gums a thip

purplish ¢ :
though attempting to lick its lips eve ol ongue flickered a5

ry few seconds,

The constable saw Mala look to the side again, as th
someone.

“Father, Pohpoh,” she whispered. “Remember him? Doh g0 near
him. Even now, he still like to try and touch too much” Mala
sucked her teeth, making a drawn-out sound, “Behave yuhself,” she
said to the bed, “or else yuh ent go get no light fuh two-three days.”

ough talking to

Turning to the invisible figure at her side, she said, “Stay here by
me, child, and everything will be awright. Doh frighten. I ent go
leave yuh here with dis wretch and all these other ones who dis-
turbing the peace so. Just stay close by me. Doh ﬁ'ighten.” " S
From the figure’s throat came a faint noise muﬁl&dfine@ i
Pohpoh leaned back. The figure expelled another mmgled oan,
this time with more force. gy Sl e
“Come, child, come,” it said. O3 e
Pohpoh darted toward the bed and slid un i
through a wall of thick cobweb fibers. She peeled the
like plastic wrapping off her eyelids, away from
She trembled. My yel i

The constable approached the figure
Ramchandin,” he muttered. Heari




back tentatively. He had the sensation that the corner of the sheet
trembled between his fingers. As he pulled it back farther it began
to unravel. Suddenly entire patches of the white sheet broke away
and turned into a rising haze of reluctant moths. The terrifieq
officer pitched the sheet out of his hand. It hovered, then broke
apart in a flurry of activity. Thousands of tiny white moths had s,
tightly packed themselves side by side that the tiny hooks on the
edges of their wings had locked together, linking them to form 5
heavy sheet that was slowly devouring the corpse underneath.

The policemen and the constable grabbed Mala by the arm and
rushed out of the room to avoid being smothered by the cloud of
moths. One officer tried to close the door behind them, but Mala
broke back into the room. As she bent to look beneath the bed,
they heard her call out, “Come, Pohpoh. Come, quickly. Run!”
Mala extended a hand and pulled her from under the bed. Pohpoh
nestled her face between two dried-out breasts.

“You smart, child. You real smart. Dey ent go come back here.
Come.” Pohpoh’s body shook like leaves in a wind.

To Mala’s mind and ears alone, the figure in the bed grunted
again. The bed creaked as though the body had managed to shift
itself. The occupant made another effort to speak. Mala swiftly
pushed Pohpoh out of the room.
~ “Idoes W&@h"‘ybu 1 d@esaimys watch you. Whenever you g0
‘ cnow. | see everyth g,’.evgjytbing you does d@;

t, you know. 1

1 understand. T
tha t anv 'Wﬂr

&} yeolic

- chief constable, fearing that Mala wag

mad, approached her stealthily. He flung his armg aroung pey upper

body and one of his men grabbed her legs. They were surprised that
she did not resist as they hauled her up the stairs,

“Run, run, fast, Pohpoh, run,” Mala mumbled,

Pohpoh nimbly passed the officers on the stairs and reached the
drawing room first. At the top of the stairs the officers put Mala
Jown and watched her tip her head in the direction of the verandah.

«The verandah,” she whispered. “You could take off from the
verandah.” Mala, followed by the curious officers, hobbled qutgmo

becoming tOtally

the verandah. priig

eIn the drawing room the chief constable made arrangements ﬁm

i irs. “From the way it decompos-

the inspection of the body downstairs. | oo
ing I would guess the old man was trapped down there alive for

long time before he died. Or was murdered. Make a

for Dr. Datt to inspect the body and for Inspectéf M O‘A

o

out the scene.” gt/
“Constable, a body in that condition? They co X
abody in that condition?”
The chief constable glared. 7
“All right, all right,” said the officer,
that Dr. Datt gone away for the we
the children for seaside holidays. I ¢
't

s




who, in her imagination, had already escaped the yard’s Confine
Her mind filled with sounds of voices and footsteps folloyyi,
Pohpoh. “Yes, Pohpoh, you take off and fly, child, fly!”

One of the police thoroughly enjoying egging Mala on, grinneg
and said to the chief constable, who was finally somewhgt
bemused, “Wha de ass! She flying or what! Constable, she leap ovey
dat fence—even the dogs can’t do that, sir!”

At the top of the hill Pohpoh bent her body forward and, g
though doing a breast stroke, began to part the air with her arms,
Each stroke took her higher until she no longer touched the
ground. She soon found herself above even the tallest trees. High
enough, calmed, she glided, dipping to the left, angling to the
right. She made a wide circle trying to make out familiar gardens,
to pinpoint the cricket pitch and the yard with the rabbits’ hutch.
Before long her village was swallowed up in an unfamiliar coagula-
tion of green, brown and yellow. She did three more breast strokes
and soared higher before gliding again, basking in the cloudless sky.
She practised making perfect, broad circles, like a frigate bird
splayed out against the sky in an elegant V. Down below, her island

‘Was soon lost among others, all as shapeless as specks of dust adrt
on a vast turquoise sea,
\"f"\ﬁ X .',v: 400 AREE

sunned from the baton blow, saw a band of me

N with bird cage
four each, approaching the back fence. Follown a7

g them were three
men with saws.

As the bird catchers passed he heard them talk, “In 2 pinch ten
birds could live for about two, three days in one cage”
“You know how much one peekoplat fetching these days?”
“Divide up, a third each, a mudra that size would make each one
of us a rich man. I myself putting in a bid for the lower third of the
base.” .
Otoh squatted down next to his fathe':r. Kt 8
“Pappy, if they decide that she kill him, what would pen to
?” : ) 1% [
She/'\mbrose shook his head in disbelief. “Impos;sibl&. »:u~
“Tomorrow they going to inspect the scene.” i &
Still his father said nothing. ’
“Pappy, say something! Why you don’t ‘saypso’:;k% ;@&3{
don’t do something? You just going to let tzhem s i
Then out of the blue he asked his fat.hel', “You have y

on you?”

: saieti |
That night, after the rasping samng«@f!
Ambrose stood on his darkened ve
ter railing. In the darkness he wa
heavy timber from Hill Side ¢
several paces vﬁﬁhmm
back for another, and so the

more to come




was something that he could do, something th‘at would Spring ¢,
mind if only he meditated long enough, something that he dareq %
do. He could think of nothing, really.

Suddenly, emanating from exactly where he estimateq Mala’s
house to be, a flare of brilliant red and yellow light shot int the
sky. Within seconds the hissing and spitting of a fire could be heard.
Flames leapt up and licked the heavens. Ambrose’s heart raced, He
stood on tiptoe, as though doing so would help him to see better.

For the second time in twenty-four hours, excited neighbours filed

into the street. The fire truck arrived but the ﬁreﬁghters’ efforts to

get to Hill Side were hampered by the piles of mudra blocking the
street. As they worked to clear a passage, a brilliant display of
embers spit up into the sky as old, dry timber went up in flames.
The intoxicating fragrance of burning mudra wafted through the
air, Th ﬁery sky swarmed with crazed bats and moths. Fwoop.
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THERE WAS A time when Ambrose E. Mohanty’ WW
least interested in sleep. He used to laugh and say that
sleep well enough and long enough when he was g
the days when he and Mala hoped and dreamed
well before he had married Elsie. (s Syl% 78

Ambrose had spent several years studyi
Northern Wetlands. He returned a natty, for
lor full of dreams. Mala heard that he w:
buy salt fish and ground provisions fro
dropped the news on her. He waited

store.

" 4




ground provisions as she picked through his tray of eddoes anq cas-
sava. He followed her closely. _

“Ambrose . . .” Pilai was pleased to see the twitch in her bOdy.
His news would indeed be of certain import to her. He was a]] the
more excited to be its bearer. “Ambrose, you remember Ambroge?
Boyie, na. He coming home tonight.”

Mala gasped and instantly regretted it. If he gossiped to her cer-
tainly he must do so to others, and she had no wish to be the gyb.
ject of gossip. She had learned early the emotional bruising that
came from whispered jeers and ice-cold stares. But still, the news
that Ambrose, the closest friend she ever had, was returning to
town was too thrilling to be elegantly contained.

“Ambrose Moha . .

“Yes, yes, yes, him self,” said Pilai. “What other Ambrose I would
tell you about? His mammy was in here not ten minutes before you
come. You just miss she. She buy up all me good cassava. Look.” He
rummaged through the tray showing her that the ones left were a
little bruised. “She take all me good provisions. She say to make big
cook-up for him. Is like Christmas in Paradise Estate.”

‘Mala allowed herself some curiosity. “His mammy must be real
heppy Holidays? Holidays he come for, Mr. Pilai?”

“No, glrl He finish study. He get degree and thing. He back 18
m -0 home tonight, to sweet Lantanacamara by steamer-

W%I@ a,;placeﬁke the Sluver@g NQ;; &

T OO

der, eggs and dry chocolate. She eyen b
colourful icing beads that he had got in
Even as she bought the baking ingr
Ambrose was returning alone or if he
ing and educated forelgn wife. Would
even remember Mala? When they were in school together they had
been inseparable, and he was the only one of the male species—
besides Chandin Ramchandin, her father—who had ever touched
her body, kissed her mouth. But they were children then and she
had let him, not because she felt any love for him but because. she
wanted the ticklish feeling and moments of escape the actgméhm@.
On her way home she thought only of Ambrose, of how he was
before he left. Everyone in the town had been excited that he |
won the one and only scholarship given out by the Bible ¥
go to the Shivering Northern Wetlands and study theology.
been worried to be away for such a long time, afraid that a
could happen to his mother without his know
coming home to a healthy mother, older ce
happy. She wondered if in the Shivering Northern
ever seen her mother. Or Asha, who had
when she was in her late teens, a cleeﬂ“
though she cried for months when she realize
to the penned word left for her on herw
home again. She wondered daily what h
Pel'}mps gone to the Wetlands in search
ﬂ‘é Smwmg Northern Wetl

ought an ounce of the pey
only that week .

edients, Mala wondered if
had found himself an, excit-
he have children, would he




to notice the house was tidied up and cleaner than he'd eye, sedn
-it. With the kitchen floor and wood furniture all polished, the place
looked and smelled like the early hours of Christmas Morning, 1,
was oblivious to it all.

That night Mala complied with Chandin Ramchandin’s expecta.
tion that she lie down with him. She let him more easily than orgj.
narily lay his coarse hands on her belly, for she was in possession of
a joy and hope that allowed her to block the whole thing out, She
thought of Ambrose sitting with his mother in their house at the
edge of the cane fields. She had heard that he sent money home
regularly and that his mother had added two rooms with doors that
could be locked. One for her and one for him. Mala wondered
what Ambrose thought of the additions. She imagined him coming
to say hello just as he had come to say good-bye years ago. She
imagined herself in the kitchen when he knocked at the door. She
changed the image and put herself in the garden. He would come
around the back of the house to catch her tilling the soil around the
rose bushes—or better yet, plucking wax-shiny yellow fruit from
the passion fruit vine or collecting a basket of frangipani. Once,
when they were in high school, he came to visit her. Realizing that
her tyrannical father was home, he left a note of his visit in the
form of a stolen stalk of frangipani shoved into the earth by the
back fence, inside the yamifﬁﬁrhwtiyeapt with joy when she
It must have been an omen.
- When she was sure

tally full bloom these days. ;

i c _mpletely to thﬁ :

_&dﬂmbM$pn~n&$h,
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Living had become a matter of habit for Chandin Ramchandiy
He began his day as usual walking from house to house calling out,
“Madam! Madam! Boss! You need help today?” He had learned 1
avoid some houses. Their inhabitants would come out wielding a
broom, shouting to him to get away, that they did not want the
likes of him around their children. While many shunned him there
were those who took pity, for he was once the much respected
teacher of the Gospel, and such a man would take to the bottle and
to his own child, they reasoned, only if he suffered some madness.
And, they further reasoned, what man would not suffer a rage akin
to insanity if his own wife, with a devilish mind of her own, left her
husband and children. Whether they disliked him or toleratedlug
existence, to everyone Chandin was Sir. He was often pmd a go a
will shilling and pennies to weed a yard, sweep their drains, pi 5
coconuts, kill a chicken or goat, or sharpen knives. When
had enough coins he would quit work and head for thermm‘
where he stayed until hunger gnawed at his belly. T :

Her father had hardly left the house for the day gité[ |
only begun to straighten his smelly bed whm';t» ‘heard
voice, like cool, clear honey, cooing her name fr |
She straightened her hair, adjusted her dre ﬁﬂd
breathing. : ;3,.;:‘; f

“Pohpoh?”

She could find no voice to answer. She 9
porch grinning, i Ty ,rgﬂ{y -

“I hear you were coming

“-Aéhazﬁ.r Juickly:



fedora he removed with the fluency of a gent.leman lent him an aj,
of grandness. Ambrose E. Mohanty stood like a man, ﬁlling the
porch with an elegant scent of cloves, cardamom and bay leaves,
For the first time in her life Mala felt like a woman, a feeling both,
thrilling and frightening. She lifted her shoulders upright ang el
small breasts quietly announced themselves.

“Mammy is well, Pohpoh. And you? How are you? How have
you been?”

“I good, yes,” she said, suddenly afraid to know how he was, to
know if he had married, if he were really back to stay. He had
turned into an extraordinarily handsome man. Ambrose was more
dapper than even the Wetlandish Reverends and white plantation
owners who had not visited their home countries in many years,
Except for his skin colour he looked like a man in a foreign maga-
zine, and with a little twist of her imagination she could picture
him fair skinned.

“Come in, na. Pappy isn’t home. He left for the day already”
Mala avoided his eyes.

“I know. I was outside for a good while, waiting for him to
leave.” Ambrose picked up a parcel he had set on the verandah floor
and followed her into the kitchen.

“Pappy didn’t changed much, na. You remember him?” How lit-
tle could she tell him, she wondered, and still expect him to catch
her meaning? She could never bring herself to graphically reveal
her situation yet she desperately hoped that he, of all people, might

‘ understand the she couldn’t say. She wasn’t really sure why
B she trusted he might understand. Several years had passed since she
‘ : se, since he had last seen her. But in those years

‘ﬁe@by,greasyBoyiesheuscdﬁ?'wL o |
rd. was still a mﬁicl |

solf getting out 2 plate and knife, the fregh |,
and guava jelly. She couldn’t bear to Jogk at
i package he carried was for her.

«] have no plans to leave. I finished my studies and 1 am il
to stay.” He lowered the parcel onto the kitchen table, i o
you. Forgive my forwardness, Pohpoh, but I brought this novelty
back home with me and I thought that it might be of some interest
o you. May I offer it to you?”

«“Well, that is kind of you. But I don’t know what it is. You don’t
have to bring no gifts for me, you know. What is in the box, Mr.
Mohanty?”

He had never heard her say his last name before and was amused

by her formality. “Pohpoh, you must call me Ambrose. [ am the
4 known since we were children. Please accept

read and some butter
him. She wondereq if

t

same person you have
my present.”

yI-Fl)e pushed the box toward her and encouraged her to 1ook
inside. She reluctantly opened the box. Inside was a portable

gramophone with two seventy-elght r.p.n?.t. dlsl:ls gd ‘ L A
turntable. Mala covered her mouth in surprise an em

“But I hardly know you. Is not right for womﬂ:t '
sents so expensive from a man. | am sorry but I can . 3
Mr. Ambrose.” e
“Not Mr. Ambrose. Ambrose alone is fine. You do know

I only brought it back for you because I hoﬁmyw e
esteem and wanted to pay my respects t0 YO“ :

He broke off abruptly. It stunned Malato
“I expected you to be wearing a priest’s col
His mood shifted. He dropped the

)
0




4 Jeft the seminary and went to a little-known university Wherg |
completed—quite successfully, might [ add—a degree in €Ntomg).
ogy. I am an entomologist, a bloody entomologist, Pohpoh»
laughed heartily. She stared at him blankly, not sure what he Meant.

“Look. At the heart of theology there is a premise—they ] try
to tell you otherwise, but if one listens carefully there is 5 Premise
that we humans are the primary sun around which the entire uni.
verse revolves. Unstated but certainly implied is the assumption tht
humans are by far superior to the rest of all of nature, and that’s why
we are the inheritors of the earth. Arrogant, isn’t it? What’s more,
not all humans are part of this sun. Some of us are considered to be
much lesser than others—especially if we are not Wetlandish or
European or full-blooded white.”

She found his words and meanings too obscure for her to follow
and Mala became interested in the musicality of his voice. His
words were like cut-glass pendants tinkling on a string. He paused
and waited for a response but she was far too lost.

“Ambrose, I never knew you to talk quite so much.”

“Well, I feel as if T want to talk with you about everything and to
talk and talk and talk forever and ever, With you, that is. Everything
Ilearned while I was over there I wanted to discuss and share with
you. How are you, Pohpoh? Tell me, how are you?” '
- Tam good, yes.” Mala wasn’t sure if she was hearing him cor-
rectly. “But I don’t understand what you are talking about. What

'

erend? What he say about you not ﬁmshlngw 1

i SR Y A C ‘

spiritual well-being of humankind and the earth on which we 4]
man and nature, co-exist. All of God’s Universe.” 5

Mala began to giggle. He looked at her quizzically,

“1 thought [ wasn’t understandjng you but now it look like lam”

“Yes?Yes? Ah, Pohpoh. I knew you would! They thought I was loco
but when they realized I was serious they let me begina study of my
own. Yet every step of the way they intervened, insisting that I posit
the insects and the bugs and all creatures not of the human species as
lesser, as dumb, and to relegate them to being God's tools, servants, or
as doom that He would send down upon mankind as punishment, or
that He would visit upon us as reward for our deeds. Well, I wrote a
letter to the Reverend and he agreed that I could use the scholarship
to study entomology as long as I promised to return and work as
a good Christian in the ministry of agriculture.” . o

“You goin to work in the cane fields, Ambrose? t .

“I got him to agree that I would work in -the area @‘f t@urm 2
Bringing people to God via thebmjn;stry (olf;;: ar:lna;;eﬂgmm i
He told me that if [ weren'’t so bright, an ATy WS SIS
a good and God-fearing woman he would take thej:spfaﬁmgi
and give it to someone else. But he knew that ever sin
child I had a heart for entomology. So I don’t i
But I do owe you tremendous gratitude. It w
me to the world of insects, you know that, eh, F H




“Go if I want to hold a job I must employ myself,” Ambroge saiil

happily. “ have so many ideas but I will bore you with only my

most compelling”

“What is that?”

- “] was thinking of harvesting spider silk. Do you remember hoy
those imbeciles at school used to try to cr ush a strand of spider
silk? They would smash at it with a rock but it never split apart,
There have been attempts already to harvest the silk but with little
results. I think I might have stumbled upon a way, Pohpoh.”

There was such affection in the way Ambrose said Pohpoh that
Mala was unable to tell him that she could no longer bear the
name. Pohpoh was what her father had lovingly called her since she
was a baby, long before the crisis in the family. But when Chandin
Ramchandin started touching her in ways that terrified and hurt
her, she hated the way he whispered, “Pohpoh, my little Pohpoh,
you must never leave me, eh?” She decided not to ask Ambrose to
call her Mala just yet. The request might cause too many questions
to hang like a curtain, separating them. She would wait for a time
when she was sure nothing could wedge a distance between them.
~ “I am thinking also,” he continued dreamily, “of purchasing

- pirogue, a small boat, to take foreign visitors who come in search
~of nature’s tropical wonders up the river and out to the vast

e eastern coast. The swamp is the home of mag-
, colourful and varied in size, with fantastic
escaped the pages of 2

Tam cer”

The surprise of such a revealj
ahng prono
uncement quiet
ed them

both. They parted awkwardl
Y) Am')I'OS :
gramophone on the table and Mala Preteen}:;;tendmg to forget the

0 ; ton : v
remained. He made his way out the back dooé ot notice that jt

Without removing the gift from the box she looked at it
ing the fat brass arm. She clutched the records to her ch, % tf’udl-
ining that Ambrose knew these musical pieces well, had ” lmag—
chosen them for her. She returned the disks and c’losed the bo
With less difficulty than Ambrose, she lifted it and walked mtoh:r

bedroom. She shoved the box under her bed, out of her father’s
sight.

4

Ramchandin had, as usual, stated what he wanted for
meal. “Curry a brown fowl,” he said but it w )
must also include rice, split pea dhal, curried
one sadha roti. Chandin left six shillings on
*M'ala to go to market with. It was enougl




her hea

day it was. Before leaving for the market she gxejrolne Y sh:
wide-brimmed hat with large red ﬂov;tiirl;; :Ee v]zaslin o

| If in the mirror, preten -
i(:l(;ki;z:j(;\s:nst to her, Ambrors)e too was in thed Hlllal‘ket Watt}fhlng
her., She turned and twisted her face, pUCEere eel;l ?VEE " ran
raised her eyebrows, mimicking the well-to-do Wokrfl v vénd &
times made the market trip. She imitated them as bmgd] ", ors
with benevolent arrogance for a fat young fO\.Nl, a unh eo cnlmac.l
mon, a pineapple. She saw herself in the mirror 'as 1 ¢ imagine
Ambrose might, the way he might watch and.admlrj Zr, oy

Swinging her woven straw basket, hl-lmmmg an 21 miring the
flowering shrubs and trees in neighbouring yards, Mala kwas écst;-
tic as she strolled down the five long blocks to the mér et. Coo h
ing for her father was a chore she performed w1tbou; 1muc
thought or caring. But now cooking had become a delightful pro-
duction. She would cook more than enough food so that tomorrow
she would be able to show off and offer her taleflts to Ambrc;)s;i’1 :

When she got to Pilai’s store, to her horror, it w.as cl.osfe 1 ]:1
she remembered the day was Wednesday. Her disbelie qluliwz
turned to fear. On Wednesdays Pilai opened his shop for ond);n i
hours in the early morning. By nine o’clock he \jvould close ane e
his once-a-week trip to the docks for prOViSIOI.IS that CT;I s
" steamer from another island. Everyone in Paradise knew :h .
ule. She looked down at her feet and noted her shadow v::‘:l ént e
W“Nu past ten o’clock. She was no longer very l::e e
he 2 chicken, let alone a brown one sO o
B : + tables had already bee?
pork and beef vendors tables

vendor was hosing effblood-; feathers ol 0

CO!

. s and
,ahe s hobind-bistvelie o

SHANI MOOTOO

to her Cheap. Shark wag alwa

eW it was saiq that only p
the flesh of an animal that

Mala considered the sh

boyant gesture and yanke
intestine. She looked, an

ys far cheaper than the other fish, Mala
eople whose souls were dark would eat
was known to eat the flesh of man.
ark. The vendor slit its belly with a flam-
d out the guts. He stretched apart the slit
d seeing nothing resembling human body
Partsi or unusual colours, she agreed to take it. She sought solace in
the fact that fish was cheaper than meat. She would spend her
father’s money carefully and take change home.

Spice and vegetable vendors were plentiful still. Mala bought
tomatoes, onions, garlic, star anise seeds, sweet potatoes, eddoes,
cassava, yam and scotch bonnet peppers. To compensate for her
carelessness she bought a bundle of her father’s favourite vegetable,
string bean bodi. She still had a shilling and some pennies.

Chandin Ramchandin would not get his curry but Mala would
cook up the tastiest stewed fish and provisions he had ever had. She
would fry the bodi with onions and tomatoes, the way he liked best.
He would not miss the curry. And the next day she would be able to
give a plateful of the anise- and pepper-flavoured fish to Ambrose. It
was indeed for Ambrose that she was cooking, It would be fine with
him to be served shark. Ambrose was not one to be afraid to indulge
in all kinds of pleasures. And Chandin Ramchandin would likely
not ask what kind of fish he was eating. If he did she would simply
say it was carite. He would never know the difference. sy T

But when her father arrived home that aftermmss&w
the neighbourhood to be permeated with the bitter aromas of
freshly roasted and ground curry paste. He was shocked

rected by the quieter aroma of fish tamed in burnt suga
anise, the smells of a creole stew. Mala |




