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1: RSVP To Mrs. Bush-Hall
It was to be the most wonderful party ever. Something that would be talked about for many a long day, something that would take up at least a column in Carib, something that would make her, Maude Bush-Hall, the most
envied of mothers in Barbados. For at the party there would be the announcement of her daughter’s engage-ment
—not to a mere civil service clerk, not even to one of the local big shots, but, if you please, to a member of the
British aristocracy who was, incidentally, a literary celebrity, a poet whose verse had won recognition in two
continents.
As a matter of fact she was at that moment holding in her plump be-ringed hand a copy of his most recently
published volume of verse. Yes, no doubt of it Rosemary for Rosencrantz, author of But Valour’s Excrement; and
on the back of the weirdly designed jacket, in addition to the bit above the two continents, various laudatory
snippets: “… trenchant satire … urgent symbolism … exotic imagery … foremost among the avant-garde … a
young man to be watched …” And she turned to the flyleaf and. read once again with a glow of proprietary pride:
“Ma, With love etc., Lucas T.”
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Sitting in the cushioned window seat and glancing across the placid fields now stripped of their screen of sugar
cane to where a couple of miles away the control tower of the airport sparkled in the sun, Mrs. Bush-Hall's
accommodating bosom heaved in a swell of thanksgiving: her dearest ambition was on the way to fulfillment. She
turned and directed her glance towards the interior of the too elaborately furnished room. At an old-fashioned
desk littered with sheets of writing paper and envelopes, were bent two heads, one of them, her future son-inlaw’s, pure Nordic gold, the other, her daughter’s—and here a transient frown turned her sleek brow—well, she
wished it didn’t remind her so much of molasses froth.
But never mind that, she thought, never mind. It could pass for blonde, and it didn’t seem to worry Lucas. She
regarded his bowed head steadily, fondly. An English husband, no less, for her Pyrlene. Her bosom rose and fell
again. This time the sigh reverberated. The two heads were raised in enquiry.
“Was only thinkin’, pet. You got down that master at the College? The one that does write poetry?”
“Lucas isn’t impressed by his work, mamma. He thinks it much too derivative. He says—”
“Oh, stick him in, stick him in,” scowled the young man. “He certainly won’t be called upon to troll any of his
tripe at the party.”
The girl giggled and the two heads were once more directed towards their task. And Mrs. Bush-Hall continued
to bask in the realization of her good fortune. After all, Pyrlene wasn’t exactly a beauty. Not much sex appeal
there either: a little too flat at whatever angle you looked at her; but, perhaps for that very reason, she was a good
girl. And intelligent too, no doubt about that: she could hold her own in conversation with anyone, even with such
a world-famous figure as Lucas Traherne. Their conversations were a joy to listen to—not that she could
understand much of what they were saying, of course, it was all so very highbrow, but she had no reason to be
ashamed of her Pyrlene in that respect; and after marriage her looks would certainly improve; she had big bones.
As for Lucas, what more could she have wished for! A great poet, a handsome, though somewhat skinny,
young Englishman, and a close relative of a lord. Only, she wished he would take a little more care with his dress
—those dirty white pumps of his were an eyesore—and that he would mix with the people of consequence in the
island, join a few clubs as befitted his status, establish himself. But he just didn’t seem to care for anything like
that. Why, she’d had to beseech him to get a proper suit of clothes; had to take him to town, order it, pay for it
even. Not that she minded; she loved making him little presents; had already bought him an expensive wrist
watch; but these modern Englishmen were so casual, so careless of their personal appearance. Ah well, she’d
show them what a B’adian woman could do.
The party had been her own idea. It wasn’t to be a mere get-together of personal friends of theirs. Oh no,
something on a much more socially grandiose scale. She had been to a British Council party once and had never
forgotten it: all sorts of people, all the really important ones—various upper-class ladies and gentlemen,
politicians, literary folks, artists and so on, headmasters and their wives, a member or two of the Legislative
Council, English and American visitors to the island, the Lord Bishop, even the Governor (Acting) and his wife—
all standing around casually in ever-shifting groups, with waiters bustling to and fro, and all chatting with one
another in as friendly a manner as you could wish for, just as though there were no class-distinctions or prejudices
or anything. A real eye-opener.
So she was modeling her party along similar lines. Naturally there would be her own friends and acquaintances, among them the important members of the various associations to which she belonged and in which she
played so prominent a part as a devoted apostle of social welfare: the ICU and the UCME, and the RSTU and the
OHO and the AHA and the INOU. And of course there would be the nice American pastor of the NCSA; for Mrs.
Bush-Hall although a nominal supporter of the C of E\fn{ Church of England.} was not averse to exploring the byways of religion which were offered in such profusion, and the New Church of Spiritual Automation was the most
recent addition to their number. And her more intimate friends, her gentlemen friends especially … well, nearly
all, for she would most certainly have to draw the line at Willoughby Watts. Much too coarse when he “had in” his
rum, and making passes at any attractive young woman within arm’s length. A sudden vision of Willoughby Watts
bestowing a good-natured smack on some upper-class bottom compelled her to question:
“You hasn’t got that Willoughby on the list, has you, Pyrlie?”
“Certainly not, mamma.”
Her composure restored, Mrs. Bush-Hall resumed her reflections. No, come what might, she would never
neglect her old friends, all men of substance who had in various capacities played an active part in her life: Jessie
Ford, Big Boy Waterford, LeRoy DaCourcey … his wife, Lurleen, would have to come too, the old bitch, but no
matter … and, of course, Audible Smart. Her own dear Audible. But in any case Audible would be foremost. on
the list of celebrities: a member of the House, with a ministerial job in the offing, the King, as he liked to describe
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himself in the papers, of Real Estate. A pity he had not viewed the advent of Lucas Traherne with favor. A blasted
limey, he had dubbed him. But her insistence on Lucas’ aristocratic connections had brought him round
eventually; in fact they got on quite well together nowadays as the frequent replenishing of her two-gallon
demijean bore witness. Yes, she was so glad that little difficulty had been smoothed over; she could never afford
to lose her dear Audible’s friendship.
It was indeed mainly due to his good offices that she was now comfortably installed at this delightful old
country house, “The Frangipannis,” away from all the noise and dust of Bridgetown. How lovely the lawn would
look beneath the festoons of colored electric bulbs! And the frangipannis all in bloom too. Her glance strayed to
the biggest of them all, its girth almost matching hers, its contorted branches forming a complicated pattern
against the eggshell blue of the April sky. How she wished she could keep in mind those lines Lucas had
composed especially for her, composed moreover, as a special favour to her, in rhyme. She would have to make
the effort and learn them, those lines … how did they go—those knubbled elbows and arthritic knees, the
something something among trees, tittumty tumty years flow on O arboreal Laocoon!
What a pity she couldn’t memorize things like Pyrlene. Only a line or two here and there. O arboreal Laocoon!
At first she had resented the reference to what she thought was “coon,” but Lucas had explained it so nicely. It
was what they called a classical adhesion. Ah, what a thing education was! And to think that a poet had written
that about her tree. She intended showing the poem to all the really important people at the party. Not ostentatiously, but casually like, when conversation flagged.
“My Lord Bishop, has you seen this?” or
“Speaking of frangipannis, Lady Graight …” The name recalled her to a sense of the immediate.
“You write Lady Graight name yet, Pyrlene?”
“I doubt whether she’ll be able to make it. She seldom goes anywhere nowadays. But we’re sending her an
invitation. And her secretary. Shall I tell you the invitees so far?”
Mrs. Bush-Hall nodded and her daughter, scooping up a sheaf of envelopes, began:
“Mr. and Mrs. Pearson Forson, Major and Mrs. Strokes, the Honorable and Mrs. Boysie Scandebury, Mr. and
Mrs. Mauby Sorrell, Dr. Dooms, Mr. M. T. Vessle, MCP, Lady Graight, Miss Toothwaite, Mrs. Fitzpitt, Mr. and
Mrs. Celestial Barker, Miss Eurine Potts, Mrs. Zimmerbloom—”
“Who she is?”
“The American sculptress, mamma. Mr. Talculm Fairenough, Mr. and Mrs. Smithbert Smith, Mr. Audible
Smart, MCP—”
“MCP,” repeated Lucas Traherne slowly with emphasis on the C. “A curious thing, that. today when
colonialism is equated with serfdom and slavery, a relic of the barbarous past, your members of parliament still
proudly insert that derogatory letter. Can you tell me why, Ma?”
But Mrs. Bush-Hall had no explanation to offer. Nor had Pyrlene.
“I suppose they’ll change it in time to MWIP, or something,” she offered.
Lucas Traherne held up his hands in horror, and Pyrlene continued:
“Mr. Horatio Nelson, MA, the Reverend and Mrs. Chirp, Mr. Hathaway Withym, Sir Charles and Lady Charles
…”
How proud Mrs. Bush-Hall was at the recital of these notable names. She beamed. And indeed she had every
right to be proud of her achievement. She had every right to beam. Born some forty odd years ago in the most
humble surroundings imaginable, she had, after many years of privation, married a retired and ageing stevedore;
had seen him, after a few years of married life, impressively buried; and had then devoted herself to the rearing
and education of her only child, and to the amassing, partly by means of her late husband’s investments and partly
by her own shrewdness, of quite a tidy income.
Mrs. Bush-Hall was, as she liked to describe herself, a “high brown,” and must have been quite attractive in
her youth. Her mother had been a poor negress who made her living, or most of it, by selling fruit. Rumor had it
that her father was a white man, a foreigner, and Mrs. Bush-Hall had always encouraged herself to believe that he
was an Englishman. How else could she account for her passion for things English, for the possession of a pair of
steely gray eyes, for her absorbing interest in the doings of the royal family? Yes, she was fully convinced it was
the English blood that ran in her veins that, contrary to the reaction of the boys and girls in her neighborhood,
always brought her to a stiffly erect stance whenever the Police Band struck up God Save the King.
This conviction was a source of great satisfaction to her, and if any other circumstance was needed to
strengthen it, was the fact that, when she reached her teens, she always felt much more at ease with English than
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with American sailors when a visiting man-of-war happened to be in the harbor.
But that was in her early days. She had attended a revivalist meeting one night and by the flaming light of hellfire had been led to seek out the less demanding profession of needle-worker. By her twenty-fifth birthday she had
acquired such an aura of respectability that Mr. Molly Hall, the stevedore, who was a shrewd judge of character,
had, after several abortive attempts to seduce her, proposed marriage. This was a great triumph for her, for Mr.
Hall was quite an important personality. He was a member of the parish vestry, owned no fewer than a dozen
house properties, and, even in those days, a chauffeur-driven Ford. True, he was not altogether prepossessing: he
was short, stout, of very dark complexion, well on in his sixties, and was more often than not rather the worse for
liquor. But what were all these defects when offset by his wealth and respectability? Besides, his age was a factor
in her favor.
So she, Maude Bush, spinster, had taken Mr. M. Hall to her lawful wedded husband. It was not until after his
death that she had adopted the hyphenated nomenclature by which she was distinguished from the many other
Hall families in the neighborhood of Hallscourt, Mr. Hall’s ornate residence in Bridgetown.
Mr. Hall was delighted with his bride. Until then a bachelor, and a surprisingly childless one at that, it was his
ambition that she should as swiftly as possible provide him with an heir, an ambition which it was said caused
him within a few months of his marriage to take to the nuptial bed permanently as the result of an apoplectic
seizure. This lack of an heir was his only regret, for his wife proved a most devoted nurse and soon showed such a
grasp of his financial affairs that he appointed her his attorney and was relieved of all further worldly anxiety.
A short while before he died, however, there was some slight scandal that might have embarrassed a less
integrated personality than his widow-to-be.
It was her love of the English and things English that occasioned the matter. She had, in the course of her
transactions with a dry goods establishment, made the acquaintance of a commercial traveler from Birmingham.
This acquaintance ripened into a more intimate relationship, for exactly eight months after the departure of the
gentleman in question the child Pyrlene saw the light of day. Not unnaturally, harsh things were said, but as Mr.
Hall made no comment (indeed he had lost the power of speech some time previously) and as there was no one to
dispute the child’s claim to legitimacy, Mrs. Hall was quite pleased with the outcome of the affair, assuring all and
sundry that the arrival of an heir, though female, was the long-deferred answer to her husband’s prayer, and that
now she would not be at all surprised if he departed in peace. Which he did shortly afterwards.
One hundred and three cars followed Mr. Hall’s mortal remains to the cemetery, and everyone allowed that his
widow had done all in her power to make the occasion a success.
She was now extremely well off. In addition to the late Mr. Hall’s title deeds and bank balance there was his
accumulation of old gold: the various rings, brooches and other bits of antique jewelry in the japanned box under
his bed was worth at least, she was assured, well over two thousand pounds.
She was not surprised therefore to find herself, after the correct time had elapsed, besieged by a variety of
suitors. She had always been led to believe that the two essential prerequisites to happiness were love and money:
having experienced a surfeit of the former in her youth, she was in no mind to sacrifice her enjoyment of the latter
by sharing it with any gentleman of her acquaintance. Not that she was averse to their attentions. A chosen few
who could help her swell her bank balance by judicious advice or assistance were encouraged to call at Hallscourt
and these callers would often prolong their calls until the early hours of the next day.
But even these indiscretions were abruptly terminated shortly after Pyrlene’s fifth birthday. Until that time the
child had been for the most part a source of annoyance: she suffered from almost every ailment to which young
children are prone and would frequently cause her mother to leave her bed at most inopportune moments.
And then one morning her mother discovered her spelling out the words in the Sunday Advocate. This was a
revelation. She was the mother of a genius, of a potential Barbados Scholar! All her energy must now be devoted
to the education of this prodigy. Everything must be done to ensure success. The best schools. The best home
training and influence. Those protracted calls must cease.
And so began the educational progress of Pyrlene, and, incidentally, of Mrs. Bush-Hall; for from expensive
private school on to Princess Royal College the pair would tackle the homework problem together; and thus the
older student was introduced to the hitherto unknown world of letters: Dick Whittington, The Golden Fleece,
Little Women … It was unfortunate for her that Shakespeare made such an early appearance on the curriculum of
Princess Royal: blank verse left her mind in a similar condition; so very wisely she allowed her daughter to
continue on her own. But having acquired the habit of reading, Mrs. Bush-Hall was not to be denied: there were
thrillers, romances, westerns to provide her with the entertainment and excitement she craved. Besides, as she
would often remark,
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“Reading is the hall mark of the truly cultured person.”
Meanwhile Pyrlene was making reasonably satisfactory progress. She was duly promoted from form to form.
But by the time she reached the upper school it was obvious that she was not of the material of which scholars are
made: in her first important exam she failed in almost every subject.
Her mother was furious. Her life’s work had been in vain. Poor Pyrlene’s life became insupportable. Her
woebegone appearance and frequent uncontrolled bursts of sobbing became a topic of comment at school. Her
form mistress, Miss Toothwaite, an Englishwoman who had become a long-established fixture at Princess Royal,
had questioned her. As a result one afternoon Miss Toothwaite had accompanied Pyrlene to Hallscourt.
“Barbados Scholarships aren’t the aim and end of education, you know, Mrs. Bush-Hall. In any case, despite
Pyrlene’s failure in certain subjects, her results in English were outstanding.” (Miss Toothwaite had been English
mistress for years.) “A great future lies in store for your daughter.”
What this future was Miss Toothwaite did not choose to disclose, but in Mrs. Bush-Hall’s imagination the
words of the gaunt gray-haired Englishwoman (at school she was known as Duppy) were fraught with prophetic
assurance. Her doubt and anger were dispelled. Hope was reborn. She embraced Miss Toothwaite and wept
unrestrainedly on her shoulder and invited her to stay on to dinner. Mrs. Bush-Hall was an excellent cook,
everyone was happy, and Miss Toothwaite spent a most rewarding evening. She was entreated to come soon
again. Entreaty was hardly necessary: she came often. Very soon she was invited to Hallscourt for weekends, and
when soon afterwards the removal to “The Frangipannis” took place, she would sometimes spend the greater part
of her vacation there.
The friendship proved mutually beneficial. Miss Toothwaite was able to add to her meagre savings and
attenuated frame and Mrs Bush-Hall to her cultural development. For Miss Toothwaite was convinced that such a
dynamic personality had much to offer the community; so she encouraged her with the help of Mr. Audible
Smart’s influence to enter the field of social welfare. She became a member of one of the many organizations
devoted to the cause. She was congratulated on her ability, her zeal. She became a member of another association.
And another. Then several. She sat on various committees. Her circle of acquaintance widened. Her photograph
appeared in the press.
She gave tea parties. Her tea parties, with Miss Toothwaite always present to disseminate a modicum of
culture, were minor social events. And Pyrlene, relieved from the terrors of her mother’s now averted ambition,
made satisfactory amends by obtaining passes in no fewer than three subjects at her next public examination and
left school (she was now nineteen) to pursue a course of study of the more esoteric modern poets whose ranks she
hoped to join some day when her mother allowed her to emigrate to the wider literary field of London.
And then Lucas Traherne appeared on the scene.
One afternoon Miss Toothwaite’s moribund two-seater wheezed up the drive at “The Frangipannis.” A young
man, a stranger, was driving. Miss Toothwaite dashed up the wide stone steps breathless with excitement and the
young man followed at a leisurely pace. He was windblown and disheveled, his clothes were far from clean, a pair
of pale blue eyes glittered from a rawly-pink face; he had a lean and hungry look. In short, he might have been
one of those merchant seamen who prowled the streets of Bridgetown.
By the time he had reached the broad verandah, Miss Toothwaite had performed her act of introduction. She
had gone for a sea bathe. She had met him on the beach. They had got talking. And he was no other—why, they
had been reading his Rosemary for Rosencrantz only last week—than Lucas Traherne.
Soon, stretched in a berbice chair with a tall rum and ginger at hand, he was relating his odyssey. He was
touring the Caribbean. Writing. He liked Barbados. In fact, he liked it best of all the islands. How long was he
staying? That depended—and here he looked around appraisingly—if he could find a less expensive boardinghouse. Poets couldn’t afford the best hotels.
Next morning he moved in. A small suitcase arrived with him. That had been six months ago.
He had on more than one occasion offered to pay for his keep, that is to say, to pay when a certain cheque from
his publishers arrived. But the cheque had failed to appear, and Mrs. Bush-Hall had been forced to console herself
with the thought that the intention was as good as the deed. Besides, it was a privilege to entertain such a
distinguished guest. Moreover he was so entertaining, so companionable, so easily pleased, so useful even. He
shared her enthusiasm for thrillers; regaled them with all sorts of stories—stories of the eccentricities of his
illustrious family, bawdy stories of various personalities of the stage, screen, and literary world, shocking stories
of political intrigue and dissimulation; pottered about in the garden and gave her invaluable hints about her roses,
was delighted with the unfamiliar tropical blooms and exceedingly impressed by her collection of anthuriums
(even more impressed by the collection of antique jewelry in the japanned box under the bed); often gave a hand
5

in the kitchen; went marketing for her two or three times a week; and, when she broached the idea of a new car,
saw after all the complicated business transactions and drove it home himself, a shining Jaguar. True, he would
attend none of her tea parties, nor did he display the slightest interest in social welfare, but he was most affable to
Miss Toothwaite despite her inability to cope with the more obscurantist and obscene of his poems, hail-fellowwell-met with the gregarious Audible, quite filial in his deportment to his dear Ma, and to Pyrlene he was most
attentive. Indeed, after the arrival of the Jaguar, the couple would often disappear after dinner until the early hours
of the next morning; and in spite of her daughter’s repeated assurance that they spent the time discussing the
problems and intricacies of modern verse, it was at this stage that Mrs. Bush-Hall determined that he should state
his intentions.
No matter how famous, how well-connected a young man he might be, the honor of the Bush-Halls was at
stake. She wasn’t going to have any monkey-business where the reputation of her only daughter was concerned.
He was watering the anthuriums when she put the pertinent question to him bluntly. He shook a reproving finger
at her.
“No wonder you are prey to these fearful imaginings, Ma, surrounded as you are” (and here he took in the tiers
of lilies with a wide sweep of his arm) “by all these travesties of floral phallism. But I can appreciate a mother’s
feelings and concern. My dear Ma” (approaching her and pinching her cheek) “I thought all that was understood
between us long ago. When do you propose announcing the engagement?”
And in spite of his sustaining a number of minor contusions by being propelled backwards into a nest of
flowerpots by the exuberance of Mrs. Bush-Hall’s embrace, there was great joy at “The Frangipannis” that day.
*
The Day broke fair and cloudless, Mrs. Bush-Hall having consulted every available almanac to ensure this end.
She had been up and about before dawn, and had been on her legs every moment since. All the multifarious
preparations had fallen upon her, for Lucas had had to go to town in the car immediately after breakfast on
important but unspecified business, Miss Toothwaite was busy at school, Audible involved in some political
activity and Pyrlene hadn’t been at all well lately, especially during the morning hours; but then, once the
preliminaries had been accomplished in fitting style, the wedding need not be too long delayed. It would be a
quiet one: she had promised Lucas he would not have to undergo two such social trials.
A day of hard work it had been for her: arranging the floral decorations; giving instructions to the men from
the electric company about the illuminations; seeing that the caterers had sent everything; popping in and out of
the kitchen to supervise all that was going on there; keeping a wary eye on the crisscrossing ropes from the two
marquees erected between the house and the lawn and upon all the strange men wandering about the house and
grounds, and the consequent checking and rechecking of the knives, forks, spoons, etc., arranging the few dozen
chairs in apparently haphazard fashion about the lawn (she had wanted to order two hundred and fifty, but Miss
Toothwaite had reminded her that too many chairs at a function of this sort would only engender a crystallization
in the circulation, and Lucas, less elegantly, that it wasn’t going to be another of her bloody tea parties); pointing
out to the gardener and the boy who ran errands just how the parking of the cars was to be controlled—yes, it had
been a day of hard work, not without its petty exasperations too. Major Strokes had telephoned to state he was
laid low with an attack of ptomaine poisoning; Audible had warned her that Willoughby Watts had no intention of
foregoing a freeness for lack of such a trifle as an invitation; one of the young men from the village who had been
pressed into service had had an epileptic seizure in the W.C.\fn{ Water closet.} and old Dr. Dooms had had to be
summoned; a stray dog had made off with one of the baked turkeys; and, to cap it all, Lucas had just telephoned to
say that something—nothing very serious, he had been at pains to tell her—had gone wrong with the car and that
he would have to return by taxi.
Such a day! Nearly half-past five. Invitations had been issued for six-thirty. She would have to wash and dress.
And the question of dress had caused her some exasperation too. She had wanted to appear in her most elaborate
and expensive gown and displaying almost every bit of jewelry she possessed; but Lucas had been firm.
“That sort of thing just isn’t done, Ma. You don’t want all these people to think you’re trying to make them
look insignificant. Something simple. And just one ring and the little necklace I gave you. Remember now.”
She would certainly wear the necklace, even though it did look rather cheap; but she had been thrilled at this
unexpected gift, and she consoled herself with the thought that one who had attended garden parties at Windsor
should know best.
She fingered the little gilt chain wistfully. She hadn’t removed it since he had clasped it on a week ago. For
only a week ago the long-expected cheque from his publishers had arrived. True, it was not quite what he had
been counting upon: only a matter of twenty pounds, and there were so many things to be done with it. His old
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suitcase had completely burst asunder and he had bought one of those lovely ones they used for air travel; he had
run up quite a bill for cigarettes at the village shop; and he had so wanted to buy that beautiful engagement ring at
Snuyder’s he’d set his heart on. He’d even offered to pay what was left of the cheque on account. But paying two
pounds ten on a $500 engagement ring would have been quite out of the question, so she had advanced the money
(5 per cent off for cash) and with the two pounds ten—or rather the better part of it—he had purchased the
necklace especially for her. She sighed tenderly at the recollection and, as her bosom heaved, again glimpsed for a
fleeting moment that delicate token of his esteem.
Calling out last-minute instructions to everyone within earshot, she climbed the stairs slowly. She hoped her
legs would last out the night. Pyrlene in the next room busily engaged in putting the finishing touches to a poem
of hers which she hoped Lucas might, considering the theme and the occasion, read, was routed from her
occupation and told to keep a close eye on the liquor now that the head-waiter had arrived and to hustle Lucas into
his clothes the moment he returned from town, and then Mrs Bush-Hall made ready for her night of nights.
Her night of nights! That primary phase of her obligation as hostess accomplished, the reception of her guests,
she had withdrawn to the topmost stair of the verandah, and from this point of vantage was contemplating with
satisfaction the pulsating scene before her. She was dressed in a white satin gown that displayed her rounded
figure perhaps a little too bumpily, but Lucas, arriving at the very last moment, had approved. Had approved also
of the three salmon-colored frangipanni blossoms in her hair, and had, on second thoughts, granted her permission
to wear another of her rings. The rest she had been compelled to deposit regretfully in her jewel case. And Lucas
had whispered to her that she reminded him of a very famous duchess, indeed, a duchess of his acquaintance.
Lucas had returned only just in time. There had been a slight accident; he had had to leave the car in town, but
it would be all right by tomorrow. He had been unusually agitated, but her reminder that men were prone to
attacks of nerves at such crises had seemed to have restored his composure. He got dressed quickly, joined
Pyrlene and herself in greeting the early arrivals, and had been quite charming to them.
What more could even a duchess have wished for? Everything had combined to make the occasion
astonishingly perfect. As she gazed out into the night she noted that even the stars in their courses—and she could
never remember having seen such a profusion of them before—were obviously giving her of their best. The lawn
with its festoons of multi-colored electric bulbs reechoed loftier splendours, and the lights from the airport, too,
winked unqualified approval in her direction. And all the guests, the two hundred odd of them, were so
completely, so indubitably at their ease. Their chatter and laughter were wafted up to her, a duchess upon her dais,
almost drowning the delicate drone of the scarlet-coated steel band which had been instructed to play only the
lightest of classical music until eight o’clock, when the buffet supper would be served and the engagement
announced.
How happy she was, how proud of it all—the weather, the stars, the lights, the gay assembly! How delightful
everyone had been! Everyone including Sir Charles Charles, that paragon of the old Barbadian order about whose
acceptance of the invitation she had entertained some misgiving. How very gracious he and his wife, Lady Emma,
had been to her:
“Charmed, charmed to meet you, Mrs. Bush-Hall,” he had boomed, and had somehow managed to infuse into
his greeting the fact that he had only at that moment achieved a life-long desire. Breeding will always tell, she
thought: good old B’adian blood. She was more than ever proud of her birthright. Little England and Big England
for ever.
Audible, very slim and very elegant in his fawn tropicals, mounted the steps and joined her.
“Ain’t it all too good to be true, Audie?” she murmured. Audible grunted approval.
“You certainly giving them one hell of a good time, Maudie. But why you up here all by your one? Where
Pyrlene and Lucas?”
She pointed them out where they stood in the centre of a little knot of people whom Pyrlene had previously
referred to as “the literati.”
“I going jine them now,” she said.
The two of them walked down the steps to the lawn. Smiles greeted her everywhere. Mrs. Zimmerbloom, the
American sculptress, again assured her what a wonderful time she was having and admired her cute frangipannicoiffure, the Beethoven Smalls were effusively appreciative of the pleasantly modulated effect of the steel band,
the Honorable Boysie Scandebury congratulated her in his warmest and moistest tone on the excellence of her
whisky. Mrs. Orgie Wilde, the secretary of the HIYA, was moved to ecstatic ejaculations of “Divine, my dear, too
too divine’”as she caught sight of her, Mr. Hathaway Withym could not forbear introducing her for a second time
to his most recently acquired friend, a young German, Herr Panzi, and even Lurleen DaCourcey felt it incumbent
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upon her to confess it was as good as an evening at Government House.
Audible wandered off in search of an elderly American who had earlier in the evening expressed a desire to
purchase a property somewhere near the ocean. Mrs. Bush-Hall joined the party of literati.
“All o’ you still talking poetry, I suppose?”
“And what could be more essentially worth our while?” replied the eldest of the group, bowing acknowledgement. This was Mr. Pearson Porson, an Englishman who had been shipped to the colonies many years ago to seek
his fortune and had found it in the person of the daughter of a wealthy planter. Since that far-off time he had never
done a stroke of work but was regarded as a great authority on every conceivable subject.
“That’s right, Mrs. Bush-Hall,” added another, a young journalist who was responsible for very occasional
verse in his paper. And a third, the young schoolmaster to whose presence at the party Lucas had at first objected,
chimed in,
“We’re all now anxiously awaiting Mr. Traherne’s magnum opus, his epithalamium, to which this wonderful
party,” with a sweeping wafture of his rum-and-ginger, “would seem to be its most fitting prolegomenon.”
Not quite sure of the meaning of the intended compliment, Mrs. Bush-Hall could only smile and glance at
Lucas. He was scowling his darkest.
“Yes,” she ventured haltingly, “we hope so. We hope so.” Mr. Pearson Porson came to the rescue.
“I was just saying, Mrs. Bush-Hall,” he asserted in his most pontifical manner, “that Mr. Traherne can hardly
have failed, to observe the exquisite charm of our local place names, so English, so inspiring, so fraught with the
mellow tradition of the centuries: Foursquare, Strong Hope, Mount Standfast, Providence, Venture—”
“And don’t forget the purely B’adian touch,” interrupted the journalist, “Six of Men’s and Pie Corner and Jackin-the-box Gully—”
“And Jack-my-Nanny Gap and Penny-Hole and Cat’s Castle,” added the schoolmaster.”
“And,” Lucas interpolated acidly, breaking his hitherto glowering silence, “above all, don’t let us forget the
most inspiring of the lot, Sweet Bottom.” And, turning abruptly on his heel, he strode away followed by Pyrlene.
Mr. Pearson Porson drew in his lips primly. The others, after a spell of indecision, made clucking noises of
disapproval. Mrs. Bush-Hall essayed a conciliatory, “He will have his little joke, you know,” but Mr. Pearson
Porson’s lips retained their set contor and his stare was stony. She thought it best to follow the retreating figure of
Pyrlene. Lucas had gone on ahead and had disappeared indoors.
“Pyrlene!” she called. Pyrlene stopped and Mrs. Bush-Hall caught up with her.
“Why Lucas had to go and make old Porson vex, na?”
“Mamma, you just won’t understand. You know how Lucas hates parties and all this social fuss. You know it
was only after days of persuasion we could get him to agree to this. And you know how most of these people
irritate him, especially that pompous old ass, Porson. And that schoolmaster. Well, he has just blown up, that’s all.
He is in the most frightful temper. He has gone to his room and he says no one must disturb him until we’re
actually ready to announce the engagement.”
“But, Pyrlie, what people going say? And how I going know the exact time to send for him?” Pyrlene shrugged
her chiffon-covered shoulders.
“All I know is you’d better not trouble him when he’s like this. He’ll take a little time to cool off. He’ll be all
right. Don’t hurry things. Start serving at eight as arranged. I’ll go and bring him down about a quarter past. It’s
not even half-past seven yet.”
And Mrs. Bush-Hall had to be content with that. After all, she reflected, it wasn’t likely that he would be
missed among all these people. Indeed, they all seemed to be enjoying themselves more than ever: the chatter and
laughter had increased, the waiters were in great demand, the steel band seemed to be jazzing up some of the light
classicals.
She caught sight of Miss Toothwaite. Miss Toothwaite had been delegated to entertain the strictly scholastic
element, the various headmasters and head-mistresses, and she was performing her duty with distinction. She had
collected them all together, and from their sustained giggles and guffaws, had apparently been plying them with
drinks and a number of Lucas’s bawdy stories.
The literati had dissolved into units. Mr. Pearson Porson was gesticulating to two old ladies, the journalist had
joined a politically inclined group, the schoolmaster had disappeared. A withered elderly lady enmeshed in a
cocoon of mauve voile approached her and seized her arm. It was Miss Twaddelle, the founder and president of
the ICU.
“My dear Mrs. Bush-Hall, what a beautiful party! And what a fine young man! So reserved, so well-tempered,
so very English! And your dear daughter: how sweet she looks tonight! Ah, well she may to have captured the
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heart of so famous a person. And, just imagine: I’ve met every single member of our committee already!”
Chirping gaily and sipping her rum-and-ginger, she melted into the crowd.
As she moved slowly across the lawn (how her legs were aching!) many others accosted her and had a few
words with her. Sir Charles expressed his appreciation of the most delightful evening, the Smithbert Smiths were
enchanted, Mr. Gray Whitefoot was enraptured, Mr. Horatio Nelson, BA, could find no words to express his
ecstatic frame of mind; and all were equally congratulatory on her acquisition of so fine, so famous a son-in-law.
All this cheered her up a bit, but, God, she was tired. On her legs all day. As she moved around to a far corner
of the lawn, she espied a couple of chairs which she remembered having placed in that secluded spot in the event
of just such a contingency. She manoeuvered her way to them skillfully without being seen, and, flopped down
and removing her shoes, she occupied both of them to best advantage.
From where she sat she could hear bits of conversation all around her. To her left, some enthusiasts were
noisily selecting the next West Indian eleven,\fn{ I.,e., the next West Indian cricket side in international cricket competition. }
and there was great controversy. W. W. W. Pelter, himself a coming fast bowler, was maintaining stoutly that what
the team needed was a spearhead attack of five fast bowlers. What did it matter if such an experiment had never
yet been tried? So much the better …
To her right, the American pastor of the New Church of Spiritual Automation seemed to be expounding the
tenets of his sect to a chosen few. She could hear “… for not only is the human body a machine, the soul too is a
machine, if you come to think of it, a mechanical psyche motivated by the Great Mechanic …”
Immediately behind her, the future of the Federation\fn{ A short-lived federation—created largely for administrative
purposes—of several of the British Caribbean Sea island colonies (1958-1962). } was being debated. Mr. Celestial Barker
appeared to be voicing the consensus of opinion in stating that complete and absolute independence could be
easily achieved if the hat were to be circulated among those nations who had more wealth than was morally good
for them.
Hearing all these interesting points of view and not being compelled either to listen very carefully or to say
anything in reply was extremely soothing. She could afford to forget Lucas and supper and everything else for a
few moments. She stretched out her legs still further …
Mrs. Bush-Hall slept.
*
She was being rocked to and fro violently to the accompaniment of a prolonged shriek emanating from
countless souls in despairing agony. As she struggled back to consciousness she became aware that the shriek was
only the accustomed sound of a jet plane leaving the airport; it took her a little longer to realize that Pyrlene was
responsible for the violence to her person.
“What the hell you think you doing, Pyrlene?” she enquired testily. Pyrlene continued her shaking.
“Wake up, Mamma, wake up!”
“Stop that damn foolishness. You ain’t see I wake up, girl?”
“Mamma, mamma, you know what time it is? I been looking for you for the last half-hour. We had to start
supper—”
Mrs. Bush-Hall was wide awake now.
“What time it is?”
“Nearly half-past eight. And … and … I can’t fmd Lucas anywhere.”
“Can’t find Lucas?” Pyrlene sank on to the chair now vacated by her mother’s feet and sobbed:
“Nowhere at all, at all.”
Mrs. Bush-Hall slipped on her shoes and stood up. Her fatigue had vanished.
“How you meaning you can’t find Lucas?” Pyrlene continued sobbing.
“Can’t find him. Went to his room. Went to call him at quarter past eight. Wasn’t there. All his clothes gone.
His suitcase. Everything.”
From the far distance the sound of the retreating plane drilled a terrible thought into Mrs. Bush-Hall’s
consciousness.
“Gone?”
“Me and Audible been searching everywhere. Didn’t want to tell nobody. Couldn’t find you. Why you had to
go and get los’ way so?”
“Come, chile,” said her mother, pulling her to her feet. It was useless reproaching herself for having dozed off.
Only that terrible thought, persistent, boring its way into her brain. “Come lewwe go and see. Where Audible is
now?”
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But Pyrlene did not know, and they set out across the lawn. Progress was difficult. They had to push their way
through little knots of people, some of whom wanted to engage her in conversation. Willoughby Watts, who had
evidently arrived late, slipped an arm around her:
“Hey, Maudie, like my invitation must be get los’ in the post.”
She ignored him. He could be dealt with later. They found Audible in the hall at the telephone. He was on the
point of replacing the receiver and he turned to them with a set face and much profanity.
“You know what, Maudie? That goddam limey cut and run. I now ring the airport. The son-of-a-bitch gone by
that plane that just left.”
Mrs. Bush-Hall did not speak. She grabbed Audible by the arm and pulled him upstairs. With that thought now
in complete possession, she made straight for her bedroom. She opened her jewel case. She motioned to Audible
to pull out the box from beneath the bed. Yes. Only a few bits of imitation jewelry now adorned the case; the
japanned box had been rifled.
“If I could only ketch the thieving bastard,” Audible almost sobbed, “if I could only ketch him …”
“He have the engagement ring too?”
Pyrlene, a dumb heap on the floor, nodded assent. For a few moments no one spoke. Then Audible made for
the door.
“Where you going, Audie?”
“To call the police.”
“You isn’t doing nothing of the sort. Ring police for what? They got planes too? You keep your tail quiet, you
hear, Audible Smart? This business concerning me. What I los’, I los’. Nobody else. I got to think.”
A strange scene it was. Outside the music and the noise of the party louder than ever; within the room the three
figures, Pyrlene sobbing, Audible blaspheming, Mrs. Bush-Hall thinking. Thinking calmly, coherently, lucidly.
She had been tricked, completely tricked. And in the very audacity of the trickery she found something she
could, however ruefully, admire.
Only Lucas could have done a thing like that. It was strange, he had made a complete fool of her, and yet …
she bore him no malice. She had lost out. Lost maybe six or seven thousand dollars, lost the son-in-law of her
dreams, everything she had planned, had hoped for, had boasted about … and yet …
She liked Lucas. She had enjoyed those months of his stay more than any other period of time she could
remember. He was the only man she had really ever liked. If it had been her instead of Pyrlene …
She glanced down at the sobbing girl on the floor. At least, all going well, there should be at “The Frangipannis” in a few months’ time a scion of English aristocracy. She would have to be content with that. And with
her memories: And should she now go downstairs and announce to them all that Lucas was just a common thief
and that she, Maude Bush-Hall, was the damnedest fool in Barbados?
She could see the faces: the white faces, apparently sympathetic and scandalized, but smirking inwardly, old
Sir Charles “That’s the sort of Englishman they export nowadays”; and the dark faces, goggle-eyed, drinking it all
in, Willoughby Watts’s fat grin, “English son-in-law! Serve her damn well right, playing she is some society great
dame”. She wasn’t going to have that. Nobody was going to have the pleasure of seeing her spirit broken. Of
course they would eventually hear the truth, but not from her. Not tonight. Not on her night of nights. What was it
he had said? Like a duchess. A duchess …
“Stop that snivelling, Pyrlene, and get up. Come with me. We going downstairs.”
“But what you going do?” questioned Audible.
“You go and round up the folks and tell them to gather in front the verandah. I got something to tell them.”
But something was worrying Audible.
“What I want to know is how he get the money to pay his fare. He couldn’t give them no ring nor brooch nor
nothing like that. And I know he didn’t have a blasted blind cent.”
Pyrlene came to life.
“The Jag! The Jag! I bet he sell the Jag!”
But if Mrs. Bush-Hall heard, she took no notice. She was already on her way.
For the past half-hour Miss Toothwaite had been feeling rather upset. Not only had she been steadily sipping
away at far too many rum-and-gingers, but she could not understand the prolonged delay. Dear Maudie was always so efficient, so punctual. She glanced around. Everyone was becoming restless. And the wind was growing
chilly. And those wretched calypsoes. Over and over. Where was Maudie? Whatever could have happened?
It was then that she observed that everyone was moving forward to the stone stairway leading up to the
verandah. Mr. Smart seemed to be directing operations. With the assistance of the arm of one of the headmasters,
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she discovered she could move forward, although not too quickly. So the announcement was to be made at last.
But where was the young man? From her point of observation at the back of the crowd she could glimpse
Pyrlene, all alone and almost hidden by one of the stone uprights, and Mrs. Bush-Hall standing on the topmost
stair. She couldn’t help thinking how imposing she looked, how very dignified. Not in the least bit nervous, except
that she was toying with that ridiculous little necklace Lucas had given her. What was she saying? There was a
good stiff breeze blowing, and Miss Toothwaite, whose hearing was not particularly good, could catch only a few
words here and there.
Mrs. Bush-Hall was thanking them all for their acceptance of her invitation and for attending her party. She
appreciated their presence. They all knew the object of the gathering …
She was speaking in her best committee voice, but was occasionally in difficulty with certain rules of concord.
Dear, dear, she’d have to remind her again about the agreement of the verb with its subject. What was she saying
now?
“One hour ago Mr. Traherne receive a cable from home. It going shock all you to hear … his dear mother
dying … express a wish to see him before she pass away … no time to lose … what we could do? … no matter
how much we want him to stay … a mother’s dying wish … me and Pyrlene had to decide fast … Mr. Smart here
… arrangements … phone the airport … thank God … in time … the plane … just gone …
Good gracious, what a calamity! How very unfortunate for everyone concerned. She communicated her
distress to Dr. Phorpous, the headmaster of St. Swynetholds, on whose arm she was still depending. But Dr.
Phorpous replied, quite unexpectedly and rather callously, she thought,
“Anyway, Miss Toothwaite, we’ve enjoyed a very pleasant evening. That turkey and ham was excellent.”
Mrs. Bush-Hall was still speaking and Miss Toothwaite caught the last words quite clearly:
“And Mr. Traherne beg me to say how sorry he was he didn’t have the chance to wish all-you good-bye.”
Then she appeared to give a little sob and to clutch at her bosom.
“Poor Maudie,” thought Miss Toothwaite, “I hope she doesn’t go and have a stroke or something.”
But it was only the necklace that had come apart. The broken chain was still dangling from her hand when
Miss Toothwaite, with the continued assistance of Dr. Phorpous’s arm, struggled up the steps to wish her goodnight.
They were almost the last to leave. Dr. Phorpous had not been able to forgo the whisky and soda he had
ordered some time previously, and the band was doing its best with God Save the Queen when they reached the
top of the steps. She had wanted to say a few words, words of sympathy—she hardly knew what, but at that
moment something had happened, something she couldn’t understand, something that was to puzzle her for
another few days. For Dr. Phorpous, bending gallantly over Mrs. Bush-Hall’s proffered hand, had whispered,
“As an Englishman, I want to thank you very humbly for your magnificent gesture in defence of the Old
Country.” And what had puzzled her even more was that Mrs. Bush-Hall had winked, actually winked, at him, and
had replied in her most gracious manner,
“Ah, Dr. Phorpous, noblesse oblige, you know, noblesse oblige.”\fn{Literally, “nobility obliges”; the concept that it is
the responsibility of privileged people to act with generosity and nobility toward those less privileged }
2: The Man Who Enjoyed Going To Funerals
I have a strange admission to make; but, since I regard myself as already dead, I have no reason to conceal
anything: these words of mine are, as far as anything written by mortal hand can be, the truth.
I am fully persuaded that among our manifold emotional interests and activities there is some one or other
which, very often unacknowledged, perhaps even unsuspected, is nevertheless the ruling and abiding passion; and
this passion may range from those of the crudest and most blatant forms of expression, through an infinity of
subtle changes, to others, so unusual, and, at times, so inexplicable, as to evoke from us halting excuses, if not a
positive denial.
I make no such excuse or denial: my great passion on earth has I been the attending of funerals.
Perhaps this may not be such a strange admission after all: there is something in each and every one of us,
especially as we grow older, that tends to receive a sort of satisfaction, a happy consolation, in attending the
funeral of some old acquaintance: we are not so much rejoicing that the man whom we knew in his boyhood days
is gone from us forever, but that we, perhaps as the result of our own excellence, or else perhaps safeguarded by
some especial providence, have been successful in continuing this business of living, and to observe yet another
of our contemporaries fall out of line.
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This, I think, will be reluctantly admitted by all, especially by those who have their best days behind them, and
who, by dint of careful and temperate living, have so far escaped the inevitable end. Each funeral attended is, as it
were, a triumphant feather in our cap registering our defiance of fate; and we hold up our heads the bolder, almost
convincing ourselves that we shall continue indefinitely to escape the essential condition of mortality.
And, alas, in my particular case, I had succeeded in thus convincing myself: until this afternoon I was assured
that this matter of dying, of being forever hidden beneath the green surface of the earth, was not for me; rather,
that this procedure, which I had viewed so often, was indeed a performance enacted for my own personal benefit,
from which I should always continue to derive an ever-increasing aesthetic delight.
I cannot hope to explain the sources of this delight: my understanding of the nature of the aesthetic response or
of the laws of psychology are too superficial to permit me to make any attempt to do so; but of one thing I am
quite sure: there was no sadistic strain in my pleasure, no suggestion of deliberate enjoyment in the grief of those
left behind to mourn, no relish in the thought that the deceased had met with a final punishment. Very often, on
the contrary, mingled with that sense of rapture with which funerals alone could provide me, I experienced a state
of profound melancholy and loss, of sympathy with the mourners, of compassion for all suffering humanity.
It was always thus with me. Among the earliest recollections of my childhood years, there stand out boldest
those of my disposing by burial of the corpses of such of our household pets or feathered stock as happened to
have died from natural causes. I grieved at their deaths, but rejoiced at their inhumation.\fn{ Ceremony of burial}
And, very often when there was no obliging little corpse to hand, I would bury one of my dolls. There was a
lovely little cemetery in one corner of our garden which came into being under my devoted hands.
At the age of nine I attended my first real funeral, my father’s. I can still recall every moment of that sunny,
windswept afternoon.
And, as I grew older, I would pester my mother to allow me to go to the funerals of any of our relatives or
friends or important persons in the community of whose deaths I might have heard. And, more often than not, she
would allow me to go with one of my uncles.
And how I admired the elegant costumes of the gentlemen: the impressive, fascinating frock coats and top
hats, their suave and mysterious blackness, their stateliness, their pageantry, their austerity: proud symbols of the
dignity and authority of man! My mother’s gift to me on my twenty-first birthday was such an outfit. But, alas,
the wearing of the frock coat was a fashion whose days were already numbered. I compromised, later, with the
morning coat; during the passing of the years my wardrobe has never been without two or three of these most
necessary garments.
In our small community there are few opportunities for one to appear thus formally clad: an infrequent
wedding, some official function, perhaps. I could, of course, have continued the old custom of attending church
services, but at an early age I had become an agnostic, and therefore not even my vanity would allow me to
distress my conscience thus. But there were many other far more important occasions.
You may conclude from the foregoing that my personal vanity was a prime motive for what was fast becoming
my overruling passion. But I assure you that this was not so. Always a fine figure of a man, I admit that I derived
no small degree of satisfaction on appearing in correct attire at all the funerals I attended: and I must confess, for I
wish to conceal not even my most secret offences, that I tended to despise and regard with unmixed contempt
those who dared venture into the precincts of death not properly dressed; but all this was purely coincidental,
relatively unimportant.
You may think it strange in me, morbid perhaps, that such I should have been my chief preoccupation, when
other young men, of my own age, were playing games, dancing, drinking, wenching, falling in love, getting
married, and making their homes secure for themselves and their children.
I never had any desire to participate in games of any kind: in the tropics the sun works havoc with one’s
complexion. I had no hobbies beyond a brief excursion in philately, rudely terminated by the dishonesty of a close
friend. (And I must confess here in parenthesis that his was one of the very few funerals at which my delight was
not unreservedly aesthetic.) Dancing bored me; I had no sense of rhythm. My hesitant experiments in drinking
and sexual indulgence left me nauseated. I had no talent for music or for art, and appreciation of them was quite
beyond me. I read quite a great deal, biography especially. Poetry I could not understand, and the novel I found
distressingly vulgar. I had not the necessary mental equipment to take more than a cursory interest in the scientific
discoveries of our times.
I never married. I never met a woman to whom I could accord perfection, and I was determined that nothing
short of perfection would entice me to surrender my peace of mind to the exigencies of the marital state; moreover
the financial complexities of such a state dismayed me. I did fall in love once, but of that I shall speak in its
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proper context. When my dear mother departed this life, there remained my three sisters to whom I could always,
until but recently, look for companionship, affection, and consolation.
I led a very happy, if uneventful life. I worked hard at the office; I earned the respect and warm regard of my
employers; in time I was admitted into partnership in the business. I have never known what it is like to be ill for
even a day. A careful observer, unacquainted with me, could never have imagined that I was nearly sixty years of
age.
And so, for many years I pursued my methodical, completely satisfying way of living. Indeed, I became
something of a local celebrity. I had even heard it said that it could not be claimed for anyone who was someone
in our community to have been properly interred unless I was present. And, to my credit, I think, I must state that
I allowed no social distinction to influence my attendance. Rich or poor; white or coloured: it was sufficient for
me to have known the individual in question, or to be acquainted with one or other of the bereaved relatives—I
say nothing, of course, of all those whom I knew personally—for me to put in an appearance. I always went
alone, for I had discovered at an early age that my friends were not always as meticulous as I in their choice of
attire, and I was always conscious, if I may thus express it, of the subtle frisson of admiration, I might almost say,
of mental applause, that ran through the gathering on my arrival. Many other faces were almost as familiar as
mine on such occasions, for I would not have you think that this passion of mine is an altogether singular one; but
I can safely assert, and prove my assertion, that I had outdistanced my nearest rival by ten point five to one. For
from my seventeenth year I have kept a careful compilation of these attendances. Over this period of time they
average about thirteen a month. If one multiplies this figure by the necessary number of months and years (I have
already mentioned that I am nearly sixty: fifty-nine and one month to be quite exact), one will have a pretty fair
idea of my performance.
I do not mind admitting that in my early days, before I was in a position to purchase either a carriage or a car,
this matter of transport proved a rather expensive item on my budget. But on this score I have no regrets. I was
always thrifty, and, as I have stated already, even in those far off days, I had few vices. No: I always lived quietly,
returning home from the office, taking my afternoon stroll, that is, when I was not engaged in my recreation,
discussing with my dear sisters (all, alas, now departed: Elspeth, the last to go, died last November) the topics of
the day; retiring for the night happy in the knowledge of having committed no misdemeanour, of leaving no duty
undone; and awaking next morning, fresh as the proverbial daisy, and, as far as was consonant with my dignity,
scampering downstairs to turn with eager expectancy to the obituary notices in the morning newspaper.
And now I must make a further admission, one of far-reaching importance and consequence. As the years went
by, some time about my forty-ninth year to be more exact, I made a startling discovery: I was able to foretell the
approach of death from a close observation of the faces of those whom I would meet from time to time at funeral
gatherings. I cannot hope to explain how I knew; all I can say is that it was quite some time before I was
consciously aware of this rare gift that had been bestowed upon me; but indeed, I almost refused to credit it, until,
as the result of a series of tests, most rigorously conducted, I was under no possible doubt whatsoever. I would
note someone or other at a funeral, would perceive some unaccountable and unwonted something in his
expression, some unmistakable token, the significance of which could point to but one conclusion. It was indeed
as though I had acquired the power of glimpsing, for one fleeting and rewarding moment, the hollow energy of
the underlying skull peering through its mask of dissolving flesh. And I would find myself saying to myself, in as
matter of fact a way as one might similarly congratulate oneself on being alive on such and such a beautiful day,
“Well, old man, it won’t be long for you now,” and in a comparatively short while I would find myself reading his
obituary notice.
I began to scrutinise the faces of persons more closely, to make more elaborate computations; and I discovered
that it became increasingly more simple for me to foretell the death of the person under observation. In fact,
during this last year I was seldom off more than a day or two at most.
You will therefore understand that this perusal of the obituary notices in the morning newspapers had become
more than a mere matter of information: they contained the confirmation of my judgement; and I see no reason to
disguise the fact that this afforded me considerable pride.
I must withdraw the reservation stated at the end of the fourth preceding paragraph: I would literally scamper
downstairs.
*
So it came about that this morning on making my descent I slipped and struck my head against the balustrade.
I was stunned for a moment. It left me an ugly bruise on my forehead, and I was annoyed with myself. Such a
thing had never happened to me before. And to increase my discomfiture, on turning to the important page in the
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paper, I read that Mary Ellen Wye was to be buried that afternoon. I was indeed exceedingly hurt that one or other
of her brothers had not notified me personally. True, I had not seen the deceased lady for well over twenty years,
had not conversed with her for nearly twice as long a time; yet I saw her brothers very often, and, to a certain
extent, I still regarded myself as one of the family. For I must tell you that many years ago Mary Ellen and I had
almost become engaged to be married. Of all the young women I had ever known, she, and she alone, most
closely approached that quality of perfection of which I have spoken. Almost, but not quite attained it, for, despite
the fact that we had all grown up together, it was not until I had broached the subject of our impending
engagement to my mother and sisters that I learnt with amazement and horror that her grandmother had been the
illegitimate child of a garrison officer and a common servant-girl.
She had never married. And now she was dead. Somehow the knowledge that I would be going to her funeral
depressed me.
This state of depression was a novel experience. It was quite beyond my comprehension.
I went to the office, as usual; I sent a wreath to her home; but I could feel none of that excitement, none of the
usual emotions, which such a treat in store usually engendered, flood my being.
I came home early. I was irritated by the unsightly bruise on my forehead. It was very painful to the touch, and
I realised it would be quite impossible for me to don my top hat. Very well, I would go (I almost smiled to myself
as I realised how I was being forced into doing what I had so long inveighed against) bareheaded. I had a cup of
tea. I began to dress.
Then I had a sudden spell of dizziness. I had to recline on my bed for some time before I could complete my
toilet. I looked at my watch. It was already eleven minutes past five. I should have to hurry.
It was a bright afternoon. A bank of sullen cloud hung low in the west; there was but little breeze; an unusual
coppery glow seemed to pervade everything.
The funeral was, fortunately, at St. Moystyn’s on the outskirts of the city, only half a mile away. There is little
or no traffic at this time of evening, and I was soon there. I parked my car and glanced anxiously at my watch.
But, as I entered the quaint little churchyard, I realised how very late I was: the coffin had already been borne to
the family vault. The parson was more than halfway through the service. I stood still for a moment, looking at the
gathering, and I experienced a sensation of profound disgust.
God, I thought, what is our society coming to! Among them all, except for the undertaker in his ill-fitting
tubular costume of shiny black, there wasn’t another single soul, except one of Mary Ellen’s brothers, who wasn’t
in ordinary everyday wear: tweeds, serges, gaberdines of various shades of blue, gray and brown: a sorry sight to
contemplate. They might have been a group of nondescripts chosen haphazardly from a cocktail party. My
annoyance and depression were intensified by this shocking spectacle. I shuddered, and involuntarily drawing
myself up to my full height, I joined them.
I have already mentioned the strange coppery glow of the evening; in this garish light everything appeared
slightly different somehow. And as I blinked my eyes and looked around me, I could hardly give credence to what
I saw. At first I thought it might have been some trickery of the weird light, but after a moment’s consideration I
was positive that it was not; for, as I glanced from one face to another, I became aware, completely and without
any shadow of doubt, that the dread impress of imminent dissolution, of which I have already spoken, lay stark
upon almost each and every one of those present.
It was altogether astonishing, and, needless to say, quite unprecedented. There was standing next to me John
Wadell, the accountant. His skin was the colour of that of a man stricken with acute jaundice; the flesh hung in
flaccid wattles from his face, his eyes were completely empty of expression or purpose. Indeed, as far as I was
concerned, he might have been already dead, as he stood there, his eyes staring into nothingness.
Beside him was Dr. Hope, for years my sisters’ medical practitioner. A ruddy-faced old fellow, he now looked
bleached; such colour as remained in his baggy cheeks might have been daubed on by some inexperienced hand at
an amateur theatrical performance: you could almost see the blood being slowly drained out of him to coagulate
in those two unhealthy splotches.
And as I hastily glanced from one face to another near by, at the face of Manley Davis, the dry goods
merchant, at that of Arthur Grimswold of Grimswold Mansions, even at those of the comparatively young KingLord twins, born on my thirtieth birthday, I could see only leaden faces, saffron faces, waxen faces, livid faces, all
of them almost drained of their living essence, all sealed with the sure expectancy of swiftly approaching death.
And as I stood there, speculating on the nature of the oncoming epidemic which was to dispense such
wholesale mortality, the full import of what I had seen almost overwhelmed me. Gone were the petty annoyances
and depressions of the day; I was caught up in something so stupendous that I could only with difficulty conceal
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my excitement. I felt myself possessed with a sense of more than physical exhilaration; almost as though, and I
hope you will understand what I am trying to express, for I can find no other way of describing it, almost as
though I were in process of becoming a god.
I state this in all truthfulness, and, I venture to say, in all humility. But this is how it appeared to me. Here I
was, aware of all these petty mortals, clustered in ant-like formation about the grave, aware of their absurd
limitation, and so far, far above them in the plenitude of my omniscience. I regarded them with a sense of
overweening contempt and scorn; yet, in some strange way, there was in my exalted state of soaring ecstasy, still
room for pity.
I note this extenuating circumstance at this moment with some small degree of satisfaction. God knows, I, too,
am in dire need of pity, now.
The vault sealed, the wreaths laid on, the mourners moved away in bleak groups. I advanced and shook hands,
murmuring a few conventional words of sympathy with the brothers who all, I was surprised to observe, despite
the imprint of death on their faces, regarded me somewhat strangely: there was in their attitude not only an illdisguised disapproval of seeing me there, but almost, though I could not understand it at the time, a recoiling such
as might have been due to some physical revulsion. Perhaps it was the bruise on my forehead, I thought, for it
was, I am compelled to admit, an ugly sight: or was it that I was without my top hat? For I could not, would not,
believe that they grudged my paying my last respects to the woman whom they had said often enough I had
callously jilted.
But even this ungraciousness on their part could not adversely affect my demeanour towards them. I shook
hands with them compassionately, not only on account of their bereavement, but forgiving them their resentment,
everything, in the certain knowledge that within three months at most, all three of them, Willy the eminent
solicitor, Herbert the MCP, and Arthur, poor shiftless Arthur who had never done an honest day’s work in all his
life, would be occupying, well, if not the vault with Mary Ellen, some other, or else some cubic feet of space
beneath the mould. It was so sad that I could almost have afforded to impart to my words of sympathy a sincerity
which I do not often experience.
But, infused as I was with this secret knowledge and sense of superhuman power, it was all I could do to
prevent myself from shrieking with laughter. Yes, Herbert, the dignified Herbert, one of the few remaining
adherents to correct attire for every occasion, would be the first to go. It would be less than a fortnight for him.
The light filtered through the spreading, bare limbs of the flamboyants, gathering, as the evening progressed,
more and more intensity; the corpse faces passed me by and departed. I watched them all go. And then I could
give way to my laughter, for I knew that for most of them, the next time they attended a funeral ceremony it
would be they who would play the all-important role.
The uncanny light flooded the sky. I looked up to it and stretched out arms to it: almost a sacramental gesture,
a symbol, as it were, of my apotheosis.
After a few moments I walked out of the churchyard and approached my car. Never have I felt so completely
and absolutely at one with everyone and everything. I could have danced my way home. As I drew near the car, I
noticed that two little urchins were peeping into it, fingering something. I shouted at them, and they jumped down
and ran away.
I got into the car, noticing without surprise that my forehead was aching, had been aching, indeed, all the time.
But this was of no consequence. I remember I began to sing. And then I observed that something was wrong.
Those two urchins had been fiddling with my rear-view mirror. It was facing the setting sun and the unearthly
light appeared to be focused directly upon it. I leaned forward to adjust it.
And, as I did so, I saw, peering into it, a face, such a face as I have never seen, a face which I am determined
never to see again. For it was the face of death itself: the remorseless blank eyes, void of every hope or fear
known to mortal men, staring from a torn covering of all but putrescent flesh; and, as in an X-ray photograph,
through the shadowy open mowth, arrested in an attitude of song, the vacuous grin of the abiding skeleton.
I looked around. Who in God’s name, could be playing such a ghastly joke on me? It was quite a little while
before I realised I was gazing at my own reflection in the rear-view mirror of my car.
It is now eight minutes past midnight. I have finished with exactly twelve minutes to spare. I have already
written Herbert Wye asking him to make all the necessary arrangements.
Whom else can I ask? There must be at least one person there suitably attired.
3: Miss Edison
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How on earth could I have made the mistake? I was pretty certain that my brother-in-law had said he’d be able
to see me at eight o’clock. Now the maid informed me he was expecting me at nine. Well, well, and I had so many
things to do. I was going back home tomorrow. An hour to wait …
I lit my pipe and looked around. Bill’s living room was cluttered up with books and magazines, but I didn’t
feel like reading. It was a beautiful sunny morning and out-of-doors was more enticing, even though it happened
to be all enclosed by high walls, and the walls of a mental hospital at that. Perhaps I should have mentioned
before that Bill was the resident psychiatrist and that I’d come to bid him goodbye before returning to British
Guiana.
I descended the steps of the bougainvillaea-shaded verandah and strolled down the gravelled pathway leading
from Bill’s quarters. The sky was flecked with hurrying wisps of cloud and the tall cabbage-palms were swaying
overhead and rustling fussily. It was all very beautiful indeed. As I reached the end of the pathway one of the male
assistants passed and touched his cap. Bidding him good-morning I was thinking of all the blighted lives enclosed
by these high forbidding walls. Blighted, lost lives … I didn’t see any of the inmates anywhere, only …
A young lady approached. A nurse was walking beside her and the two were chatting together in a friendly
way. The young lady suddenly became aware of my presence, bowed and smiled.
The moment she smiled I recognised her. She came forward and extended her hand.
“Why, how do you do?”
“Fancy meeting you here, Miss Edison!”
I had met Sylvia Edison some four or five years ago in BG\fn{ British Guiana} and had rather liked her. It was
pleasant to think she still remembered me. It was only after I made my somewhat fatuous remark that I realised
with a shock that in all probability she was … I glanced at the nurse whose answering look confirmed my
suspicions.
But Miss Edison wasn’t at all embarrassed.
“Yes, fancy meeting me here. Won’t you sit down?”
She indicated a green garden-seat in the shade of the hibiscus border. I glanced at the nurse again. She nodded.
“It’s all very terrible,” Miss Edison said as she sat, “but I’m sure you’ll understand when I tell you the whole
story.”
She arranged her frock with a hurried, nervous gesture and smiled at me. She looked rather pretty sitting there,
I thought. She wasn’t beautiful by any means: her features though well-formed were inclined to be … well, a little
severe; but she possessed a very attractive figure. Her hands were small and delicately made. I noticed they were
seldom still, and I remembered a little way she had of rubbing her thumb-nails together in a nervous schoolgirlish manner when she was excited about anything. She was rubbing them together now.
“I think I should tell you the circumstances,” she began.
“Oh, but it’s not really necessary,” I assured her. “I’m quite—” But she had no intention of letting me interrupt
her.
“No, I must tell you. You ought to know. Everyone ought to know.” She glanced around apprehensively.
“There have been such rumours, such lying rumours.” The nurse withdrew a few paces and sat on the low
stone border that ran along the path.
“You know that my sisters are here too?”
I’d not been aware she had any sisters. I said so.
“Weren’t they with me in BG?”
“I … I don’t think so.” She drew her hand across her brow and closed her eyes for a moment.
“Really, you must forgive me. Such a lot has happened. I forget things at times. And I was almost certain they
were with me on my holiday.”
“If they had been I should most certainly—”
“Well, perhaps you’re right.” She sighed, a little sigh of relief it seemed like, and looked up at me, a bit archly,
I thought.
“So you never met them?”
“No. I’ve only been here—”
“Poor Blanche! Poor Thora!” She shuddered as she mentioned the latter name.
“Well, let me try to get things all straightened out for you. There were three of us, Blanche, Thora” (again the
shudder) “and myself. Dad died when we were very young, you know, and Mum was all we had. Mum was very
sweet to us. Then three years ago—that was after I returned from BG—she died.”
I knew nothing whatever of Miss Edison’s family history. I had met her three or four times, danced with her,
16

played a couple of sets of tennis with her as my partner, and there my acquaintance ended. A friend of mine had
told me she was rather hot stuff, but I’d always found her … well … prim, if anything. There was a sort of
schoolmarm-ish atmosphere about her.
“Yes, Mum was very sweet to us. She … she kept the peace between us, for we never got along very well
together.” She was rubbing her thumb-nails against each other more busily now.
“You see, we were not very loving sisters. I must confess, I don’t think anyone would have imagined we were
all children of the same parents. Sometimes I’ve even thought … but no, that’s wrong of me, wrong.”
I remembered her when she said the word “wrong” as she’d looked that evening at the dance when I’d put my
arm around her while we were sitting out. Prim, that was the word.
“You see, Blanche was always so weak-willed. You’ll pardon my mentioning the fact, but we’re grown-ups
after all; I mean, she always thought such a lot about sex, even when she was a little girl. She … she disgusted
me. You’ve no idea the awful things she used to tell me. But she wasn’t a bad girl, please understand. She was
loving and sympathetic. It was that I just didn’t like that sort of thing. But I liked Blanche.”
She paused and smiled reminiscently.
“But Thora …” She closed her eyes and shuddered again. “She always hated me. She hated Blanche too. Both
of us. She seldom spoke a word to us. She had a frightful temper too, frightening. Only Mum could control her,
and when Mum died … Oh, it was awful being left alone with her.”
She broke off, overcome by the recollection, and I tried to tell her not to worry to go on with her story if it
caused her so much pain, but she ignored my faltering attempt and continued.
“And so we grew up and” she glanced up at me, giggled, a peculiar unexpected giggle, “and entered womanhood. I think the strain of living with my sisters had undermined my health. That’s why Mum said we should go
away for a change. That’s how we happened to go to BG.”
“But your sisters didn’t—”
“Of course, how silly of me, I remember now. I refused to go if the others went, so I went alone.”
She paused and sighed.
“I had a wonderful time. It was the loveliest time of my life. Alone, without Thora, without Blan—” She broke
off and looked at me searchingly.
“So you never met Blanche?”
“My dear Miss Edison—”
“Ah, of course you told me.” She leaned forward, lowered her voice and asked with intense earnestness:
“Wasn’t I a nice girl? I mean, didn’t you like me?”
“Why … yes,” I stammered, “I thought you were a very—” But the moment she had asked the question she
ceased to attach any importance to whatever I might have answered.
“Oh, if only I’d been able to remain there.” She clasped her hands close. “All this would never have
happened.”
She unclasped them and again the thumbs got to work.
“No sooner had I returned when Mum died. It was awful … awful! Now I had nobody. Alone with Blanche …
alone with Thora …
“Blanche was no good. She was … oh, the fellows she used to go around with! All hours of the night. Mum
wasn’t there and she wouldn’t listen to me. I used to implore her, I did all that was humanly possible, I assure you,
to make her realise the shamefulness of the life she was leading. But it was no use. Sometimes she’d say,
“‘Sylvia, I’m so ashamed of myself.’
“Poor Blanche! And the long nights she’d leave me alone with … her … Thora, I mean. I don’t know how I
didn’t go out of my mind. She hated me so. My only consolation was I knew she hated Blanche even more. How
could anyone hate Blanche? She might have been wanton, but she had a dear, tender heart. How long this might
have gone on, I don’t know, but then the unexpected happened.” She paused and looked away.
“Can you guess?” I said I hadn’t an idea.
“Blanche fell in love. And the boy was in love with Blanche too. I knew. I could see. Even poor little me
who’d had no experience in matters of this sort, I could see.”
She giggled again in that peculiar unexpected way. I don’t know why, but there was something particularly
revolting in that giggle of hers; it wasn’t in keeping with that primness I’d learnt to associate with her. I stirred
uneasily.
“Yes, they were in love. Oh, it was wonderful, wonderful!”
For the first time since she had begun her story her hands were still. Her face was radiant. For the space of a
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few seconds she remained like this, her prim, restless little face transfigured as she gazed out over the feathery
palm trees into the past.
Suddenly the fingers began to move again.
“But Thora …” Her voice trembled with passion and a sudden wave of hatred swept over her face; I could
hardly imagine that only a few seconds ago its expression had been so rapt.
The nurse coughed. Miss Edison glanced at her, caught her eye and taking a deep breath continued:
“The heartlessness of her! Do you know what she said when she heard that Blanche and Ian—that was his
name—were going to be married? She said she’d tell Ian all about Blanche: everything. About Harold and Jim
and Gerald and that time she’d had to … Oh it was horrible. We pleaded with her.
“‘It’s never too late,’ I said. ‘Now that Blanche is in love she’ll turn over a new leaf, I’m sure.’
“But she was adamant. She only sneered at my pleading.
“‘I’ve sworn,’ she said, ‘I’ve sworn that no decent man shall ever make a mess of his life for that …” and she
used a vile word. ‘He’d better be dead.’ That was what she said. ‘He’d better be dead.’
“And then … I remember the night. Ian had come to take Blanche to the pictures.
“‘Well, I’ve got the licence,’ he said.
“Instinctively I looked across at Thora. She was sitting by the radio. She got up and walked over to where Ian
was standing.
“‘So you’ve got the licence,’ she repeated.
“‘You bet,’ Ian answered, and he began fumbling in his pocket for it. I saw Thora turn and walk out of the
room. I felt that something awful was going to happen. I didn’t say anything. I just sat still, waiting. The others
didn’t seem to notice anything. Ian had gone over to the window and was looking out into the night. Blanche had
come over to me and was saying something. I didn’t pay any attention to her. I seemed to be in a dream.
“And then Thora came back. She was holding something close to her. I couldn’t see what it was. She crossed
over to Ian. His back was to her. She was standing right behind him now. He was unaware of her presence. I could
see the smoke from his cigarette floating out through the window … out into the darkness. Blanche was still
talking to me, talking … And I couldn’t say a word, I couldn’t move. And then … Thora raised her hand and
brought it down. There was a knife in it …”
The nurse rose, came over to Miss Edison and patted her gently on the shoulder.
“There now, dearie, that’ll do.”
Now that the climax of the story had been reached, its narrator was strangely still. The busily moving hands lay
folded like two birds that had come home from flight. She was gazing into vacancy. Soon her lips moved again,
but the hands remained motionless.
“If the shock had a great effect upon me, you can imagine how it affected Blanche! It deranged her mind, poor
thing. So they sent her here. I had to come with her … naturally.”
She paused, motioned to the nurse to move away as if for the first time she had become conscious of her
proximity, and looked around her in a scared sort of way. Her voice sank to a whisper.
“They sent her here too. She should have been hanged. Murderess!” She hissed out the word, and again her
face was distorted by an expression of indescribable hatred. The nurse, who hadn’t moved away, patted her on the
shoulder, this time not quite so gently. Miss Edison made a gesture of annoyance, but she resumed her normal
tone.
“But her lawyer pleaded insanity. Oh, he was clever, her lawyer. And such a nice young man!”
Again that revolting giggle. I edged away involuntarily.
“Yes, he saved her life. And so we’re all here, all three of us … Thora … Blanche … Sylvia …”
And then she began to laugh.
God, it was horrible! Peal upon peal of obscene, inhuman laughter.
The nurse helped her to her feet and led her away still laughing. What a tragedy! Talk of blighted lives.
I felt physically exhausted. Though it was so early I’d have to ask Bill to give me a drink. Hello, here he was!
“I see you’ve been talking to our Miss Edison. Gives you the willies, doesn’t she? Well, who was she today,
Blanche, or Sylvia, or Thora?”
“You mean—”
“Oh, she killed poor Ian Carpenter all right, did Blanche Sylvia Thora Edison. You’ve heard of Jekyll and
Hyde no doubt. Well, our Miss Edison goes one better. The human mind is a queer contraption. Better come and
have a gin-sling.”
Miss Edison and her nurse had disappeared by now, but I could still hear in the distance, peal upon peal, her
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maniac laughter.
4: Mr. Barker Forgets Himself
Enclosed within the impervious walls of self, Laureston Baker, you might have thought, would have never
been able to perform an act which demanded self-abnegation and a certain amount of courage. And no one could
have blamed you for entertaining such a thought. Indeed, it was precisely this thought that was worrying him on
the evening of which I write.
Beyond the fact that he was an accountant and a widower of some twenty years’ standing, little else was
known of Laureston Baker. He was not the sort of man that invited confidences and friendship. No one knew him
intimately; indeed, the only person who had some grounds for believing he had that knowledge was himself. And
at times, tonight for example, he was wondering if such detailed knowledge was really worth the trouble. For, to
tell the truth, he felt rather sick of himself.
There was, however, some excuse an impartial observer might have offered for this despondency on the part of
Laureston Baker, for he was just then suffering from an attack of influenza, and influenza has an uncanny way of
pricking the bubble of one’s self-esteem. And to an egoist like Laureston Baker, whose bubble was of reasonably
large proportions, the pricking process usually was a shattering one.
How he dreaded these annual attacks of the malady! Proud of his self-sufficiency, he always loathed the
realisation that on such occasions he was wholly dependent on the good graces of others: the doctor, the people at
the office, the cook, the housekeeper; particularly the housekeeper, a docile and well-meaning fuss-body who, in
her eager anxiety to please, caused him acute annoyance. But she was honest, though ignorant, and when he heard
of what wages other people paid their servants, he could well afford to smile.
Here I am, he thought, a helpless thing in a bed. A rundown machine. I, the real I, am altogether of no
consequence. I could just as well be—a cough shook him through and through—there you are, my body, this body
of mine is now more than me. It coughs, it expectorates. It has me by my own throat. I can do nothing. Damn it.
He coughed and spat again and wiped his unshaven lips.
“Calling, sir?”
The damned old fool, he thought. Hovering around, waiting like a sick-nurse on me. Why the hell does she
have to ask such silly questions? Can’t she tell a cough from a call? But he answered:
“No. No, thank you, Robinson.”
For despite his inherent selfishness, he always made it a point to be most considerate to the feelings of others.
He liked everybody to think well of him, and it afforded him great complacency to know that as far as Robinson
was concerned, he was the kindest and most thoughtful master that could be wished for.
“Yo’ wishes yo’ milk now, sir?”
“Yes. Yes,” he growled.
There you are, he went on thinking, I simply can’t be really sincere towards anyone. I can only pretend to be in
order to gain my own ends. She’d be heartbroken, I suppose, if anything happened to me, but if she were to die
tonight, I shouldn’t turn a hair. Except perhaps to wonder if I could get someone who wasn’t quite such a damned
fool.
The bedroom door opened and Robinson entered with the milk on a tray which she placed on the table at his
bedside.
“Yo’ wants anything mo’ tonight, sir?”
He shook his head. He’d begun coughing again.
“Best be ca’ful if yo’ gets up to go to de doubleyou in de night. It still rainin’.”
God, must she stand there and watch me while I cough and expectorate, he thought. How I wish I could tell her
to … But:
“It’s all right, Robinson,” was what he said. “I think you’d better go to bed now.”
“Yes, sir. Goodnight, sir.”
She went out, shutting the door after her. He could hear her open the back door, close it and go down the steps
to the outhouse which by courtesy was referred to as her quarters.
Yes, he went on, continuing his train of thought, I can’t be really sincere towards anyone. I can’t think of
people as existing outside their relationship towards me.
Me, me, all the time. If I could only forget myself! If I could only give up my everlasting preoccupation with
myself! But how is it to be done? Religion? Bunk. The very thought made him cough again. Now if I’d lived in
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the Middle Ages …
But he purposely switched off the rather grandiose spectacle of himself as a scarlet-robed dignitary of the
church, entering, at the head of a colourful procession, a dim-lighted Gothic cathedral with organ music in the
background.
Whew … a slight temperature always had this effect on him. He leaned over, jerked an aspirin out of its squat
bottle and gulped it down with a sip of milk. Ugh! Nasty stuff. And Robinson would always order pints of it when
he was ill. God, his throat was sore. How his head buzzed!
No. Let me get back to the point. Most certainly not religion. Not all that praying and hymn-singing. Besides,
the thought of God always made him feel so insignificant. More so than astronomy even.
Love? Too old for that now. Besides, it was a greatly overrated procedure. He’d been in love twice anyhow,
and he knew what he was talking about. First, with Emma, his wife. Then with Janet. And where had those
experiences led?
Take Emma. After two years of marriage his love for Emma had completely fizzled out, or rather fizzled into
her sister, Janet. Thank God, it had fizzled out from Janet too before Emma died, else he might have got married
again.
And look at Janet now! A mother of five, a puncheon of humanity! And her husband, a mere breadwinner, a
runner of errands, a nonentity.
And where did this love, this love one reads about, lead to? When he’d been in love he’d really felt more in
love with himself than with the woman. Otherwise why did he fall out of love when she’d ceased to please him?
No, certainly not love.
Art? All this nonsense about what, as far as he could see, was a mere pose. He dismissed the idea from his
mind. It wasn’t worth consideration.
Devotion to an ideal? How the hell could anyone be devoted to the ideal of accountancy, he’d like to know.
How did one forget oneself in something greater? Of course, there was always drink. It seemed to work in so
many cases. But the trouble was, it always made him so horribly sick before he got anywhere. As far as he was
concerned, drink was decidedly not for him.
The cough shook him again, racked him.
How could one forget oneself? How could one with this constant reminder of the body’s weakness, its
humiliating demands? Ten to one Robinson would compel him to drink a dose of salts in the morning. Pah!
What’s the use of living anyway? What did he have to live for? Nothing. Nobody even to mourn him. Nobody.
Nobody at all. Perhaps Robinson; yes. And Cartwright and young Steele at the office. But only for a day or two at
the most. Perhaps it might be the best thing after all.
He tried to think for a moment of the idea of personal extinction. But it wouldn’t work. He pictured himself as
a rather futile ghost hanging around corners, trying to find out what people were saying about him. But I don’t
want, he almost shouted aloud, to think about—a mighty sneeze absorbed all his corporeal faculties for a moment
—myself.
*
It was then that he first became aware of the sound. It was a plaintive far-off sound, a sound which at first he
could not distinguish. He listened carefully. The shutters of the window were open but the sash had been pulled
down, and he could see the raindrops trickling slowly down the panes. Whatever the sound was, it was coming
from out there in the darkness.
It was a plaintive little sound, faint and dolorous. Whatever could it be? He could hear the monotonous drip of
the water from the eaves and the mellow gurgle of the nightly chorus of whistling frogs. Then suddenly the sound
was repeated, louder and more plaintive; he recognised it now. It was a kitten, a kitten mewing piteously.
The sound recalled to his mind a kitten he’d had when he was a little boy. He could see it now, a little fluffy
ball of yellow-brown fur on which he had lavished all his childhood affection. Emily (he remembered he’d called
her Emily because she looked like the mulatto washerwoman who called for the clothes on Mondays) had been
the joy of his heart.
And then, one morning she hadn’t responded to his call to play. She’d sat hunched and dejected, and refused to
notice him.
“Leave her alone, Laurie. She’s not well. Leave her alone. She’ll be all right tomorrow.”
But his mother hadn’t been right. Next day Emily was worse. All her beautiful silky fur was bedraggled and
matted, her eyes and nose exuded mucus which had clotted loathsomely on her peaked little face. He had wanted
to help her, to do something. But his mother wouldn’t hear of it. Emily had been removed to the servants’ closet
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and he hadn’t seen her again till a few days later when the garden-boy had taken her pitiful corpse in a shovel to a
remote corner of the garden for burial. And the next week he’d found a bit of her fur on the lawn. The dogs had
dug her up and eaten her.
There was the sound again. Poor little beast, he thought. If only it wasn’t raining. If only he didn’t have this
blasted influenza.
He gazed at the glass window more intently and suddenly he saw the kitten, crouched against the blurred pane.
Its tiny nose was pressed against the glass and its questioning eyes were round and bright; and, while he watched,
a raindrop spat into one of them. It blinked and mewed again.
“Robinson! Robinson!”
But of course she’d gone.
But he couldn’t let the kitten look at him like that and not do something. If only it wasn’t raining.
He rose to a sitting posture in the bed. Strange; he felt quite well all of a sudden. He placed the back of his
hand upon his forehead. Cool as a cucumber! Now, who used to say that? Was it his wife, or his mother? Funny
how things got mixed. But he certainly felt much better. The collar of his pyjamas was clammy. Fever broken and
gone. Yes, he felt quite well. He tried to summon up a cough, but nothing materialised. He pushed his feet into his
slippers and stood up tentatively. By all previous experience he should feel a bit giddy. But he didn’t feel giddy;
not the least bit. Indeed he felt so remarkably well that he could have done a jig upon the rug there and then.
“Puss, puss!” he called. “You’re coming inside, my dear!”
He crossed over to the window. And he realised gleefully that the rain had stopped. Good. He calculated how
the job had best be done. First, throw up the sash window; secondly, yank puss in; thirdly, pull down the sash
window. Simple as that. By numbers. One, two, three.
Elated with himself he practised the motions. Wouldn’t old Robinson be surprised when she came in in the
morning to find him quite well; and a newcomer in the room!
He paused.
Robinson didn’t like cats. She hated them. She said they gave you the tizzick. Tizzick! But what an expressive
word. Gave you the tizzick and sucked your breath. Silly old fool. She’d jolly well have to run a chance of
contracting the tizzick, whatever it was.
But time was passing. One. Up went the sash. Two. But he didn’t have to pull puss in. She leapt softly into the
room.
Three. But the window stuck. He pulled it but it wouldn’t come down. Damn. And to make matters worse, a
gust of wind sprang up and he felt the rain, cold as ice-water, beat into his face. Blast. He pulled again, and, thank
goodness, it came down with a bang.
The kitten, her fur dripping wet, arched her back and made an endearing rush at his slippered feet. He bent
down and picked her up. He got a towel and gave her a thorough rubbing-down. She was vibrating like a regular
little engine, he thought. Then he poured out a saucerful of milk for her. She lapped it up and without even waiting
to wash her face, she sprang up into the bed on which he was now sitting. He took her up in his arms and stroked
her.
“Little puss, little puss!”
Her eyes, no longer staring with anxiety and fear, were glazed over with contentment and gratitude. A wave of
emotion welled up in him suddenly and he felt his eyes go damp with tears.
“Darling puss!”
Her fur had begun to dry out nicely now. How very small and helpless she was! How lovely to touch! She
purred and purred. As though she, too, experienced a great happiness, her purring swelled in a crescendo that
almost seemed to choke her.
Then suddenly he felt a chill seize him. Oh dear, he thought, this means I still have the flu. But somehow he
didn’t feel in the least bit worried.
“Br-r-r-r-r,” his teeth chattered. “We’re purring together, puss,” he gabbled, and he lay back in bed, pulling the
blanket cosily about him. The kitten had got somewhat involved in this proceeding, so he released her and placed
her on his stomach. But she wasn't altogether pleased to be so far away, and she climbed down the decline and
nestled close to his face. Her purring was ecstatic. Outside the rain was pelting down.
“Lucky little you,” he said.
She purred harder than ever in reply.
A strange feeling of complete and utter happiness flooded him. Had he been a religious man he would
probably have said, “Thank God.”
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But he didn’t. He thought of that other poor kitten of his boyhood. He felt at the moment that that ravaged little
body, this kitten purring next to him now, he himself were all part of something in which they as individuals
didn’t matter very much, really. Life, death, the whistling frogs, the drip of the rain …
*
Next morning when Robinson knocked at the door, there was no answer. She knocked again. She never could
hear very well, but she got the impression he was saying something which she couldn’t make out at all, at all. She
opened the door and went in.
He was lying flat on his back and his mouth was open and he was making deep, gasping noises. She shook
him. His eyes opened but there was no light of recognition in them.
And then, horror-stricken, she saw curled up between the sheet and the blanket, close, close to his face, the
kitten. Automatically she grabbed hold of it and with a scream dashed it with all her strength upon the ground. It
gave a convulsive twitch and then lay quite still. Blind with terror and grief she rushed to the telephone.
Two days later the doctor, despite all her asseverations to the contrary, wrote down the cause of death as
pneumonia.
5. Mark Learns Another Lesson
Mark was dressing for school. Exams were on and he felt pleasantly excited. Besides, after exams there would
be Christmas shopping, watching Mother make the plum-pudding, all sorts of unusual things that happened only
at Christmas. But at the moment exams were of paramount importance.
He pulled on his shoes reflectively. Could he win the Junior Class prize? Could he beat Arthur Jones? Perhaps
he might get words he knew for Dictation, and he might be divinely inspired to work out at least half the sums
correctly. Well, he’d been praying pretty hard during the past week. Fortified by a sense of well-doing he buttoned
up his trousers and buckled his belt. If only the Dictation were reasonably easy …
A voice called from the outer world:
“Are you ready yet, Mark?”
“Coming now, Mother.” And off he ran.
Mother sat and watched him as he ate, chiefly to prevent him from gobbling. He was always just a little late
somehow. One could play such thrilling games in the bath—there was that new one, bouncing the rubber ball
against the wall amid all the spray and flurry of the shower. He glanced at the clock on the wall. Ten minutes
more!
“Don’t look at the clock, dear; that’ll make you hurry more.”
He concentrated on the job before him. Bacon and eggs. Hmm!
“Go on, dear. Don’t try to put the whole egg in your mouth at once. You’ll make a mess of your collar. Look.
.out!” He wished Mother would run off and do something.
“Don’t forget your lunch-money.”
Mother pushed it across the table with her forefinger. Mark made an acquiescent noise as he pursued a
slithering bit of bacon around the plate.
“Mark, Mark, take time!”
“Oh, all right, Mother.”
How fussy women were! He felt quite grown-up now. In a couple of weeks’ time he’d be nine years old and
already he’d been at school for two whole years. He had succeeded at last in cornering the bacon and after a futile
attempt to cut it up, had by a stroke of luck managed to fold it into a pleated mass which he stuck into his mouth.
Mother stared horror-stricken for a moment, then got up and left the room. Mark chuckled. Yes, one shouldn’t
let women affect one’s line of conduct. But he’d kiss her goodbye this morning instead of letting her do everything. Poor Mother. Dear Mother!
Breakfast put away, mouth and hands sprinkled and dabbed, lunch-money and tram tickets shoved into their
respective pockets, then Mother duly kissed, Mark was soon waving her goodbye as he trotted down the lane to
catch the tram.
Not a moment too soon. The mule-tram was already in sight, its wheels cooing pleasantly as it swept round the
curve, and in another few moments had pulled up beside Mark and the other two passengers who always caught
the 9.15 tram.
Mark usually hoped to get a corner seat without success, but this morning he was lucky. The driver released the
brake, clicked his tongue, the pair of chubby mules strained cheerfully at the traces, and in no time the tram was
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rolling along the well-known road to the Driscolls’. As Mark sat happily in his corner seat watching the familiar
houses speed by, he fell to wondering how many mornings he had already made this trip. Once it had been a
novelty. And going to school for the first time—what an adventure that had been! He smiled as he recalled all the
unnecessary fears and unwarranted anticipations of school …
He remembered the first day he’d gone to the Driscolls’: it had been a few days before school had begun, and
Mother had taken him. The school, a two-storeyed building with an overhanging railed gallery like so many
others in and near the city, was right on the street. Indeed the front door and windows always had to be kept
closed, for through them anyone in a passing tram could have easily looked into the schoolroom. Mother had
rapped on the jalousied door with her parasol and a deep voice had called:
“Come in. Just push the door, will you?”
The room they found themselves in was a large one, along three sides of which were long desks and benches
made of deal. They had been newly scrubbed and emitted a friendly smell. A few old maps hung on the walls, and
directly opposite the door were a small desk and chair. Behind these was a flight of stairs. On the landing, leaning
over the balustrade, was the owner of the deep voice that had bidden them come in.
“Come right up, come right up.” They crossed the room and were greeted by Miss Driscoll on the landing.
“Excuse my not coming all the way down,” she breathed in a monstrous whisper, “but the stairs are so severe. I
try not to take them more than I possibly can.”
Mark had a very hazy idea of all that followed at that first interview; for his entire attention throughout it all
had been completely absorbed by his amazed contemplation of the Miss Driscoll who had met them on the
landing, and of her sister. They were fascinating, fantastically so. Miss Vi Driscoll, the owner of the voice was—
Mark couldn’t find a word to describe her to himself. There she sat in a very large chair and yet there were parts
of her protruding all around. Her face was set amid a vast expanse of wattle-like folds and chins, and when she
sighed the lower part of her face was completely obscured by a tremendous upheaval of bosom. She reminded
him of nothing so much as a picture he’d seen once of a captive balloon, imperfectly blown out and wabbly.
“Enor-mious,” thought Mark.
Yes, that’s what she was, Enormious. But he liked her. Her mouth was round and red like a capital O, and her
eyes twinkled. He wasn’t so sure of the other Miss Driscoll, Miss Ket. She was gaunt and thin-lipped, spoke but
seldom and had a steely glitter in her eye; but she was equally fascinating, for at intervals her tongue would shoot
out, quiver and then be drawn in again, as though it possessed an individuality of its own and escaped every now
and then from her control. He found himself speculating when it was due for an appearance, but he never could
get it right. He was rather sorry when Mother rose to go.
“Have no fear; we’ll look after your boy,” boomed Miss Vi, and Miss Ket’s tongue flicked a tacit assent.
Then the first day! As he pushed open the creaky swing-door that Monday morning, Mark had entered a new
phase of life. His mind had to make many rapid adjustments that day. The bewildering number of new faces, boys’
and girls’, the fact that each of these belonged to an individual like himself; their voices, their peculiarities, the
realisation that he couldn’t run to Mother to ask her advice on anything, the lessons, having to sit still for such
long periods of time—all these things had to be taken in, absorbed, digested. It wasn’t till the end of the week that
he felt at all accustomed to his new surroundings. By that time he had struck up an acquaintance with Arthur
Jones; got to know the names of all the twenty-eight boys and girls; realised he had to be very circumspect in his
approach to Sammy O’Neil, the head boy; been inspired with a blind devotion to Mary Browne, the head girl, and
a scornful disregard for all the other silly, frilly little things in frocks; assumed a patronising air to Dudley Dixon,
a gawky stammering thirteen-year-old booby; learnt to snub Pork Watson who was supposed to smell; kept a wary
eye on Miss Ket who snapped at you and sometimes rapped you on the knuckles with a ruler when you couldn’t
get out your sums, and learnt to carry on diverting, whispered conversations with Arthur when they came up in
class for Recitation or Prayers. But usually you didn’t come up in class. You sat at your desk and wrote Dictation,
or worked out Sums on slates, or “refreshed your memory” revising your homework; then at intervals you went
up: one at a time, to Miss Vi who “heard the lesson”. If your answers were satisfactory, the “portion for next time”
was marked and you went back to your seat and prepared another; if they were not, then you were “returned” (this
was supposed to be “distressing”) and you had to “get it up” some more.
On Miss Vi’s desk was an old leather strap that looked as if it had been chewed by some mischievous puppy;
but it was displayed more as a symbol of office than anything else; there were really only Miss Ket’s ruler and
nasty looks to fear.
So Mark had found school rather like a good game. He liked reading, and found learning lessons more pleasant
than otherwise.
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Geography was fun. You learnt names of rivers and towns and capes and so on, and looked them up on the
map. Such strange names, such friendly, comical names! The Skagerrak and Kattegat. Portland Bill and the
Lizard, Amsterdam and Rotterdam, and actually—almost incredibly—the Po! Grammar, red-backed and sticky,
was good too in spots: making up sentences; but for the most part it was dry and incomprehensible, especially the
part on mood where the words “might, could, would or should” repeated themselves over and over again, like the
chorus of some insane nursery rhyme. History and Scripture: Hengist and Horsa, Alfred the Great, Adam and Eve,
Cain and Abel—but he preferred Scripture, for History had Dates and Scripture didn’t; moreover Scripture was
like Puss in Boots and Jack the Giant Killer, and was illustrated.
But it wasn’t so easy when you came to Arithmetic. No sooner had you learnt the Tables—and you could never
be absolutely certain whether 8 times 9 was 54 or 72—you had to tackle things called Weights and Measures. . .
Mark grimaced. Arithmetic was first thing this morning too. He offered up a last incoherent prayer as the tram
pulled up and he stepped out. Well, the worst would soon be over. He pushed the swing-door open and walked in.
In the few minutes that remained before the bell rang—school began at half-past nine—Mark heard that Miss
Vi had told them that up to the present he was leading in the Junior Class, leading Arthur by 39 marks. He made a
rapid calculation. He could afford to get four—say three—sums wrong and still keep the lead. Good.
The little cracked bell rang and there was the dreaded Arithmetic paper at last. And hooray, they hadn’t set one
of those things with rodspolesorperches!\fn{ Problems of measurement conversion: in this case, rods, poles or perches into
kilometers, links, meters, miles, etc.:H} He could hardly believe his luck.
He could hardly believe it when at ten minutes’ break he found by comparing answers he’d got only one sum
wrong!
He was supremely confident when he sat down to tackle the Scripture paper. It was pie. He let himself go. He
even thought of putting in a few illustrations gratis. How lovely to hear the screeching noise his OO nib made as
it flowed over the smooth foolscap paper! Long before time was up he had finished.
But he wasn’t satisfied. He went through his paper again, correcting a word that didn’t look quite right here,
making an addition there …\fn{ The author has made deliberate spelling mistakes in the text quoted below as part of Mark’s
composition, but I have corrected them in the interests of machine-readability:H }
Isaac and his wife Rebecca had 2 sons Esau and Jacob. Esau used to go out and hunt and Jacob didn’t. Jacob wanted
to get his fathers blessing so one day Isaac told Esau to go and bring him some venison and he would give him his
blessing and as soon as Esau left Jacob got his mother to kill a kid and cook it.

Something was missing here. Making the little wiggle he’d been taught to do. Mark inserted carefully:
I forgot to say that Isaac was blind.

He went on reading.
Then Jacob put on Esau’s clothes and covered his hands with the skin of the kid because if Isaac touched him he
would feel like Esau because Esau was a hairy man. So when Jacob brought the meat to Isaac he nearly found him out
because he didn’t change his voice anyway he smelt him and felt him I expect he was a bit deaf too and so Jacob fooled
him and Isaac gave him his blessing and he went away and saw a ladder with angles going up and down and the Lord
blessed him too. Of course when Esau came home and found out Jacob had cheated him he was mad. But he couldn’t
do anything and old Isaac was sorry.

As he reread the story Mark was seized with a fierce resentment against Jacob. He’d always felt that way
whenever he read the story. Two clear lines of foolscap remained to be written on. He wrote rapidly.
There! That completed the lot. He blotted it, arranged the sheets in order, put away his pen and ruler, carried
the paper up to Miss Vi who favoured him with one of her throaty chuckles, and went back to his seat to wait till
the bell rang for luncheon.
At luncheon time the marks for the Arithmetic paper were given. Arthur Jones: 90, Mark: 81. Still leading, and
Arthur couldn’t possibly catch up with him in the Scripture paper. If only he had a little luck in Dictation! Well,
the worst would soon be over. The final results would be known that afternoon. During exams, all the children sat
together and Miss Vi supervised, while Miss Ket somewhere upstairs did the corrections.
Dictation wasn’t too bad; there were no unusual words, and only things like siege and seize—or was it seige
and sieze?
Anyway …
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All was over. They sat around talking quietly. It was very thrilling waiting to hear the results. Occasionally one
of the girls would giggle and Miss Vi would emit a sepulchral Shuh!
Mark himself had gone quite clammy. He was showing Arthur his palms when suddenly he heard Miss Ket’s
voice from the landing calling him.
“Come here, Mark. Come upstairs.”
Miss Ket’s voice sounded queer, somehow. But as he passed Miss Vi she gave him a little growl of encouragement.
He ran up quickly. Perhaps he’d done so well Miss Ket wanted to tell him personally.
But no. Something—something was wrong. He had never seen Miss Ket’s tongue do such antics before. And
her eyes were unusually solemn.
“Mark!”
“Yes, Miss Ket.”
“Mark, look at me.” Mark did so.
“Aren’t you ashamed, bitterly ashamed of yourself?”
Ashamed! Whatever was she talking about? Then he noticed she was holding in her hand his Scripture paper,
and that she was pointing to the last sentence on the sheet, that sentence he had inserted as an afterthought.
“Aren’t you bitterly ashamed?” she repeated. Mark’s eyes opened wide.
“Aren’t you?”
“I … I …”
“Of course you are, unhappy child. Don’t you know”—her tongue flicked in and out faster than he’d ever seen
it—“don’t you know you have written something here”—she tapped the offending sentence with a long fingernail
—“that might send you straight to hell?”
Mark squirmed.
“N … no.”
“Do you understand the meaning of what you’ve written, child?”
Mark glanced at it sideways to make sure. Yes, it was there just as he’d written it.
“Y … yes.”
“I’ve never heard of such a thing. Why”—Miss Ket was almost too shocked to say the word. “Why, it’s … it’s
blasphemy!”
That didn’t help Mark, however. By this time he had got over his astonishment and fright and was wondering if
Miss Ket’s tongue would favour him with another of those incredible triple-flicks. Suddenly he realised she was
saying something he could understand.
“ … so your getting nought\fn{A “0”; nought is a British-English term for 0:H} for this paper completely robs you of
all chance of coming among the first three in the class.”
Getting nought! He could hardly believe his ears. Why, he had worked so hard, prayed so hard … it was
unfair!
Nought! And not even a third place! Oh, it was unspeakably unfair. There was only one thing he felt he could
do, should do in the circumstances. He howled.
He howled and spluttered and choked and howled some more. He went on for a considerable time. Indeed
Miss Ket left him crying to go downstairs for prayers and dismissal after reading the results. After a while she
returned. Miss Vi came with her.
“You must stop crying now,” boomed Miss Vi. “We can see you’re really and truly sorry for what you wrote.
You must be a good boy now and pray to the Lord to forgive you.”
“And perhaps you won’t go to hell if you were to die tonight,” suggested Miss Ket not unkindly.
“Wup,” sobbed Mark, a hiccupy sort of a sob.
“And we’ve decided not to tell your parents; it would grieve them too greatly,” continued Miss Vi.
“Not now that you’re truly penitent,” added Miss Ket.
Miss Vi laid a heavy, tender hand on his shoulder.
“It’s time for your tram. You’d better run along now, dear.”
“Yes, indeed,” chimed in Miss Ket.
“Goodbye,” said Miss Vi.
“Bye,” flicked Miss Ket’s tongue.
“Wup,” said Mark, and groping his way blindly downstairs he collected his books. Unfair … unfair … unfar …
the refrain went on over and over in his head. He pushed open the door as he heard the tram-whistle blow. More
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unfair even than that business with Jacob …
From their chairs in the drawing room upstairs Miss Vi and Miss Ket heard the tram stop for a moment and
then continue on its way. Miss Vi glanced once again at the sheet of foolscap in her hand and reread the damning
sentence:
But it wasn’t fair and I don’t think the Lord acted right that time.

“Poor little fellow,” she sighed heavily. “I’m sure he’s very, very sorry for what he’s done.”
“He should be,” agreed Miss Ket.
“I wonder whatever made him think of such a thing!”
“Perhaps he just didn’t think at all,” flicked the tongue. “Come on, Vi, it’s time for tea.”
6. The Story of the Tragic Circumstances Surrounding the Death of Angela Westmore
It was only this morning that I learnt that Guff and his family had left the island. I read the brief announcement
twice to make sure, and hurried to communicate the news to Phil. He paused in his shaving, closed his eyes, and
murmured,
“Thank God.” And Phil isn’t what one would call a religious man.
But perhaps I’d better explain.
Guff had been all along one of the minor worries and complications of existence. He had married a distant
relative of Phil’s, and had come to believe in consequence that he was expected to call on us from time to time.
He never brought his wife with him, but would sit on for hours discoursing on such topics as he considered of
interest to himself and the world at large, thereby reducing us both to a state bordering on coma, which he
somehow or other chose to interpret as one of rapt interest. He was, in short, the most accomplished bore. His real
name was Randolph McGuffie, and his nickname had, among his long-suffering acquaintances, acquired the
signification of a transitive verb, passive voice.
“We were properly guffed last night,” was a statement which never failed to evoke sympathy. Being “guffed,”
if only for an hour or two, was an experience which all his victims understood only too well.
“But you must grant he did bring us a bit of news now and then,” I said.
“Like the story of Angela Westmore’s death,” Phil growled. “Yes, I know. Breakfast nearly ready?”
As I went to get ahead with the morning routine, I reflected that perhaps the story of the death of Miss
Westmore was Guff’s masterpiece.
We hadn’t known Angela Westmore personally, but the news of her death that Sunday afternoon nearly a year
ago had been a shock. She had left school only a year or two previously, was a most charming and attractive girl
and was regarded as a coming tennis champion. The news of her death, brought us by the garden-boy, was
therefore completely unexpected. Every now and then we’d think of her as we’d last seen her a month before in
the women’s singles, the picture of youthful grace and energy: realization of the tragedy was almost impossible.
The garden-boy hadn’t been able to supply any details: she had got drowned at Sandy Cove; Mr. Brown, the
policeman who lived up the road, had told him; it had happened at half-past four that afternoon. That was all he
knew.
And a short while after, a brief announcement over the rediffusion system\fn{ A system by which radio or television
programs are relayed to subscribers from a receiver via cables; so-called from the name of the company that invented the process }
confirmed what he had told us.
We were both puzzled. There had never been a drowning fatality at Sandy Cove as far as either of us could
remember. Besides, Angela Westmore was a good swimmer. I suggested that we might drive around—it was only
six or seven miles from town—in a casual sort of way, and try to pick up what information we could. But Phil
objected. Snooping, he called it. So we sat on the verandah reading, and from time to time one or other of us
would venture some conjecture as to how she could have met her death in that manner.
It was growing dark. Suddenly, headlights blazing, a car swept into the gap and drew up at the door.
Phil half-raised himself from his berbice chair,\fn{ A form of recliner chair equipped with extendable arms that can be angled
inward to serve a leg-rests} peered over the balustrade, and groaned. I raised an enquiring eyebrow.
“Guff,” he grunted. We exchanged despairing glances, and rose to greet our visitor.
“Well,” he began ponderously, as he sank into Phil’s chair, “and how are you two?” As this question was
merely his usual gambit, we neither did more than move our lips, for Guff was ready to launch out on to a recital
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of the various ailments his podgy frame had accommodated during the past month or so. Certain rheumatic
symptoms being in evidence on this occasion, I ventured:
“I hope all this doesn’t affect your having a drink, Guff?”
“What do you think, child? What do you think?” He smiled in his most roguish manner. “The usual. The
usual.”
I almost scampered off to mix the rum and gingers. Mixing a drink for Guff offered a respite, no matter how
brief.
“Sorry to keep you waiting so long,” I said when I returned almost a quarter of an hour later. “I couldn’t find
the opener.” Phil flashed a glance of near-hatred at me.
“Not so good,” he remarked sipping his drink, “I’m mixing the next one.” But Guff, quite oblivious of our
passage at arms, continued:
“… because it may be uric acid, though, on the other hand, as you can clearly see, it may not.” He glanced at
both of us triumphantly as though he had scored a major point in debate.
“Now the wife’s mother says …”
And it was at this point that I suddenly had a brainwave.
Guff’s mother-in-law lived in one of the bungalows at Sandy Cove! It was most probable that Guffmight know
something of the tragedy. If we had to listen to a Guffian Ulysses, it might be just as well if it should prove, if not
altogether interesting, at least informative.
“By the way,” I broke in, “has your mother-in-law told you anything about Angela Westmore’s death?
However did she happen to get drowned? I mean, it’s all so … so …”
Guff turned his head slowly towards me. He frowned at me. He did not like being interrupted.
“But that,” he said reprovingly, “is just what I was going to tell you.”
He leaned back, sipped his drink, replaced his glass on the arm of the berbice chair, and inflated his chest,
regarding us both with his most superior smile.
“Came to tell you, in fact. You see,” he paused again dramatically, “I was there!”
For the moment I was almost glad that Guff had come to see us. Now we would know how it had happened.
“You were there?”
Guff nodded portentously. As though overcome by the memory of the incident which fate had called him to
witness, he pulled out his handkerchief, mopped his forehead, finished his drink at a gulp, and shook his head.
“A sad thing,” he said slowly, “a very sad thing.”
“You saw it all?” I asked. He held up a rebuking hand.
“I will tell you everything. From the beginning.”
There was something ominous about this statement that checked my recently experienced enthusiasm. From
the beginning of … what? Guff was quite capable of producing a biographical disquisition on the late Miss
Westmore. But his next words relieved my anxiety.
“I woke at six this morning.” Ah, it would only be an account of one day. I sat back, prepared to make the best
of it.
“Yes.” He raised his glass, regarded it intently and replaced it.
“Do the needful, dear. And I think I’ll have another, too,” Phil smiled at me. Just like Phil. But this time I
didn’t have to look for the opener. I’d missed only the details of Guff’s visit to the bathroom apparently.
“… so I said to Bun, ‘Bun,’ I said, ‘what a wonderful morning! What about our going to spend the day with the
old lady?’ And Bun said, ‘You know, Bun, I was just going to ask you the same thing.’”
I should explain that Guff and his wife happen to be one of those couples who call each other by the same
nickname, a practice which would often tend to make his stories even more irritating.
The two Buns being at complete accord, followed a lengthy description of the preparations. The children, Bill
and June, had to be washed and fed and dressed, the garden to be watered, the pigeons seen to, and the lunch
basket packed. The account of the children, garden and pigeons took about six minutes in the telling (sometimes I
would relieve the tedium by checking off times on my wrist watch), and that of the preparation of the lunch basket
about twice as long; for Guff fancies himself as a gourmet, and no detail was spared us. Followed then in
parenthesis Guff’s denunciation of canned foods, during which time I took the opportunity of mixing another
drink despite Phil’s plaintive reminder that it was his turn.
By this time the family had arrived at “the old lady’s” and an account of her recent problems with the domestic
staff was well underway. But neither of us dared interrupt him. The last time he’d got on to the domestic servant
problem, it had led him to a sweeping denunciation of the political situation and the mistaken policy of the labour
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government. Shading my face as well as I could from his direct gaze, I allowed my thoughts to wander as best
they might. I must have been dozing off when I caught the words Angela Westmore.
“… ‘Are you sure, Bun?’ I asked. ‘Of course, Bun, I’m quite sure,’ Bun said. So she came in. ‘May I use the
telephone?’ Well, you’ll understand, I couldn’t help hearing what she said. She was putting a call through to
young Walters, the younger brother who works at Walters Brothers. You know.”
We didn’t, but we knew better than to ask for information.
“‘I’m waiting for you,’ she said. That was all. Then she put down the receiver, thanked us and went out. Now, I
ask you, wasn’t that very odd?”
We signified mutely that it was.
“Very odd indeed. And I believe, though I can’t prove it, mind you, that there was something fishy going on.”
He lowered his voice.
“People have been talking recently, you know. It’s a small community … Remember the Gordon affair?”
We both nodded hastily. The Gordon affair was one of Guff’s pet themes.
“So about half an hour later …” He paused. “No. It was about twenty minutes later, we went down for a dip.
Bill and June had had a bathe already of course, but we allowed them to come with us. Bun thought it might have
been too much for them, but I said to Bun, ‘Bun,’ I said, ‘remember when you were a kid. I’ll bet you had more
than one sea-bathe a day!’” He paused here with a knowing chuckle, and I watched Phil’s face, eyes half-closed,
trying to assume some suitable expression of interest.
“I remember once … I was ten or eleven …”
This time when I went to get drinks I took the opportunity to lay the table for supper as well. Fortunately it was
cook’s evening off. She at least would be spared our apologies.
They had all come out of the sea when I returned, and by what devious paths I know not, Guff’s story had
rambled off into the byways of the ill effects of schooner travel. Phil had slumped down in his chair so that only
one eye was visible. It glowered.
I had lost all interest in the circumstances surrounding the fate of Miss Westmore by this time, and my only
consolation was that, it being now nearly eight o’clock, Guff would soon have to depart for his supper. So I
relaxed into a sort of simmering stupor while Guff went on and on … now it was sea-sickness, now the old lady’s
turtle steaks, now something that one Bun had said to the other, or that the other Bun had said to the one, and,
occasionally, some reference to Angela Westmore—her lying sun-bathing for over two hours on the beach, her
shapely legs, her flirtations, her brother-in-law’s sister …
Through the still night air I heard the fussy little cackle of the prison-bell half a mile away.
Half-past eight! Thank God, I’d managed to escape some of the torture. Where was he now?
“By this time it was nearly four o’clock, so I said to Bun, ‘Bun,’ I said, ‘I think we’d be better getting on.’ So
we packed up, said goodbye and drove down.”
So I’d missed the climax of the story after all. Well, I was too exhausted, too annoyed to care. Phil could tell
me later.
“Well, we drove down. The children were sleepy, and Bill can’t take too much exertion after his operation. But
they’d had a good time. And, would you believe it? No sooner had I parked the car in the garage, gone upstairs
and settled down to read—I hadn’t seen the paper yet for the day, mind you—when the telephone bell rang.”
He paused and examined his empty glass, but neither Phil nor I stirred. He sighed.
“Well, it was the old lady. I thought it very strange she should be calling us so soon. I thought perhaps we’d
left something. Bun is always forgetting to pack things back properly. I remember …”
But Phil’s patience was exhausted. There was a nasty note in his question:
“Yes, yes, but what did she say?”
“Well may you ask what she said; for no sooner had I taken up the receiver, when I heard her say, ‘Guff,’ she
said, ‘would you believe it? Such a dreadful thing has happened! The beach is swarming with people, everything
is in an uproar … poor Angela Westmore is drowned!’
“I tell you, when I heard those words, you could have knocked me over with a feather.”
He heaved himself slowly out of the depths of the chair and towered over us triumphantly.
“Yes. That was what she had to say. Angela Westmore. Drowned. 1 tell you, you could have knocked me over
with a feather.”
“So that was how she got drowned, eh?” asked Phil just a shade too ironically, I thought.
“Yes, sir. I thought you two would like to know the details.”
We staggered to our feet. We were both speechless.
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“Well, I must be toddling. Night-night.” He shook hands with us warmly, and we watched him descend the
steps with the air of one who has accomplished an important and delicate mission, clamber into the car, start up,
call out another cheery night-night and drive away.
We watched his departure in silence, silence tempered with something that was almost awe.
7: To Meet Her Mother
“Who it is you think you shovin’? Like you think you own the whole bus … and nearly mash off all o’me toes
to besides!”
Fitzwilkinson Cumberbatch did not deign to reply. Tightly wedged in between two of the fattest hucksters he
had ever encountered, he tried to deflate himself as much as possible and to stare ahead as though unconscious of
the speaker’s rude remarks. And he was not pushing. It was not his fault that he had inadvertently trodden on the
toes of one of the fat women when he was climbing into the bus. She had a large basket in her lap, and stepping
over her had not been an easy matter.
God, how he loathed fat women! To him, they were the revolting opposites of all that constituted his ideal of
femininity. He could never see a fat woman without being profoundly affected, nauseated almost.
He would have lighted a cigarette had he been able to move his arms without undue difficulty, but he thought
better of it. The journey would soon be over.
And it was no use worrying about the creases in his new suit or the possible smell of fish that might
accompany him when he got out. He would turn his thoughts to something else, something far more conducive to
his peace of mind. He would let that swarm of pleasant fancies, growing increasingly more alluring during the
past few weeks, and now leaving room for little else in his imagination, take over.
For Fitzwilkinson Cumberbatch was in love. And not merely in love, but consumed by the desire to take all
possible steps to make the object of his affection, in the not too far distant future, his bride. .
His bride! How inexpressibly lovely she was, his Sylphide! How precisely did the name evoke her image! A
sylph, a sylph of Greek mythology, a creature of the air, graceful, delicate, glowing, altogether enchanting, a
perfect example of the female form divine …
The huckster on his left spraddled her legs a bit wider to accommodate her basket and Fitzwilkinson was
compelled to shrink a little further into his seat, but even this did not disturb the tenor of his reverie.
He had first met her at a party. He had been immediately attracted by her slim loveliness—she must have been
about seventeen—but he had been much too shy to do more than offer hcr a sandwich. Then, a few days later, he
had seen her on the beach. She had remembered him, had waved invitingly to him. They had bathed together. She
was wearing a modest bikini, and his mind had been made up there and then. This girl would be his wife.
At the age of twenty-four, Fitzwilkinson Cumberbatch was well satisfied with his position as a clerk at a
wholesale merchant’s in the city. His employer thought very highly of him, and Fitzwilkinson did not doubt for a
moment that any employer could have thought less. He was fully conscious of his worth. He had earned a raise in
salary three times in as many years, and in another few month’ time he would be able to own a car, a second-hand
one perhaps but still something worthwhile—no more buses for him—and in another year most likely he would
be able to afford marriage. He was careful with his money, avoided strong drink and bad companions, both male
and female, and lived respectably and frugally with his mother, a small but dominant personality, who had reared
him carefully and sent him to the best school she could afford. There he had done quite well, and had attained
certificates in English Literature and Elementary Mathematics. The latter had stood him good stead in obtaining a
job, and his study of the set books for the former had provided him with quite a store of the poems of Keats and
Shelley.
Very often he would quote some of his favourite passages to Sylphide, modestly, almost as though they were
his own.
For after the meeting on the beach, he had managed to meet her much more often. True, he had made no
positive declaration of his love; had met her and her little sister occasionally at the cinema; had even travelled part
of the way home with her on the bus; had conversed with her several times on the beach on Sunday mornings; had
sent her a card on St. Valentine’s Day; but he had no doubt whatever that she would be only too pleased, in the
course of time, to accept him as the man in her life, her husband-to-be. Why, had she not invited him, with the full
knowledge and approval of her mother, to visit her at her home this very afternoon?
He wriggled ecstatically in his seat, and both hucksters glowered at him. But he took no notice of them.
I’m sure her mother must be a most discriminating woman, he thought. She certainly would not have
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consented to her daughter’s inviting any and every young man of her acquaintance to her home. And he pictured
her as Sylphide grown to maturity, beautiful, gracious, statuesque …
Sylphide, her little sister, Angela, and their mother, a widow, had but lately arrived from British Guiana. He
had never met their mother—that was as yet a treat in store. She was a Mrs. Robinson; but despite the surname, he
was sure they were of Portuguese descent. The light brown complexion of the girls and their dark hair (raven
locks, he liked to think of them) hinted at European ancestry. It would be a step up the social ladder for him when
the marriage came off. Even the announcement of the engagement. And his mother had been most cooperative
when he had told her of his attachment and of the family’s social status.
“Always look for something higher than you, son,” she had affirmed.
The huckster whose toes he had trodden on scratched herself searchingly, vigorously, her arm jabbing him in
his ribs. He tried to edge away a little more to the right. He could not restrain the look of scorn with which he
glanced disapprovingly at her.
“What happen to you now?” she queried. “What you wrinklin’ up your nose for?” And, furnishing an answer to
her unacknowledged question,
“If you smell something nasty, mus’ be your own top lip.”
This was too much. People sitting near him had begun to titter.
The bus had stopped. Sylphide’s house was only a couple of hundred yards further on. So he rose, deliberately
stepped on the huckster’s canvas-covered toes, and hopped out awkwardly, followed by a stream of abuse and the
now unchecked guffaws of those of the passengers who had witnessed the incident.
Trying to rid himself of every semblance of contact with those two horrible creatures, he flicked off imaginary
specks of contamination from his smart outfit, and wished that somehow all fat women could be boiled down, the
more painfully the better, to respectable size.
“Damn monsters,” he said to himself as the bus groaned past him, belching out its fumes and the last echoes of
its occupants’ remarks.
He lit a cigarette and glanced at his wrist watch. Seven minutes past four. Sylphide had invited him to come at
half-past. He would be in good time.
He glanced around him approvingly as he strolled along. Yes, a most desirable district. All the houses, neat and
clean and showing obvious signs of being lived in by people of some consequence. Flowers bloomed in the front
gardens, curtains flapped from most of the windows, a canary chirped from a cage on one of the open verandahs,
and a radio barked out, but very discreetly, the chorus of a popular song.
He walked on. One of the tidiest and trimmest of the stone bungalows bore the inscription, “The Cedars.”
What a pretty name, he thought, ignoring the fact that it was completely overshadowed by a large tamarind tree
and nothing else. How appropriate that his Sylphide should live in a house that bore such a romantic name!
He went up the short flight of steps. The door was closed. He rapped loudly. Twice. The door was opened by a
neat-looking maid wearing a blue denim dress and newly-ironed cap and apron.
“Good afternoon,” he said. “I am Mr. Fitzwilkinson Cumberbatch. 1 think your mistress and Miss Sylphide are
expecting me.” The maid grinned at him.
“Hey, it is you already? Miss Sylphie jus’ step out, down the road for a few minutes, but she tell me was to tell
you when you come she soon comin’ back. And the mistress dressin’. She say if it is you, please to come in and
have a seat.”
“Thank you.”
“And she tell me was to open up the winders so as you could get some fresh air.”
Thanking her again, Fitzwilkinson followed her, and, while she opened the two windows looking out on to the
street, took stock of his surroundings.
He was most pleased by what he saw. The large settee, the chairs—easy chairs and straight-backed chairs, the
rug patterned with gigantic pink roses, the little mahogany tables, one of them covered with magazines, the small
piano in the corner, the vases of flowers, the expensive-looking television set, the standard lamps, the colourful
pictures that adorned the walls … everything bore unmistakable signs of … of quality … of money.
He was exceedingly pleased. Perhaps he too would be able some day to furnish his home like this … perhaps
an even larger piano, a rather more expensive television set …
“I goin’ call Miss Sylphie now,’ the maid announced, having finished her task. And she went out through the
front door.
Fitzwilkinson chose the most comfortable-looking of the easy chairs beside the table with the magazines. Four
or five minutes passed. It was almost half-past four.
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He glanced at one or two of the magazines, but Woman and Woman This and Woman’s That were not to his
taste. But beside them lay a photograph album. It looked as though it had seen better days.
This might be interesting, he thought. He picked it up and turned the pages eagerly.
But he was disappointed. Unknown faces stared back at him. Unknown houses, unknown lawns, unknown
scenes. It was obvious that all the photos had been taken some time ago and before the family had come to
Barbados. Still, there might have been a picture of Sylphide as a little girl, as a baby perhaps … how irritating …
He had almost reached the last page and was about to close the album, when a loose photograph slipped out
and fluttered to the carpet at his feet. He stooped and picked it up. He gazed at it entranced.
Whoever had taken that picture had certainly known his job. Here was the living image of his dreams, his
Sylphide, clad in some gauzy creation, a fancy-costume of some sort … fairy-like, ethereal … her dark eyes
shining, her lips smiling, smiling so tenderly, so ravishingly … as though to meet his enthralled regard.
“Sylphide, my Sylph, my beloved!” he whispered, and was about to raise this miracle of the photographer’s art
to his lips, when he noticed a few specks of dust on it.
He sighed deeply instead.
After a few moments he looked through the album again quickly to see where it had come from, but all the
spaces enclosed by the photo-mounts were filled. Perhaps it had just been pushed in, casually—perhaps whoever
had put it there had forgotten all about it.
He glanced around him cautiously. Could he possibly—steal it? He hesitated.
And before he could quite make up his mind to transfer it to his pocket, he was aware that he was no longer
alone.
Someone had entered the room noiselessly. Someone was standing at its far corner and looking at him intently.
Whether the expression on the person's face was kindly disposed or not, he was in no condition to observe; for
the person, a lady, who was now advancing to meet him, waddling across the intervening space of carpet with
outstretched hand, and who he realized must be Sylphide’s mother, was, without exception, the fattest woman he
had ever laid eyes on. All the corpulent females who from time to time had left their gross impressions on the
screen of his memory were mere wisps when compared with the agglomeration of flesh that now confronted him.
How he managed to rise and allow his hand to be engulfed in the tepid flabbiness of the lady’s he had no idea.
Nor had he any idea of what she was saying as she chattered on during the first few moments after her greeting.
He was only conscious of a mounting sensation of weakness, of complete mental haziness, as though his whole
world was collapsing around him. Eventually his mind cleared sufficiently for him to grasp the import of her
words.
“… had to go on a little message for me … just a few houses down the road … I can’t move around quite as
quickly as she can.” And she chuckled hoarsely, quivering all over like some preposterous blob of blancmange.\fn
{A thick, sweet, pudding-like desert, normally white, poured into a mold and served cold }
Fitzwilkinson could only smile weakly in reply. His tongue was drained dry of words.
“Sylphie has told me so much about you …” she went on.
Could he possibly endure a mother-in-law such as this? he wondered. Can I go on seeing her, talking to her,
perhaps even having to live in the same house with her some day? Was this too big a price to pay for Sylphide?
The voice continued:
“… such a nice boy, she tells me, not like most of these tough young fellows one is so apt to meet almost
anywhere nowadays, it seems …”
Perhaps, perhaps, he could make the sacrifice. And a thought struck him: People as fat as this don’t live long.
He remembered how suddenly Mrs. Cullup, who used to live next door, had gone off. He plucked up courage and
smiled again, a little less wanly. And he then realised she was looking at the photograph he was still holding in his
hand. It was time for him to say something, after all. He moistened his lips and discovered that he could speak.
“What a lovely photo of your daughter, Mrs.Robinson,” he exclaimed, handing it to her. “While I was waiting,
I was looking through your album and I found this.” Mrs. Robinson looked at the photograph and smiled back at
him.
“How beautiful Sylphide is!” he rattled on, now that he was no longer afraid of his voice failing him. “And
how very charming she looks in that old-fashioned costume!”
Mrs Robinson’s response to these remarks was astonishing in the extreme. She began to laugh. To chuckle at
first, shaking all over, even more disgustingly than before. Then to laugh, to cackle, louder and louder. He could
only stare. And then, when she had regained her breath and had mopped her face:
“But, young man, that is me, eh? That is a picture of me taken when I was just Sylphie's age. You don’t see the
31

resemblance now, eh?”
And again spasms of uncontrollable laughter shook her entire frame.
When, a few moments later, Sylphide arrived, Fitzwilkinson Cumberbatch had disappeared.
8: Proof
The telephone bell rang again, stridently, urgently. Beside little Sonya’s cot, Tamara, one hand continuing to
stroke her sleeping daughter’s head automatically, crouched scarcely breathing. She was afraid, afraid of the bell,
afraid of the danger lurking out in the city, afraid of she scarcely knew what. Alone in the little flat without
Gregor, she lived in constant fear of the terror that lay in wait in the darkness, waiting, watching …
No one ever telephoned her. To Gregor the telephone was a business necessity. But all who knew Gregor knew
that he was never at home at this hour, after dark. For then he would be at the newspaper office where he worked
night after night from dusk till dawn. Perhaps it was a mistake … perhaps … no, there it went again … ting-aling, ting-a-ling!
Her heart beat faster. Stay, though, perhaps it might be Gregor himself! Yet she was sure it wasn’t Gregor. No,
if it was, she would feel, she would know. She would not crouch there, paralysed almost, with memories, ugh,
what memories, crowding out of the terrible past to choke her.
Again! Mustering up such courage as she could command, she rose from beside the cot and crossed the room
with short hesitating steps. She entered the adjoining room, the sitting room, and almost collapsed into Gregor’s
armchair beside the desk where the little black telephone squatted, its disc glaring at her malignantly. While she
was taking up the trumpet, the bell trilled again imperatively. She almost dropped the thing, but mastering her
fears placed it to her ear, her unoccupied hand clutching at her throat meanwhile, as though to stifle her voice
should she shriek with terror. She could feel her own fingers clutching there, bidding her be silent, as she listened
to the harsh, guttural, unfamiliar voice so near, so near. She wanted to scream but she could feel her fingers
clutching still tighter. The harsh voice spoke querulously, impatiently, but she could not understand what it was
saying. She could only realise it was questioning her, harshly and imperiously in a foreign tongue. Still holding
her throat tightly she replaced the trumpet with a trembling hand. The voice died away with a snarl. But the bell
did not ring again.
For a long time Tamara sat motionless in the chair beside the desk, still clutching at her throat. When she did
undress and go to bed it was only to lie frozen with terror through the long night waiting for the dawn, and
Gregor.
It had happened three years ago. She had come from the south, alone, to Leningrad. Her parents were dead.
She had had thoughts of going on the stage. And then, oh fool, she had lost her passport, all her papers. She had
been arrested and charged with being a spy in German pay. She a spy! She did not know a word of German even.
But what was the use? She could disprove nothing. The more vehement her protestations of innocence, the more
did those men smile and wink at each other knowingly.
”Come on, sister,” one had said, “you’re pulling a good act, but it’s no use.”
“Why not come clean and tell us? You’ll probably only go to the mines for ten years,” another had chuckled.
Ten years, my God! Ten years had already passed in those last couple of weeks. Ten years would be eternity.
And the horrible, ghastly, incredible thing was that she felt that pretty soon she would confess!
“Yes, yes, I am a spy. Sure, I speak German. And what?”
She could hear herself making the statement with a sort of cold intensity. Anything to get away from the
mocking, relentless questioning, anything.
And it was then that Gregor had appeared. Like an angel from heaven he had come. His profession as reporter
took him almost everywhere. He had seen this poor, friendless, tortured girl and had had compassion upon her.
Somehow, up to the present she didn’t know how—she never wanted to know how—he had saved her. He stood
surety for her, pitied her, loved her, married her. And since then she had been happy, though of one thing she was
never sure.
Gregor had never told her, but she felt it was so: he was never absolutely convinced of her innocence. Love
overlooks many things. Gregor still believed she had been in German pay. But as much as he might believe that,
he also believed she would never, never do such a thing again.
For in standing as security for her Gregor had virtually pledged his life on her behalf. No, Gregor trusted her.
There had been lovely, happy days; Sonya had come to them. She should have been altogether happy, but the
memory of those racking days remained.
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Strangers terrified her. They might be secret agents. They might be trying her out. Her name was there, set
down in their records forever, suspect, a spy. Some day perhaps they’d try to get hold of her again. If only she was
sure that Gregor knew, knew with absolute certainty she had never been a spy, could not speak a word of German
even … then, then she felt with the utmost conviction, she would have the courage to fight, even when she was
alone.
And now tonight … the German voice over the phone! They were on her tracks again. Oh Gregor, Gregor!
Through the long night. Would Gregor never come?
It was still dark, a gray November morning, when at last she heard his footstep on the stair. Gregor! Trembling,
sobbing in his arms, she told him what had happened.
“And you could not distinguish what the voice said, Tamara?”
“No, it spoke in German. Oh, why, why should they try to catch me out like this, Gregor? Don’t you see they
were hoping I’d answer … trying to trick me?”
Gregor sat silent on the edge of the bed. He looked at Tamara intently. His eyes were kind, his voice grave. He
spoke haltingly as though he could scarcely bring himself to speak the words.
“Answer me, Tamara. In me you have nothing to fear. You know that. Was the voice you heard … had you ever
heard it before? Was it the voice of”—he stammered, his whole face twitched as though he were acting under
some compulsion not of his own—“I mean, was it the voice of one of the Germans you had … known …?”
“Gregor!” Tamara’s voice broke. “You believe …?”
Sonya, still asleep, stirred restlessly. Gregor leaned over and patted her tenderly. To Tamara his voice seemed a
long way off when he spoke, a long way off, and in some queer manner it seemed as though what he was now
saying had been said a long while ago, and he had gone on repeating it ever since:
“I do not know. I do not know.” He paused. Crouching now at his knees she could feel her heart breaking. He
did not know! Could he not feel? Gregor spoke again.
“I try to believe … I try … Tell me, Tamara mine, you know that, don’t you?”
She nodded wretchedly. Yes, he tried. It was some consolation. She pressed his knee with twitching fingers.
But then, he didn’t believe. She broke into a passion of weeping.
“There, there.” He tried to hold her up, to caress her, to soothe her. “I believe you … I think I do …”
But she leapt from the floor and took up Sonya who, waked by her mother’s crying, had now joined in with a
puzzled sympathetic wail. Drying her tears Tamara set about her morning duties. Gregor slipped into some old
clothes and took Sonya on his knee and patted her fair curly hair as he always did when she cried.
I have not the courage to go through with this, Tamara thought. Oh Gregor, believe in me! I need your belief,
your trust, your strength.
All day Tamara hoped and prayed, but even while she did so she felt it was all in vain. Gregor eating his
breakfast, playing with Sonya, supine now on the bed trying to get a few hours’ sleep … Gregor only tried to
believe. And outside in the secret nerve-cells of the city they were plotting to catch her. She could see their faces.
“Think we’d forgotten you, sister? You’ll come back and go for your trip to the mines.” Waiting, watching. ..
“We never forget, sister. We’ll get you yet.”
When Gregor bade her goodnight on his departure to the office she held him tight to her. She could feel him
trying, forcing himself almost, to believe her.
“Tamara mine, I’m sorry. Forgive me.”
But she had nothing to forgive. It was so.
“Should the phone ring—”
“Yes, Gregor?”
“Leave it. Don’t go to it.” Then, kissing her and looking into her eyes steadily with the kind, grave glance she
loved,
“We’ll talk this over together, dear. Don’t let it worry you. Be brave.”
And now he had gone. All night she waited for the telephone to ring. Or to hear a knock at the door. Perhaps
the owner of the voice would appear in person. And behind him, in the dark hallway …
“Come on, sister, we’ve got you this time.”
But no bell rang.
All night she lay awake waiting. Till again the gray November morning and Gregor. And so on for days.
Possibly a week, but it might have been a lifetime. Gregor’s nerves, too, were frayed. He loved her so much he
had become infected with her terror. Gregor, too, waited for the inevitable. And this time there would be no one to
save him.
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This thought grew upon her day by day. For if she was arrested it would mean the end of Gregor’s career. He’d
have to go too. And Sonya? What would become of her?
She made up her mind. She’d kill herself. Tomorrow when Gregor returned he’d find the letter. The river was
close by. Deep and cold. An unhappy solution, but still a solution. Tomorrow. She should write the letter tonight.
That day they went for a walk, the three of them. Dark and gray the huge buildings towered above the snowy
streets. They walked past the shop windows. To her it was all terrible. Every face that looked at them might be the
one. Every now and then she would glance over her shoulder. Surely they were being followed. At last they left
the busy thoroughfare and turned down a side street. It was darker there but silent. No one passed them by. Here,
at any rate, there was no one following them. Gregor with little Sonya in his arms turned to her.
“Tamara, I … I am afraid!”
“I know, darling, I know.”
“If they come for you again, I cannot save you. I, too, will have to pay the penalty.”
Tamara could not answer. She longed to tell him what she had decided, but that would have been of course
impossible. Gregor continued.
“I have thought it all out. I will not let you be tortured again. I will not. And I do not wish to go on without
you.”
Oh Gregor, God bless you, her heart said.
“They will not get us.” He paused and looked at Sonya who with arms spread wide was catching the falling
snow flakes, catching them and watching them fade into nothingness in the rosy hollows of her little palms. “I
have decided.”
“Yes, Gregor?”
“I shall not go to the office tonight. I have made other arrangements. Tonight we—you, I and …” he could not
trust himself to utter her name, only clasped Sonya more closely to him, “… tonight we say goodbye. Tonight we
go out … into the darkness.”
“Gregor, Gregor!”
There were blinding tears in her eyes. But her heart beat stronger with a feeling that was unaccountably like
joy. She could hardly hear herself speak:
“You love me like that, Gregor?”
Gregor’s eyes … so kind, so sad. He nodded.
“It is best. It is the only way. It solves all.”
There was no occasion for words any more. They walked on through the falling snow.
“If only he believed, I could die without regrets,” she thought. And then:
“Though he doesn’t, yet he will still die with me.”
Closer and closer to Gregor she pressed her body all the way home.
Gregor put Sonya carefully, tenderly in bed and bent over and kissed her. Tamara watched him, the tears
scalding her eyes. But she must be brave. She turned away. In the sitting room a postcard lay on the floor. They
hadn’t noticed it when they entered. She stooped and picked it up. It had been posted in the city. It was addressed
to Gregor in an unfamiliar handwriting. She looked at it closely. A few lines scribbled in a foreign language …
She turned swiftly and ran with it to her husband.
Gregor turned slowly, looked at her terror-blanched face and then at the card. Tamara watched him closely.
Perhaps … the final ruse. Oh, they were cunning! They’d do anything … anything. Gregor seemed to take an
unusually long time to read the few lines on the card. He seemed to be reading them over and over,
uncomprehendingly, almost. Then, suddenly, inexplicably, he did the strangest thing. Tamara’s mind could not
comprehend all that followed. For he began to laugh, to laugh and sob at the same time, uncontrollably. He rushed
at her, caught her in his arms and hugged her till she thought she must collapse. Then he began to dance, dragging
her with him round and round the room. Sonya woke and instead of patting her head gently as he always did, he
snatched her up and soon all three of them were mingled in one sprawling embrace.
At last Gregor set Sonya down and trembling in every limb began to speak.
“Tamara mine, all is well. We are saved. All is well, all is well.”
“But, how?” she questioned. “I do not understand.” Gregor pulled her down beside him.
“How could you, darling? I must explain. I have a friend. He is a Scottsman. I have not seen or heard from him
for several years. He was one of those reporters who came over to Moscow with the Labour Mission. A nice
fellow … you will like him, Tamara. And now he is back here, once again. Here in Leningrad. He is staying here a
couple of weeks and wants to meet me again.
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“A few evenings ago, he writes,” and here Gregor read: “‘I telephoned you but could get no answer. Someone
did take up the receiver, but though I called and called there was no reply.’”
Gregor paused a moment. His eyes sparkled.
“My darling, don’t you see? My friend speaks no Russian and of course must have spoken …”
He broke off as though some new idea had just flashed into his mind.
“Then it was he who—” Tamara began.
But Gregor interrupted. He shouted.
“But of course, he spoke English, Tamara, don’t you see? English!”
“I thought—”
“Yes, that it was German.” His eyes filled with tears.
“Tamara mine, will you ever forgive me for having doubted you?”
Tamara caught his head in her arms and held it close to her breast.
“Gregor, Gregor!”
“You know I always tried to believe.”
But Tamara held his head still closer so that the last words died away in a series of little muffied explosions.
“All is well: the terror has all gone now,” she whispered.
1920
180.1 Pick Of The Crop\fn{by Nailah Folami Imoja aka Charmaine Gill (c.1960?-

)}

Christ Church?, Barbados (F) 33

1
The falsetto chirps of crickets and the shrieks of whistling frogs, the occasional shout, a peal of laughter, car
horns, the idle chatter of passers-by and the buzz of the high-power fluorescent streetlight created a soundtrack for
the warm tropical night.
Leroi Baines and his friends Ritchie, Kori, Russell, Danny, Patches and John-John were liming\fn{ Hanging out}
under the majestic tamarind tree at the end of Block Z of the Pinelands housing estate. The white glow from the
streetlight diluted the shadow cast by the tree’s huge canopy of leaves. All of the youths lived on the estate except
for Leroi, who lived a short bike ride away on Bussa Avenue, in a little chattel house\fn{ The traditional Barbadan
wooden house, so-called because it can be easily dismantled and moved from place to place, like chattel—a now archaic word for personal
property} he shared with his mother.

Liming on the block was a nightly ritual for the young men and tonight was like any other Friday night. The
guys had gathered to talk and laugh about life and women; to drink beers and smoke a few spliffs\fn{ Hand-rolled
cigarettes}—since it was payday, and the vibes told them no Babylon\fn{ Police; secular society; Western values; evil }
would be patrolling tonight. Music was blasting from Kori’s boom box, for which they had all pitched in to buy
batteries. Kori sat on an upside-down beer case while Russell and Danny stood nearby, leaning against an old
wooden crate. Patches sat on a low-slung branch of the tamarind tree, puffing on a spliff and swinging his legs.
The branch jutted out at an unusual angle and was curved, seemingly molded for the purpose of being sat on.
Patches passed the hand-rolled joint to John-John, who sat nearest to him, making good use of a discarded cable
reel. John-John placed the joint between his lips and pulled hard, releasing a filmy curtain of smoke which wafted
around his head and perfumed the night air.
Leroi, mindful of the lectures he had received in school thanks to the National Council Against Substance
Abuse, refused to defile the temple of his body with illegal drugs and alcohol. He stood at the edge of the tree’s
shadow, away from the smoke.
“I don’t know why y’all always burning out wunna brains with that junk,” he said, watching his friends
squinting at each other through the smoke as they shared the illegal cigarette. “Wunna need to try and keep you
mind and body clean. How you expect to get ahead?”
His friends ignored him, used to his preaching. They didn’t waste time debating the issue and trying to prove
him wrong. Changing the subject, Ritchie Lowe, the comedian in the group, began to tell a joke. Leroi and the
others soon became engrossed in the story Ritchie was spinning, swearing all the while that it really happened.
“So the fella says, ‘Right, now give me two rolls of toilet paper.’” Ritchie delivered the punch line with a force
that left his companions doubled over with laughter.
35

“You so foolish, boy,” Kori choked out through his laughter.
“Thanks for the compliment,” Ritchie said, noting with pleasure that, despite his friend’s insult, his audience
still rocked with mirth.
“It funny, but it ain’t really happen, Rich. I read that one on the Internet the other night, you know. If you
serious about being a comedian, you going have to start making up you own jokes. How you think Trevor
Eastmond get so big? From surfing the Net? Nah man, he’s read the newspapers and listen to news and thing so
he can come up with he lines. You going have to get serious, you know, Ritchie. Get youself a proper routine.”
Ritchie’s advisor was eighteen-year-old Leroi, his best friend since kindergarten. As he spoke, Leroi pulled an
afro pick through the large ’fro he wore.
“You need to think ’bout expanding you mind. Think ’bout going back to school. That would help you.”
“Help who do what? You mad? You like you’s a comedian. No way I going back to school now I finally left. I
would rather cut cane than go back to school, man. And wunna know I can’t take the sun.”
“We done know you soft,” Russell quipped before he took the last draw of the now-tiny spliff and washed the
buzz down with a swig of beer. Ritchie pointedly ignored him and said to Leroi,
“You talking ‘bout me getting serious. When you going do something with all them calypsos and reggae songs
you always writing? I always telling you you need to join a calypso tent and see if you can’t pull in some bread
when the summers come.” Leroi’s laugh was obviously fake.
“Finally you tell a good joke, Rich. Calypsonians does scarcely make any money unless they name Gabby,
John King or Red Plastic Bag.” He was referring to three of Barbados’s leading calypso artists.
“What about Allison and Edwin and Rupee?” asked Danny. “Them getting paid.” Allison Hinds, Edwin
Yearwood and Rupert Clarke were three of Barbados’s top soca\fn{A type of music similar to kaiso (calypso), but faster}
stars.
“Yeah, but them not really calypsonians. Them’s entertainers.” Leroi stressed the last word. “Big difference,”
he added. “That jump-up-jump-up thing is not really calypso. I more into calypso. Like how L’il Rick does do it.
But better.”
“Don’t let we go down that road,” John-John, a loyal L’il Rick fan, chimed in. “Nobody could come better than
L’il Rick. But you could try. You got anything new, Leroi?” he asked hopefully.
“Yeah, man,” Leroi replied. “Even though you just trying to change the subject.”
“Never mind that. Hit we with some new lyrics,” Kori said.
“Yeah,” Russell agreed. “You know we always ready to hear what you got.”
Leroi, ever willing to share his creations with his most loyal fans, launched into one of his latest compositions,
“One Love Song.” The lively beat had his buddies rocking, shaking and gyrating. They could hear the drum, bass
and brass as Leroi improvised those parts. As caught up as they were in the melody, they were not too enthralled
to take note of the lyrics, which were as skillfully composed as those of all Leroi’s songs.
It was some time before any of the seven young men noticed the shadowy figure loitering on the perimeter of
their circle. Kori nudged Russell and cocked his head to indicate their visitor. Leroi, his back to the road,
continued performing, unaware of the stranger’s presence.
“Who that?” John-John challenged, noticing the figure for the first time.
“Is I!”
“Hey, Berns. What happening, dread?” John-John asked.
“Everything irie,\fn{Spiritually well or clean; fine; all right; well } yout’\fn{Youth/youths; youngster/youngsters} man.
I just listening to this one here. You got something, yout’.” This last Berns said to Leroi, who had stopped singing
and turned to face him.
“Thanks, man.”
“You should do something with that talent. Don’t let it go to waste. My calypso tent holding auditions
tomorrow at De Wayside Club. There on Bay Street. You know it?”
“Yeah, Berns. I know it.”
“Well, try and come. I heard what you said earlier, you know, about the difference between calypsonians and
entertainers and you’s partly right. Uprising Calypso Tent looking for young calypsonians who know how to
entertain.”
“What about comedians?” Ritchie interrupted, stepping into the spotlight cast by the streetlamp.
“What about them?” Berns asked. The other young men snickered.
“You looking for any?” Ritchie spoke slowly, as if explaining the obvious.
“Why? You got any?” Berns answered, not missing a beat. Ritchie steupsed.\fn{He sucked his teeth in anger,
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frustration or humiliation}

“I could see you’s a funny man youself, Berns. But seriously, I could get a pick too?”
“Well, we got the MC already, but we always like to find fresh talent, so come along with you buddy here and
let me see what the two of you got. It’s a package deal. The two of you together. Irie?” Sensing Leroi’s reluctance
and Ritchie’s eagerness, Berns felt it tactical to make Ritchie’s audition conditional on Leroi’s showing up.
“For real, Berns, man. Thanks,” Ritchie said.
“So I’ll see the two of you tomorrow. Wayside Club, 3 p.m. sharp. I gone.”
Berns turned and walked away.
2
Assured that Leroi would show up for auditions on Saturday, Berns slowly headed for home. His broad
shoulders were hunched and each step he took was accompanied by the clunk and clang of metal on metal as the
carpentry tools in the large toolbox he carried knocked together. In the other hand he held a paper bag containing
foil-wrapped itie\fn{A vegetarian roti, made without salt} from a nearby Rastafari restaurant. Berns was not Rasta, just
preferred the taste of salt-free food. He chuckled to himself as hoots and hollers from Ritchie and his friends
reached his ears.
There’s still hope for the yout’, despite what they say, he thought, pleased by the excitement his offer had
generated, at least in some quarters.
He walked slowly along the narrow unpaved road that led to his Pinelands home, careful not to trip on the
rocky surface, which was thrown into double darkness by the shadows of large overhanging trees. Lost in thought,
he barely remembered to mutter “G’night” to the occasional passers-by he met along the way.
Berns reached his chattel house in minutes and, after making his customary visual check of the small living
room, dining room and kitchen which comprised most of his home, and after standing silently for a moment,
listening for intruders, he shut and bolted the front door. Looking around the small house, he heaved a sigh of
relief, heavily tinged with sadness. The white-walled dwelling seemed to exude solitude.
Then, shaking his head and squaring his shoulders, fighting off the familiar wave of melancholy that washed
over him every evening, he chided himself softly.
“Pull yourself together, B.”
Berns dropped his toolbox by the door and moved to a large window. The rolling louvres were slightly open
and an old cardboard box sat on the floor beneath the window. The lettering, faded from sunlight and hardly
legible, identified it as a retired Pine Hill Dairy evaporated-milk box. The window and the box were Berns’s
makeshift letter box. He had instructed the postwoman on his route to slip any mail through the partly open
window and had made checking the box each night part of his homecoming ritual.
Berns stooped and scooped up a pile of envelopes. He quickly sorted through them, dropping most of them on
to a bamboo-framed chair to join a growing pile of unopened bills which awaited his attention closer to payday.
Since he definitely couldn’t pay them now, in the middle of the month, there was no point opening them and
getting depressed.
Why add to my stress? he had reasoned years ago when he had first started setting bills aside.
He examined the last envelope carefully. The large brown package was thick, and felt as if it contained papers.
He turned it over, scanning the back for a return address. There was none.
Probably from the taxman, Berns thought and tossed the envelope on to the chair.
Mail sorted, Berns flopped on to the couch. He yawned and stretched, tired after a long day which had started
twelve hours before. Without looking, he stretched a hand under the couch and grabbed the remote control for the
14-inch color television that sat on the wooden crate in which it had been shipped to him from Brooklyn, New
York. The makeshift television stand was a constant reminder to Berns that, while he now lived alone, he was not
alone in the world. He read the return address—Bernadette Castle, 2611 E. Street, Brooklyn, New York—and
thought of his daughter, Bernadette. And of Margo, his wife. Ex-wife. And his son Elvis.
Only Bernadette stayed in touch. She wrote occasionally and called less often—six months had passed since
they last spoke—but she stayed in touch.
Berns shook his head violently again, as if to dispel the negative thoughts beginning to gather. He pressed a
button on the remote to turn on the television, and gave a grunt of satisfaction when he realized that he had once
again timed his homecoming well. He had missed the lottery draw—one of too many, he often said—and was in
time for the opening theme of the CBC-TV news.
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Berns listened to the broadcast, digesting the day’s headlines along with the itie which he pulled out of the
paper takeaway bag. Nothing interested him except the weather news. It was March and he had been busy
preparing for Crop Over, which was three months away. The news of an early start to the hurricane season was not
welcome.
Berns frowned, clicked off the television set and got to his feet, almost stumbling over his work boots which he
had carelessly kicked off during the newscast. From a distance of several yards, he threw the paper bag and foil
wrapping from his itie, both smelling strongly of curry, into the garbage can in the kitchen.
“Yes!”
Berns punched the air like a young basketball player when the rubbish reached its target, then laughed at
himself as he sat down at the table which dominated the small dining room. He pulled a sheet of paper from the
top of the pile in front of him and, picking up a pen, began to write.
As well as managing Uprising calypso tent, Berns performed. He planned to sing in the tent this season and
knew he needed to finish his songs if he wanted to have a good year. He sang the first line of the chorus to a song
he was working on:
You and you damn music.

Also the name of the song, this was one of the lines Margo plagued him with before she left him fourteen years
before.
Before. When she was trying to save their marriage and their family, such as it was. Before. When he couldn’t
see that.
He went on singing the song, pausing occasionally to make quick edits to the lyrics:
You and you damn music
It is that you love
All you want to do is play all day
Like money does come from above
You and you damn music
That can’t pay the rent
Not when Crop Over over
And most kaisonians can’t make a cent
*
From the time I was a lad
I did love calypso bad
Everywhere I go I did singing
Really into the kaiso swing
When I reach a certain age
I just had to get upon stage
And share my love with you
Caught up in the kaiso brew
*
And me mudder say …
*
You and you damn music
It is that you love
All you want to do is play all day
Like money does come from above
You and you damn music
That can’t pay the rent
Not when Crop Over over
And most kaisonians can’t make a cent
*
And then later on in life
Though with two children and wife
I decide I going live off me art
Even if me and me family, we did part
At first me wife tell me the score
Then later shove me through the door
She say, “You’s a man who fit and able,
You love and art can’t put food on we table.”
*
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Man …
*
You and you damn music
It is that you love
All you want to do is play all day
Like money does come from above
You and you damn music
That can’t pay the rent
Not when Crop Over over
And most kaisonians can’t make a cent
*
So now I living on me own
Lonely but not alone
‘Cause me musical children surrounding me
And they don’t talk back—the perfect company
My wife gone long can’t take the heat
So I turn to me lover ‘cause kaiso sweet
And I know no matter how far I roam
Me invisible soul mate won’t leave me alone
*
’Cause …
*
Me and me sweet music
It is that I love
All I want to do is play all day
This talent does come from above
Me and me sweet music
May not pay the rent
But a man can’t mess with Jah Jah plan
Me music heaven sent
*
Me and me sweet music
’Pon de radio
All them DJ who don’t know good kaiso
All them there so have fi to
*
Me and me sweet music
Let it play all day
So the people will come to understand
Music make in de Bajan way

3
“Yes!” Ritchie exclaimed when he thought Berns was out of hearing range. He punched the air triumphantly
with his right fist.
“Yes!” he shouted.
The others were amused by his excitement and felt excited themselves. They slapped hands and bumped fists
with each other, all trying to talk at once.
Except for Leroi. He stood staring calmly at his friend, apparently unmoved by the “lucky break” just offered
him.
“What happen, Lee? You vexed?” Kori asked.
“Uh-uh,” Leroi muttered, shaking his head indifferently. Ritchie danced over to his best friend and tapped his
arm repeatedly.
“Wake up, my brother. You like you in shock. You not excited? This ain’t no dream. You want me pinch you?”
Leroi looked down, as if examining the pebbles and dust he was absently kicking up with the toe of one
sneaker. The streetlight, filtered by the crown of the tamarind tree, made the luminous strips on his sneakers glow.
“Wuh?” Ritchie wasn’t sure if Leroi was joking or not.
Leroi shook his head again, his long afro waving gently with the action.
“Nah, man. You didn’t hear me before? I not interested in any of that.”
“Yeah,” said Ritchie, “and Berns hear you too. But you ain’t hear the man say you got real talent? We going to
that audition, Leroi Baines. If I got to drag you there, we going. You would have to be crazy to let a chance like
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this slip by you.” The others nodded their heads and muttered agreement with Ritchie.
“We all going,” Russell declared. “Danny, you could borrow you uncle four-wheel drive?” Danny nodded.
“I would have to check, but once he not working we would probably get through.”
“Right,” Russell continued. “All of we going with Leroi and Ritchie come Saturday.”
That settled, the young men spent a few more moments chatting before disappearing, one by one, back to their
other lives and the everyday reality of girlfriends, mothers, chores and satellite TV.
4
The slick kiss of his bicycle tyres on the freshly rain-soaked tar was music to Leroi’s ears.
Not that he had time to truly enjoy it, preoccupied as he was with getting home. It was already dark, which
meant he had broken the curfew imposed by Ma the evening before when she had taken the light off his bike as an
incentive for him to get home before dark. So he had two reasons this evening for being nervous: fear of being
jacked up by the police for being on the road at night without a bike light, and fear of facing the wrath of Ma.
Again.
The first anxiety was easiest to combat. From the Street University he had learned how to detect police a mile
off. He had mastered the art of dismounting the bike in three seconds and strolling along as if without a care in the
world. The law only said you couldn’t ride a lightless bike at night. It said nothing about walking one.
But Leroi had not yet conquered his fearful respect of his mother. He knew better than to try to defy her (a fact
of which Ma was very proud), having, as a boy, endured head slaps issued from her lightning hands which had left
thunder rolling in his ears. Even now that he was too old for such punishment, the memories lingered.
“The later I am the worse it will be. The later I am the worse it will be. The later I am, the worse it will be.”
Leroi repeated the chant over and over again in time to the revolutions of his wheels.
He reached home seven minutes later. And a century late. Leroi quietly turned the key in the lock and stepped
into the house. He turned to close the front door and bolt it. The house was in darkness except for a faint glow
from the bathroom at the end of the short corridor that led to the back of the house. Perhaps Ma had already gone
to bed?
“Where you been, Leroi?”
Ma’s mother’s voice shot out of the darkened living room, startling Leroi. She switched on a table lamp,
creating a sudden blaze of warmth and light. She was sitting in the rocking chair, facing the 20-inch television set
mounted on a two-tier stand. The television stand was also home to the MCTV control box and an eclectic
assortment of ceramic figurines—part of Ma’s vast collection, which spilled over on to a small mahogany table
squatting in the centre of the room.
A door led off the living room to Ma’s bedroom, off limits to Leroi (at least when Ma was home) since he had
reached his teens. Beyond the living room was the small dining room, which housed a heavy, extendable,
mahogany dining table. Already too large for the room, the table when expanded was so long that it was
impossible to maneuver around the room if someone was sitting at it. Still, Ma refused to sell it or give it away,
for it was a gift from her mother.
Leroi’s bedroom was situated off the dining room—convenient for him when he woke up hungry in the middle
of the night. The kitchen, connected to the dining room, was the largest room in the house. Apart from the usual
culinary accoutrements—fridge, stove, sink and sideboards—it held a small table-for-two at which Leroi and his
mother usually ate, sometimes together.
Leroi chided himself for daring to believe that the darkened house meant Ma was asleep. It was way too early.
Ma would go to bed around midnight, when CBC-TV 8 programming came to an end.
“Where you been, Leroi?” Ma repeated.
“Just out with the guys, Ma.”
“Hanging on the block again? I ain’t tell you that foolishness ain’t going bring you no good? If you hang out
with them dope-smoking good-for-nothings, people going think you just like them! And I ain’t tell you find
youself back in here before dark?”
“Yes, Ma,” Leroi said, trying to sound repentant. “But I wasn’t just liming. I get asked to go try out to sing in a
tent.” He hadn’t meant to tell his mother about Berns’s offer, since he had no intention of going to the audition,
but now he hoped the news would take her mind off his tardiness.
“A calypso tent?”
No, a church tent, Leroi thought—but he didn’t risk making such a rude response.
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“Yeah.”
“You mean, ‘Yes, Ma.’” She looked at him sternly, her arms folded across her heavy bosom.
“Who ask you?”
As she interrogated Leroi, Ma got up, turned on the lights in the house and walked into the kitchen. She took a
plate from the rack by the sink and, opening and closing the pots on the stove, began to load it with food.
“Berns,” Leroi said, following her into the kitchen and taking a seat at the table there.
“Bernard Castle? He still in that business?”
“Seem so.”
“He a good man and he know he calypso. If he say you good you must have real talent. Of course I done know
that long time now. You got you father talent.”
Ma’s tone took on a wistfulness as she thought of her husband—dead in a hit-and-run accident when Leroi was
still a baby. Seventeen years had not stilled the loneliness she felt at his too-sudden departure from their family.
“You got you father talent all right. Is just to make sure you put it to good uses. That’s the challenge. So when
the try-out is?”
“Tomorrow,” Leroi said, watching as she busied herself at the stove.
“That’s good. I wish you luck.” Ma smiled at him as she turned and placed the plate on the table.
“You lucky you not too late, otherwise you be eating this cold,” she told him, a hint of sternness returning to
her voice.
Leroi looked at her, waiting for the scolding to begin. Ma opened her mouth to start, but something in Leroi’s
eyes stopped her. She looked at the boy turning man in front of her and realized that at seventeen-going-oneighteen he was past the age of chastisement and curfews. He had a life, and he had to live it.
Once a boy reach manhood, scolding is nagging, she mused.
“Leroi,” Ma said gently. “Take this back.” She picked up an object from a basket of odds and ends on the
kitchen counter and handed it to him.
“Thanks, Ma.” Leroi, surprised, took the bicycle light.
“Make sure you do good at the tryout tomorrow. Make good music and make me and you father proud. I was
going to tell you off for coming in here late again, but I just realize, you’s old enough to take care of youself. I just
worry about you. That’s all. These is strange times. I don’t like you out at night with all this shooting and robbing
and ignorance going on. But you’s nearly a man now. You going be eighteen in a few months. Just be careful, son.
Be careful. Stay away from gas stations and banks at night and be careful.”
Leroi stood and Ma put her arms around him. He hugged her back.
“I always am, Ma. I always am,” Leroi said. “Don’t worry, you raised me right.”
5
The Wayside Club was well disguised as a condemned building, having not seen a lick of paint since it was
acquired by the current owner twenty-five years before.
“All the times I pass here in the bus, I never realize it did so run down,” Ritchie said to his companions as they
entered the building. Despite its obvious dilapidation, the drinking hole possessed its own brand of cheerful
charm. Strategically hung photographs of famous Barbadian cricketers Wes Hall,\fn{ Sir Wesley Winfield Hall
(1937- )} Charlie Griffith,\fn{Charles Christopher Griffith (1936- ) } Frank Worrell,\fn{Sir Frank Mortimer Maglinne Worrell
(1924-1967)} Clyde Walcott,\fn{Sir Clyde Leopold Walcott, KA, GCM (1926-2006) } Everton Weekes\fn{Sir Everton DeCourcy
Weekes, KCMB, GCM, OBE (1925- ) } and Garry Sobers\fn{ Sir Garfield St Auburn Sobers, AO, OCC (1936- ) } partly hid the
patchiness of the paint job and drew the eye away from the thick cobwebs hanging from the high ceilings and in
the corners of the room like faded and forgotten Christmas decorations.
The two-storey nightclub survived on the takings from its regulars—those loyal few who were as blind to the
building’s decay as they were to the physical ravages inflicted on their bodies by the alcohol they consumed by
the gallon every night. This group of regulars enthusiastically greeted Leroi and his friends as they entered the bar.
“You’s the yout’ Berns tell we to look out for. He was right about the hair,” the oldster said with a cackle,
taking in Leroi’s huge, perfectly groomed afro. Leroi nodded, although the old man had made a statement, not
asked a question.
“What you hanging around out here for, boy? Go on through. Berns and the music men out back setting up the
equipment. Don’t be shy, you’s part of the Uprising family now, hear?”
Leroi nodded again, quietly thanked the man and walked down the corridor he had indicated. As the group
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walked down the narrow passage, Ritchie nudged Leroi in the ribs.
“You hear that,” Ritchie whispered. “You like you in already.” Ritchie was pleased; this meant that he, the
other half of the package deal, would also debut on stage this Crop Over season.
“What you singing, Leroi?” Kori asked. “The new one? One Love Song?”
“No. I coming with something newer. African Queen, Sudden Destruction and State of the Yout’.” Danny
laughed.
“You coming hard, then, Leroi. It’s a good thing you don’t want to do this ’cause with them three songs you
sure to get in the tent, in the finals and in the car as the king.”\fn{ Referring to the grand prize and the title that goes with
it:H}
The two youngsters laughed and knocked fists in the quasi-militant fashion of conscious Caribbean youths.
Leroi laughed.
“All right. You catch me out, okay? You know me, if I going do something, I got to do it right, right?”
“Yes, my brother,” Ritchie said. “Not that you got to kill youself with this one, ’cause like I just said, you
already in by the sound of Granddad back there. Just put in a word for me. Remind Berns ’bout he package deal,
okay? I want a gig too.”
Leroi nodded absently. His mind was on other things: remembering his lyrics and wondering:
What the hell I really doing here though?
The group emerged into a large room, empty but for a few chairs and an upright piano which looked as if it
ought to be consigned to the nearest rubbish dump. The space was a jungle of noise. Apart from the chatter, shouts
and laughter of those gathered, Leroi could hear the whine and wail of the saxophone—a thick vine winding its
way around the sturdy bass line. The trumpets’ blasts were splashes of color created by exotic blooms and the
various chords from the keyboard were the multi-hued greens of the undergrowth.
Leroi fell in love immediately. About twenty people were gathered in the room. Some stood or sat alone while
others were in small groups, chatting animatedly.
“Look, Chappo there,” Russell whispered excitedly. “And Colin Spencer,” he added in awe. He had never been
this close to any of his calypso idols and was thrilled.
“I ain’t know why Chappo growing them locks for. He would got to be baldhead Rasta,” John-John said
snidely. “He barely popping style with them locks ’cause he ain’t interested in no Rasta nothing. Not with all the
political connections he got with Babylon. He need to do like John King and chop them, yuh!”
“Yeah,” Danny chimed in. “I see the same Chappo near swimming in a plate of pudding and souse at Eddie’s
the other day. A real pork mout’.”\fn{Mouth}
“The pork did proper?” Ritchie asked, mock serious. His reference to the popular supermarket slogan left the
group in stitches. Any answers they were about to voice were cut off abruptly by a blast from one of the horn men
and a brief drum roll.
“Okay, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls. For those of you who don’t know, my name is Berns Castle. I’m
the manager of Uprising calypso tent. This is the audition. If you’re in the wrong place, now is the time to leave.”
The men, women and children laughed. Nobody left the room.
“Right, then. Let’s get started.” Berns clapped his hands and rubbed them together, obviously ready to get
down to business.
“Basically, people, we’re looking for a few good calypsonians for Uprising. By now you should have written
your names on this sheet of paper.” He waved the sheet of lined foolscap, partly covered with handwriting, in his
left hand.
“When you hear me call you, I want you to come forward and do your thing. Let’s see which of you will be
joining me and the other calypsonians in the Uprising family.”
His voice was almost drowned out by heavy hammering and the whining buzz of a drill overhead. Everyone
looked up at the ceiling.
“Don’t mind that,” Berns said. “Upstairs is the headquarters for Angela Savid’s Unity Kadooment Band.\fn
{Kadooment: the name for the climax of Crop Over—Barbados’s carnival and street parade } They working now, but we sweet
music going drown out all that noise. Don’t worry.”
“The ceiling going hold, Berns?” someone called from the audience, sounding worried.
“It had better or we going be in trouble, ain’t it?” Berns responded matter-of-factly, producing a ripple of
laughs.
Leroi was seventh on the list of ten performers. There were about fifty people in the room now. Some of them
were friends and family of the tent members; others, like Leroi’s crew, were there to offer support. There were
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also some bar regulars and interested onlookers. Since some of the would-be Uprising members were trying out
three songs, the audition took a long time and the sun was starting to set when Leroi finally took the stage.
He handed each musician a few sheets of paper covered with musical staves and notes. Some members of the
band were impressed and not shy about saying so. None of the other newcomers had brought sheet music. Many
of them did not need it, for their songs were based on the familiar four-beat, traditional calypso rhythm, similar to
that used in extempo. Most of those trying out would wait to find out if they were in a tent before going to the
trouble and expense of getting their songs arranged and scored.
“Wait! You spend money before you even get in the tent?” one of the brass men asked.
“Nah, man.” Leroi shook his head. “I score this myself.”
“You lie!” the trumpeter exclaimed.
“Uh-uh,” Leroi said. “I been writing music for years.” Indignation\fn( The text has indignance} tinged his response.
“You could play too, then?” Leroi nodded.
“What so you does play?”
“Piano, guitar, sax and drums.”
“Berns, where you find he?” Berns, who had been following the exchange with interest, replied,
“Liming on the block. You believe that? I didn’t even know he had so much talent when I ask he to come
today.”
“Well, let’s not move too fast,” the band’s drummer interrupted. “Let we hear he sing before we go bigging he
up.”
By the time Leroi was halfway through his first song, African Queen, everyone in the room was overawed. A
group of girls, costume makers with the island’s largest Kadooment band, had wandered downstairs and into the
rehearsal area, attracted by the catchy beat of the music and the singer with his smooth voice and his conscious
lyrics. They had been busy drilling and hammering, bending and gluing when the music started downstairs. When
Leroi began to sing, their curiosity had got the better of them and they had not found it difficult to stop what they
were doing and rush to see the owner of the voice and the song.
And Leroi sang his heart out:
Brother
Respect your sister
See your future
She could be your daughter
She ain’t no skettel\fn{Loose woman; slut}
Or Mello Kreem\fn{A brand of cooking-butter}—easy to spread
She is a young, black, African queen
*
People want to know
Why I still single so
But the time ain’t right to make no family
First I got to get me house
Then make room for me spouse
Then add two or three pickney
*
Brother
Respect your sister
See your future
She could be your daughter
She ain’t no skettel
Or Mello Kreem—easy to spread
She is a young, black, African queen
*
I does laugh to hear me friend
Talking ’bout all them women
Got more girls than all the fans at the World Cup
Then when them want to settle down
Walk ’bout town with a big frown
’Cause all the nice girls is the ones them gone for cup
*
Brother
Respect your sister
See your future
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She could be your daughter
She ain’t no skettel
Or Mello Kreem—easy to spread
She is a young, black, African queen
*
Get your priorities right
Behold the woman in your sight
As the beauty embodied made by Jah
The reward for promiscuity
May be that dreaded HIV
Or if you lucky a few lashes from she fa’er
*
Brother
Respect your sister
See your future
She could be your daughter
She ain’t no skettel
Or Mello Kreem—easy to spread
She is a young, black, African queen
*
She is a young, black, African
She is a young, black, African
She is a young, black, African queen

As he launched into the final chorus of the song, Leroi spotted her.
He began to sing the song to her, for with her black satin skin and her hair parted and tightly coiled into little
Bantu knots, she looked like an African angel to Leroi. He was aware of people in the audience turning to see who
it was that he was singing to so intently. But he was more aware of her intense stare, which showed that she knew
he was singing for her. To her.
He knew in one look that she felt what he felt.
6
Vanessa didn’t know where to look when she realized Leroi was watching her, singing for her and to her. Each
time she looked away and glanced back at him on the stage, she found his eyes on her. Her gaze was drawn to his
and the smile on her face widened as she watched him glide effortlessly across the stage.
“She is a young, black African”—Leroi flung his hand in Vanessa’s direction as he sang.
“She is a young, black African”—Leroi pointed right at her.
“She is a young, black African queen.” Leroi delivered the final line with a flourish. Selena, Vanessa’s friend,
nudged her.
“He like he got the hots for you, girl.”
Vanessa ran a hand lightly over the hills and valleys of the Bantu knots dotting her head and smiled shyly,
secretly pleased by Leroi’s attention. The pleasure she felt surprised her. At seventeen years of age she had had
three serious boyfriends, but she had never felt this excited when she first met them. Her stomach was fluttering
as she looked at him on stage talking to some of the band members.
“But look how he dress,” Selena continued, taking in Leroi’s baggy pants, Fubu shirt and mock Timberlands—
typical wear for young, with-it males in Barbados.
“That’s the first thing you would have to fix if you get with he,” Selena said snidely. “Can’t imagine you
taking he home to your parents like that. If they don’t approve of me, I can’t see them approving of he either.”
“Oh Selena, you still studying that? My parents never said they don’t approve of you. They just didn’t approve
of your outfit that day. And you got to admit those shorts did real real short. You botsy did at the door, girl.”
Selena steupsed.\fn{Sucked her teeth in frustration}
“Well, don’t let me have to start on he hair,” she said, changing the subject.
“Hush, Selena. You like to talk too much. The man just making a point in the song and you marrying the two
of we. For all you know he was pointing at you.”
“Pointing at who?” Selena was indignant. She pulled on the shoulder-length weave attached to her own hair.
“I look like any kind of African to you?”
“I guess not,” Vanessa noted, her tone indicating that she rather pitied Selena for not embracing her heritage
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more.
“I’s one hundred per cent Bajan. I ain’t no African,” Selena said defensively, as if reading Vanessa’s mind.
“Yes, and a kitten born in an oven is called bread,” Vanessa said sarcastically.
Selena rolled her eyes at Vanessa and sucked her teeth again. Looking past Vanessa, she hissed,
“You new man coming.” It was Vanessa’s turn to steupse, her pout turning into a smile as Leroi approached.
“Hi,” he said. “I couldn’t help but notice you in the crowd. And I had to come over and let you know that I
think you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. It’s like you’re the woman I had in mind when I wrote
African Queen.” Thrilled by this compliment, Vanessa was speechless until Selena nudged her none too gently.
“Th-thanks,” Vanessa murmured, struck shy by the intensity of Leroi’s attention.
“Leroi!” someone shouted, but Leroi ignored the summons.
“What’s your name?” he asked Vanessa.
“Vanessa. Vanessa Parris.”
“Vanessa.” Leroi seemed to be savoring the sensation of her name on his tongue as he repeated it softly.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Vanessa. I’m—”
“Leroi!” Ritchie rushed up. “You ain’t hear me calling you?”
“—Leroi Baines.” Leroi finished introducing himself to Vanessa.
“I shoulda know I would find you surrounded by fine ladies,” Ritchie said smoothly, realizing why Leroi had
not answered him.
“And this is my friend Ritchie,” said Leroi, ignoring Ritchie’s comment. Ritchie, aware of Leroi’s aversion to
women in makeup, knew Leroi’s interest lay in the cute rootsy one and not the other girl, whose fake hair, fake
nails and heavily made-up face made Ritchie wonder what she really looked like.
“And this is Vanessa,” Leroi added.
“And this is my friend Selena,” Vanessa put in quickly, not wanting Selena to feel left out and toying with the
idea that Selena might take a fancy to Leroi’s friend Ritchie. She knew that was wishful thinking, though, since
Ritchie was the complete opposite of Selena’s ideal man, who was tall and had brown skin, pretty eyes, pretty hair
and muscles.
“Listen, buddy,” Ritchie urged after greeting the two women. “Berns send me to get you. Judgment time here,
my brother, let we go.”
“I have to go. I hope we meet again soon. You’re working with Unity Kadooment Band, right?”
“Yeah. How you know that?” Vanessa was surprised by Leroi’s question.
“Well, either that or you’re wearing some unusual makeup—green and purple glitter makeup. I figure you’re
helping make costumes in the band house upstairs.”
“You’re smart.”
“So I’ve been told.”
“Leroi!” Ritchie’s tone was insistent. He grabbed Leroi’s shirt.
“Till we meet again,” Leroi called over his shoulder as Ritchie began to haul him off.
“He like you in truth,” Selena stated. Her accompanying sniff of disdain indicated she was not impressed by
the fact.
“Seems so. He’s kind of cute, too. I like his friend Ritchie for you.” Vanessa cast Selena a cheeky sidelong
glance, knowing her friend would take offence.
“For who? Know you place, girl.” Vanessa laughed.
“What happen?” she asked, mock innocent. Selena rolled her eyes and asked,
“What you going do ’bout the boy?”
“Like what?”
“Like you going take him on?”
“You hear he ask me something? I don’t even know the man.”
“Never stop you before,” Selena said acidly.
“I don’t know what you mean by that, because you had more men than me—and besides, I know you just
trying to change the subject. If Leroi like me Ritchie must like you. What you going do ’bout the boy?”
“I wouldn’t give he the time of day, let alone a date, let alone the honor and privilege of being my boyfriend.
Please, girl!”
The young women were walking upstairs, back to the Unity Kadooment Band headquarters. The lights were on
but the large room was empty. The glitter-strewn floor sparkled in the glare of the fluorescent light overhead.
Strange shapes covered in exotic fabrics sat on the long workbenches that lined the room. These shapes were the
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various parts of various costumes and resembled the dismembered body of an alien spaceship.
“Everybody like they still downstairs,” Selena said.
“Well, we may as well join them, then. I want to see if Leroi going perform again anyway.”
“You like he in truth!” Selena said triumphantly. “Even with that huge afro on he head?” she asked.
Vanessa didn’t answer, but her small smile and the look in her eye confessed everything.
7
The next two months passed in a hurricane of music and color and excitement.
And change. Leroi’s songs soared. Two days after the audition, Berns had introduced Leroi to Nicholas
Brancker, one of Barbados’s top musicians and its top arranger-producer. A week later, Leroi was standing in the
recording booth of Chambers Studios—Brancker’s outfit—recording his three songs. Three weeks after that,
when the CD was delivered to the radio stations and released for sale to the public, Leroi was astounded. As hard
as he had worked—spending twenty-six-hour stretches in the studio, eating and sleeping there—he had never
thought releasing his music would or could seem so easy.
African Queen, Sudden Destruction and State of the Yout’ got immediate airplay from every DJ. So much so
that Leroi worried that the songs would grow stale before the calypso season heated up.
He had nothing to worry about in that regard. The opening night of Uprising calypso tent worked like a charm
for Leroi despite a nervous start. He stood off stage awaiting his cue from Ritchie, who was on stage doing a little
stand-up routine with the MC. Leroi nervously rubbed his sweating palms on the legs of his black jeans and
breathed deeply, partly to calm his nerves and partly to prepare himself for some of the long notes he was about to
sing. He heard Ritchie shout his cue:
“Ladies and gentlemen, he’s a king, not a boy, please welcome Le Mighty Roi!”
And the crowd went wild. Amidst the cheers and clapping, Leroi heard the opening chords of Sudden
Destruction’s shango\fn{A type of African rhythm} groove and bounded on stage to launch into the song.
We get hit with a sudden destruction
Warning from beyond
Murderers terrorizing the nation
Burning Babylon

The crowd—standing room only, a first for Uprising—sang along. Leroi was momentarily thrown by this
response and missed the cue for the next verse. The band played the refrain again, and again the people sang
along. Still shocked, Leroi stood there, eyes scanning the ocean of singing and rocking people before him, very
few of whom he recognized.
“Come on, Leroi,” he heard someone in the audience shout. That was enough to rouse him and he began to
sing along with his fans.
Who woulda thought?
Who woulda dream?
Evil could come so
Turning innocent lives into weapons
Feel the sorrow flow
*
Like them don’t know
Like them don’t see
Judgment day will come
Them ain’t the ones
The Lord going save
Them he fire will burn
*
We get hit with a sudden destruction
Warning from beyond
Murderers terrorizing the nation
Burning Babylon
*
You better look
You better hear
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Give thanks for each day
Cannot ever take for granted
What life will bring your way
*
We get hit with a sudden destruction
Warning from beyond
Murderers terrorizing the nation
Burning Babylon
*
’Cause we get hit with a sudden destruction
The dirtiest of bombs
Planes aimed at a new destination
Lives forever gone

Before Leroi had sung the last note, the crowd was clapping and calling, stamping and hooting for more. He
drew the line at three encores for that song and two each for African Queen and State of the Yout’, which he sang
in the second half of the show.
LE MIGHTY ROI—UPRISING KING the Nation newspaper’s entertainment headlines declared the night after
Leroi’s debut in the tent.
KING UPRISING WITH AFRICAN QUEEN the Advocate agreed. People didn’t just like the songs, they liked
Leroi.
“He got nice manners, but he need a haircut,” Leroi overheard one old woman telling another while they stood
at a bus stop one day. Leroi was traveling incognito. Since his appearances in the tent and on CBC-TV’s Festival
Stage and Morning Barbados—and after several articles and rave reviews in local and regional newspapers and
magazines, plus radio play and live performances throughout the region—he found it necessary to hide his large
afro by plaiting his hair or pushing it under a cap or a tam. He also took to wearing large dark glasses—not the
trendy pair he had often been photographed in. To complete his disguise, he stopped wearing his distinctive
brand-name clothes, opting for no-name shirts and jeans instead of those emblazoned with the latest designer’s
logo or slogan.
Bajans weren’t prone to rush him like some of his fans in the other islands. Most of his countrymen and
women would just stare—rudely sometimes, as if he were an alien. Some people would ask if he was related to Le
Mighty Roi, others who definitely recognized him would compliment him on his songs.
There were a few who, hoping to rile him, would shout things like, “You singing bare boo,\fn{ Total nonsense}
boy,” at which Leroi would just smile. Grind his teeth and smile. Listening to the old woman at the bus stop, Leroi
forced his laugh into a cough.
“He got good songs too,” the woman added to her friend. “I even went in the tent to see he preform.”
“You mean ‘perform’.”
“And that is what I say: ‘preform’. Anyway, the boy was sweet..”
“You went in a tent in truth?”
“Why not? I ain’t nobody?”
“You like you looking to get read out de church, yuh.” Leroi’s elderly fan sucked her teeth.
“You just jealous!”
“No. I just act my age.” The other woman sucked her teeth again.
“Me too,” she said. “The boy music was so sweet on the radio I did want to see he on stage. I like the African
Queen song best. The other two sweet too, but them too loud in the tent. When that beat hit my chest, 1 thought I
did going catch a heart attack.”
Leroi could contain his laughter no longer. It spluttered out of him amidst his fake coughs. The chatty oldster
looked at him with stern suspicion.
“You laughing at me, boy?”
“No, Gran.”
“I look like you grandmother to you?”
“Actually, yes.” The old woman was surprised by the answer—but not displeased, because Leroi had said it
respectfully.
“If you laughing at me,” Gran said, “you need to learn some manners from that boy Le Mighty Roi.” Leroi
coughed loudly.
“Gran, I wasn’t laughing,” he said a few moments later, when he had managed to gain control of his laughter.
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“I was coughing.”
“Boy, you need to get that cough look at,” Gran said. As she spoke she stepped away from him, as if afraid that
he might be contagious. “If you can’t afford a doctor, go to a polyclinic.”
Leroi was saved from answering when the bus to Bridgetown arrived. He let the women board and, although
he was going to town too, waved the driver on. Only when the bus had turned the corner did he allow his laughter
to escape. He leaned against the bus stop and laughed until his belly ached. He grew serious only when he
realized that he was attracting the attention of passers-by and drivers were watching him with concern as they
drove past.
The next bus came quickly and Leroi boarded without further incident. The bus wound its way down
Collymore Rock and slowed to a crawl as it got stuck in traffic created by what Berns called “government’s major
assault on road users,” otherwise known as major roadworks.
Give thanks, Jah, Leroi prayed. Give thanks for my talent, for the fans, for the opportunity to live this life, for
Berns and Ritchie and for Ma—not necessarily in that order he added quickly.
When Leroi thought of his fans, it wasn’t just the woman at the bus stop who was still so fresh in his mind; it
was the children he had met during his visits to schools in all the islands where Berns (now Leroi’s self-appointed
manager) had booked his gigs: Trinidad, St Lucia and naturally Barbados. Leroi spoke to the students about the
importance of doing what they liked best, of working hard at school, of staying out of trouble. He loved to tell
them about how he was discovered.
Children adored him. All of his concerts were sold out and album sales, despite the proliferation of music
pirates in the islands, were high and climbing.
Young adults loved him. The more his popularity grew, the more endearing his humility became. But he had no
choice but to stay humble, because while Ma was very proud of Leroi, of his natural talent, and of his popularity,
she never failed to chastise him if he strayed from the path she had guided him along during the first seventeen
years of his life.
Since his eighteenth birthday, she had let him know that he was his own man and that once he behaved, as
always, he was welcome to live at home for as long as he chose. She also stopped sitting in the rocking chair by
the door, stopped waiting up for him when he went to his parties and nightclubs. Still, she did lie in bed, eyes shut
but body and mind very much awake until she heard him quietly enter the small chattel house. She would listen to
him move around his bedroom and the bathroom as quietly as possible. She would hear him whisper a curse
sometimes if he slammed a door or dropped something accidentally. And, despite his transgression—He would
never use them words if he knew I was awake, she reasoned—she would smile, glad her boy was home safe, and
she would drift off to sleep.
And then there was Berns, constantly keeping Leroi grounded, reminding him that popularity could be fleeting,
that things might not always be this good.
“Keep up your studies,” Berns often told Leroi. “Don’t waste time while you young. Get the certificates\fn{ Diplomas; the British call them “school-leaving certificates”:H } you need to get ahead in life so you’ll have that to keep you
alive in the lean times when the two of we sucking salt.”
After paying Leroi a salary which was far more than Leroi had ever earned before, Berns regularly deposited a
large portion of the money from Leroi’s performances in a Barbados National Bank account in Leroi’s name but
needing both Berns’s and Leroi’s signatures for withdrawal.
So Leroi hadn’t let the fame, the girls and women who threw themselves at him, and the increased income go
to his head. He couldn’t be anything but humble: Ma and Berns wouldn’t allow it.
8
“I hear you got a hot young thoroughbred in the stables this year.”
Berns didn’t turn around right away. He knew who had spoken without looking. He stood, pot belly resting
against the bar of the small rum shop, contemplated his favorite calendar girl—a fleshy, ebony beauty in a skimpy
red bikini—and, throwing back his head, quickly swallowed the shot of rum. Immediately and equally quickly he
downed a shot of ice-cold water to put out the trail of fire left by the rum. Only then did he turn to face the Mighty
Conqueror, Barbados’s current calypso monarch. Berns did not offer the calypso king a drink.
I real particular about who I drink with, Berns thought as he contemplated doing the polite thing. He didn’t
miss the Mighty Conqueror’s lingering glance at the bottles and glass—a glance which indicated that he would
not have said no to a drink or two. The shop was empty except for an old-timer who sat hunched, chin resting on
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chest, body propped between table and wall, half asleep in the evening heat.
“You’s Mighty Gabby now? Comparing calypsonians to horses and jackasses?” Berns asked. The Mighty
Conqueror laughed.
“So is true?” he asked.
“You already know that. Don’t think I ain’t see you in the tent two weeks ago. Sitting at the back. You tell me
what you think.”
“He good. Young. So he got a long time to learn all the things he need to learn. And he got a lot to learn. He
got potential but he talent waste in you tent. You need to let he come cross to we big tent. He could earn some
proper money. Help pay for all those fancy costumes and props.”
The Mighty Conqueror was being sarcastic, for Leroi always appeared in the same black jeans and black dress
shirt, and used no props. The Mighty Conqueror laughed, the sound devoid of joy.
“We tent could give he some exposure. Give he a better chance of winning the crown.”
It was Berns’s turn to laugh, for he knew that the one thing Leroi did not lack, apart from talent, was exposure
and that the young singer had an excellent chance of dethroning the Mighty Conqueror. And Berns knew that the
Mighty Conqueror knew it too. Berns also knew that the Mighty Conqueror had a point. The big-tent-versussmall-tent debate had long raged in calypso circles, especially with the National Cultural Foundation (known as
the NCF) encouraging the merger of small tents into larger tents. What had started out as creative community
rivalry had evolved into big business, with some tents, home to the big names in calypso, able to attract major
sponsorship. Among other things, that sponsorship money was used to build the tent by offering attractive fees to
other calypso big names in the smaller, less fortunate tents.
On top of that the tents competed with each other and with the NCF for sponsorship. In the ocean of funding
there were big fish, little fish and sharks. Berns knew that Leroi’s leaving Uprising calypso tent was not an option
if the tent was to survive. People were flocking to the tent to see Le Mighty Roi, the people’s king, and for the
first time Uprising’s bottom line was moving out of the red and into the black. If Leroi left Uprising, the large
percentage of their audience—mostly Leroi’s followers—would leave too.
But the move could help Leroi, a little voice whispered.
No. No matter how much I want he to win the crown. The crown that should have been mine all them years
ago. I can’t destroy the tent so.
“The boy doing fine where he is, Conqueror. Besides, I don’t think you would really like the competition, you
know. It would probably be easier for you to handle getting you crown takeway by someone outside you own tent.
You don’t think so?”
The Mighty Conqueror didn’t answer. His only reaction to the insult was a narrowing of his eyes. Berns looked
at him calmly. Neither man broke the silence for a while.
“So what ’bout you all tent. Soca Hurricane it name now?” Berns asked eventually. The Mighty Conqueror
nodded.
“Wunna got anybody good this year?” Berns placed a slight emphasis on the word “anybody” in retaliation for
the Mighty Conqueror’s snide remarks.
“You ain’t hear?”
“No. Too busy managing Le Mighty Roi.”
“Well, we going get at least five in the semis. I know for a fact.”
“How? You got the judges in you pocket again this year?”
“Maybe we’ll see your boy there,” the Mighty Conqueror said, ignoring Berns’s barb.
“You going definitely see Leroi there. He looking forward to wearing the crown.”
Berns smirked as he spoke. The Mighty Conqueror grew angry.
“You trying to psyche me out, Berns? You think I’s you? I psyche you out thirty years ago and you still crying
’bout it. You can’t psyche me out, man.” Berns did not respond, just stared at the Mighty Conqueror coolly.
“You think you could live you life through that young blood?” the Mighty Conqueror continued, riled by
Berns’s calm. He laughed derisively and added,
“The boy better be tougher than you.”
“He is,” Berns replied quietly, and no venom laced his voice, just supreme confidence. He stared the Mighty
Conqueror in the eye until the calypso king looked away.
“All right, then. You ain’t got nothing to worry about then, nuh?”
Still staring the Mighty Conqueror down, Berns shook his head. The Mighty Conqueror turned away, about to
exit the shop.
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“Conqueror.” Berns called him back. The Mighty Conqueror turned and looked at Berns, annoyed, the question
What? in his eyes.
“You should note the young blood’s name. Le Mighty Roi. Roi is French for king.”
Berns turned and poured another shot of rum from the flask he had bought earlier. He threw it down his throat
and quickly chased it with a shot of cool water from the nearby bottle. He watched the condensation trickle down
the length of the glass bottle and form a puddle on the counter.
Sweat or tears? Berns thought.
Watching Berns’s back, the Mighty Conqueror realized he’d been dismissed. He left the shop without another
word.
9
“How you mean you done, Leroi? Why? What happen?”
Ritchie glared across the dining table at Leroi as he fired the questions at him. The two were in a small
apartment provided by the government under the National Housing Scheme. As small as it was, the home Ritchie
shared with only his mother, since his older sister had recently married and moved out, was tastefully furnished,
though cluttered with too much furniture.
“Everything seem wrong, Rich. I just need some release from all the stress, man. I can’t walk down the street
without someone staring at me or pointing at me. I can’t make a move without all eyes on me. I tired of it. It not
fun anymore. I tired. And the only thing that seem right these days is the old days when I used to lime with you
and the boys on the block.”
“You joking, right?” Ritchie shook his head. He stood abruptly and began to pace back and forth.
“You joking.” He answered his own question, shaking his head. “You got to be joking.”
Leroi stood, walked into the adjoining living room and threw himself onto the plush white couch there—
Ritchie’s mother’s pride and joy.
“Leroi, you’s one of the eighteen, bra. Wake up. This ain’t no game. You can’t just decide you done ’cause you
tired.” Ritchie gestured emphatically as he spoke, trying to convince Leroi.
“I serious, Rich. I just come from telling Berns. He ain’t take it too well.”
Ritchie already knew this. As soon as Leroi left Berns's house, Berns had called Ritchie.
“He coming by you now,” Berns had said after explaining. “Should be there any minute. I leaving it to you to
change he mind, hear? Remember, you’s part of a package deal. If Le Mighty Roi not in the tent, Big Ritchie not
in the tent. Understand?” Remembering and understanding, Ritchie turned to Leroi.
“Leroi, you can’t quit the tent, man.” The note of desperation in Ritchie’s voice caused Leroi to look up at him
sharply.
“Why not?” he asked.
Ritchie faltered, not sure how to respond. He knew he couldn’t tell Leroi the truth: that he, Ritchie, needed
Leroi in the tent so he could stay in it too.
“’Cause you too close, man,” Ritchie said quickly. “You don’t realize you could win this thing? You so close.
Too close.”
“All right for you to talk. Ain’t you that got to deal with the Mighty Conqueror calling you a homo in the
newspapers and ’pon Admiral radio show.” Leroi began to shout. “Ain’t you that got to deal with all the
pressure!”
Leroi was referring to the smear campaign the Mighty Conqueror had recently launched against Le Mighty Roi
in the press. The Mighty Conqueror’s monologue—for Leroi refused to be dragged down to the level of making it
a dialogue—was actually backfiring on the calypso king. Though Leroi didn’t realize it, he was gaining publicity
and popularity. People sympathized with him because of the Mighty Conqueror’s unwarranted attacks.
“You right, bra. Calm down. Calm down. You got to realize that the only reason the Mighty Conqueror giving
you so much heat is ’cause he scared. The man know you got three good songs. He know you could beat he come
finals night and he trying to eliminate he competition. You can’t give in. You can’t let he win.”
Leroi looked at Ritchie, knowing that what he said was true and knowing somewhere deep, dark and secret
inside himself that he was afraid. Not of the Mighty Conqueror but of failing, of proving the Mighty Conqueror
right. Ritchie didn’t let up.
“You got to go on with this and show you fans, show Barbados, show the world that you’s the real king. Not
just the people’s king. The real king. You got to show everybody that you’s a ghetto youth but you got what it take
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and more.”
The phone rang, interrupting Ritchie’s pep talk. He walked over to the small table on which the phone was
perched and answered the call. It was Berns.
“You get through yet?” Berns asked brusquely.
“I getting there. I going let you know.”
“You got to make him stay in the tent, Ritchie. Uprising doing good this year ’cause of he. For all our sakes,
Ritchie, you got to make him stay in the tent.”
“I know,” Ritchie said, his voice flat.
“Good.” Berns hung up abruptly. Ritchie turned to face Leroi again.
“You in or not, Leroi?”
Leroi looked at Ritchie, puzzled and surprised by his friend’s strange mood swing. He didn’t know what to say
until a secret voice inside told him he would fail automatically if he didn’t at least try to win.
“I in,” Leroi said, reluctantly it seemed.
“Yes!” Ritchie cried, clapping his hands.
“I in,” Leroi said again with more conviction. Ritchie walked over to Leroi and gave him a high five.
“I in!” Leroi repeated in a triumphant tone. “I in!”
“And you going win,” Ritchie added, pointing at his best friend.
“I in and I going win!” Leroi shouted.
He started to march up and down the small living room in time to the rhythm of the chant. Ritchie joined him,
shouting at the top of his voice. The two halted abruptly when the downstairs neighbor banged on his ceiling with
a broomstick—a regular occurrence, for Ritchie was a loud neighbor, at least when his mother wasn’t home. The
noise reverberated through Ritchie’s floor and he and Leroi burst into laughter and collapsed on to the couch.
“I getting tired of he too,” Ritchie said through his laughter, and stamped on the floor in response to his
neighbor’s broomstick. “When I get rich, I moving to a place with no neighbors. I going buy a plantation and
make sure nobody living round me unless I want them there. You and you mother could come and live next door,
although I know you going got you own kingdom somewhere.” The phone rang again.
“Maybe that’s he now,” Leroi said, still smirking.
“That would never be he,” Ritchie replied as he got up to answer the phone. “He never call here yet. Either he
ain’t got no phone or he don’t know how to use it. Yo.”
He spoke the last word into the phone in greeting. Although the caller didn’t identify himself, Ritchie
recognized the voice immediately.
“What you calling here for?”
“I got a deal for you.”
“What kind of deal you could got for me?” Ritchie was hostile but curious.
“Get you friend to drop out the competition and I going make sure you is the MC at the Pic o’ De Crop finals.”
Ritchie paused, not sure how to respond.
“Don’t answer right now. Think about it. Pic O De Crop is the big times in Barbados. You’ll be making history
as the youngest comedian on the stage and you’ll be walking in the footsteps of Mac Fingall and Trevor
Eastmond. Don’t mind them might be vex with you for getting them usual pick.”
“I would have to think ’bout it,” Ritchie said cautiously.
“Take down this number,” the caller commanded.
Ritchie, using the pen and paper his mother always kept next to the telephone, jotted the number down, tore off
the piece of paper on which it was written and tucked it into the back pocket of his jeans.
“You got one day to think about this,” his caller said.
Ritchie hung up without reply. Leroi looked at him.
“You okay? You look like you in shock. Who that was?” Ritchie shook his head as if to clear it.
“I cool, man. That was somebody want me do a gig for them but I not sure I want it.” Leroi was indignant.
“Why not? You just done telling me about going for my dreams. For years you been talking ’bout being up on
stage like Eastmond and Mac and Madd. You just done talk about when you rich and famous, and now people
calling you asking for gigs, you hemming and hawing? Boy, try and do the show.”
Ritchie looked at his friend solemnly. He shook his head.
“What?” Leroi demanded.
“You going win for truth you know, Lee.”
“I know.” Leroi spoke with conviction despite a grain of self-doubt lodged deep inside.
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“So you looking forward to being flag woman for you band on Kadooment Day, Selena?” Ritchie asked, trying
to strike up a conversation with the young woman sitting beside him at the picnic table.
“Uh-huh,” Selena answered rudely, clearly bored by his company.
“You going be able to carry that flag all the way to Spring Garden?” Ritchie persisted.
Selena shot him a withering look. Ritchie, not intimidated, tried again.
“So you in training, girl? You looking real good for truth, you know. And I too like a browning.”\fn{ A girl or
woman with a light-brown complexion} Selena sucked her teeth.
“You don’t have to try to fill the silence you know, Ritchie. Look.” She pointed ahead. “Vanessa and Leroi
coming. Wait till they get here. They might feel like taking you on. I ain’t interested.”
Ritchie bit his lip, knowing that if he didn’t he would probably cuss Selena and spoil the double date. Selena
was watching Vanessa and Leroi approach. The couple were holding hands and laughing at some private joke.
Young, vibrant and in love, with the backdrop of clear blue sky and sparkling emerald ocean behind them, they
looked picture perfect together. Selena sucked her teeth again.
“Two of them too perfect though,” she said softly. Ritchie was surprised by the words and the unmasked
animosity on her face.
“Them cool together,” he said. “Them suit.”
“Yeah,” Selena retorted. “And they’s got to let the whole world know it.”
Ritchie said nothing. He made a mental note to warn Leroi to watch his back when it came to Selena.
She just jealous, Ritchie thought. Foolish gal. The young lovers arrived at the table.
“Sorry we’re so late. We got caught up,” Vanessa said as she sat down.
The way she said the last sentence hinted that they had been caught up in each other. The knowing glance
Leroi cast Ritchie’s way, in response to Ritchie’s subtly questioning look, confirmed that the youngsters had been
“fooling around.”
“You must be hungry, then,” Ritchie said, letting them both know he got their drift. “We ordered a pizza when
we got here. It should be ready soon. Sit down, Leroi. You look like you could do with some rest.”
“You okay, Sel?” Vanessa asked, for her friend was unusually quiet. Selena shrugged.
“I here, girl,” she said. None of them spoke for a few minutes.
“So, Leroi,” Selena said, “how you like Vanessa’s parents?” Vanessa gave Selena a sharp kick under the table.
“Ow!” Selena cried out in pain. “What happen with you?” she asked Vanessa. “I say something wrong?”
Selena knew very well that she had, for she and Vanessa had often discussed Vanessa’s reluctance to take Leroi
home and Leroi’s displeasure at not having met Mr. and Mrs. Parris after three months of dating their daughter.
The look on Leroi’s face gave Selena the answer to her question. Ritchie, noticing the look of anger on his
friend’s face, piped up:
“Come, Leroi. Let we go check on this pizza, bra’. My belly want to know if my throat get cut.” Selena looked
at Ritchie as he unfolded his slim frame and stood beside the picnic table.
“I don’t blame it,” she said nastily. “Boy, you real skinny.”
“And you real ugly,” Ritchie retorted quickly. “At least I could put on weight. What you going do ’bout you
problem?” He didn’t wait for a response, just turned and walked into the restaurant. Leroi followed.
“I know you don’t like Selena, Rich, but you could at least try to be nice,” Leroi told Ritchie as they stood at
the counter waiting to collect their order.
“I sorry, man, but she’s a witch with a capital ‘b.’ I can’t stand she. And if you knew what I know, you would
watch youself round she too.”
Ritchie proceeded to fill Leroi in on what had transpired before he and Vanessa arrived. Back at the picnic
table, Vanessa was giving Selena a talking to.
“So just cool it, okay, Sel? I really like Leroi and I am going to take him home to meet Mummy and Daddy. I
just waiting for the right time. Don’t bring it up again, okay?”
Selena nodded. She didn’t apologize and that fact did not escape Vanessa’s notice. In short time, Leroi and
Ritchie returned to the table with the food and drinks and the foursome tucked into the food, chatting, between
bites, about the festival and its upcoming climax, Kadooment Day.
“So you still dropping out the competition then, Leroi?”
Ritchie asked the question every day. Although Leroi still appeared in the Uprising tent, he insisted that he
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would not show up to sing at the Sir Garfield Sobers Gymnasium on semi-finals night. The event was three days
away and Berns, ignoring his protégé’s resistance, had not informed the National Cultural Foundation. He was
hoping that he and Ritchie would be able to change Leroi’s mind without the public knowing about the
threatening controversy.
Leroi nodded. Selena laughed derisively.
“You let the Mighty Conqueror frighten you off. He tell me he did going run you.” Perceiving an attack on her
man, Vanessa asked coldly,
“Oh? When was that? And where?” Selena turned to her and answered matter-of-factly,
“I ran into him a few weeks ago in town and he start talking to me.”
“And you now telling we this? I does talk to you every day.” Vanessa was indignant.
“I ain’t nobody messenger. I ain’t have to tell you all nothing. And besides, I thought he did just talking
foolishness.”
“You ain’t no messenger. You’s we friend. That’s why you should have told us before, Selena Moseley. You
could—”
Vanessa broke off abruptly, afraid she was about to say something she would regret. Leroi, sitting next to her,
reached out and took her hand. He rubbed it gently.
“Is okay, girl. No big deal. Relax youself.”
“I could what?” Selena demanded, ignoring Leroi’s attempt to defuse the situation. “I could what? You need to
stop worrying about what I should and could do and think about taking you man home to you parents. But then
you can’t do that ’cause you know they would run he out the house like they run me. Leroi Baines ain’t nobody.
He like me. Come from the ghetto. You can’t take he home to you precious mummy and daddy ’cause you too
shame.”
Vanessa couldn’t help herself. She reached the short distance across the table and slapped Selena hard in the
face. The force of the blow left a red handprint on Selena’s smooth, brown-skinned cheek as blood rushed to the
injured area. As Selena lunged forward to retaliate, Ritchie grabbed her shirt and pulled her firmly against him.
Selena struggled.
“Let me go, man. Let me go.” Her strident tone caught the attention of some of the restaurant patrons dining at
picnic tables nearby.
“I going let you go if you promise to come and go with me,” Ritchie said. Without waiting for her reply he
stood and, firmly grasping Selena’s upper arm, pulled her up to stand next to him.
“I coming back,” he told Leroi. “Wait for me.”
Selena struggled to escape the grasp but she was no match for Ritchie. He was skinny but he was also strong.
As the couple walked away quickly, Leroi and Vanessa could hear snatches of Selena’s words:
“… get away with that … too great … from Sunset Crest … don’t belong … can’t cuff me and get away …”
Vanessa dropped her head into her hands, covering her face. Leroi rubbed her back.
“I can’t believe I did that,” Vanessa said over and over again, shaking her head. When she raised her face after
a few minutes, Leroi saw the tears on her cheeks. He pulled her to him and into his arms. He kissed her cheeks,
tasting the salt of her sadness.
“Don’t cry, baby,” he whispered. “You know what Selena does give. And Ritchie just done telling me how
jealous she is of you and me together. That’s probably what set she off just now. By tomorrow you and she going
be tight again like none of this happen.”
Vanessa said nothing, but allowed herself to be comforted as she listened to Leroi’s soothing words. She said
nothing, but she didn’t believe him. She knew better.
“Not after she said those things about you, Leroi. Selena and I could never be friends again.”
“You should thank she for saying them things. She help me make up my mind. I staying in the competition.
Nobody ain’t running me. Not the Mighty Conqueror or Selena. I in and I going win,” Leroi declared.
11
Berns had just eaten dinner and was watching the sports news as he lay on the couch and wiped his hands with
a paper napkin. The phone rang, its loud summons drowning out the sports reporter’s comments about a cricket
match played earlier that day. The phone—usually just a tool to Berns, used most often during Crop Over when he
was busy running Uprising—had been ringing off the hook in recent weeks.
“Hello?” he said into the receiver.
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“Daddy?”
“Berny?” Berns was delighted to hear his daughter’s voice. The connection was very good and she sounded so
clear that. he couldn’t help asking “Where are you?,” daring to hope that she was in Barbados.
“I’m in New York, Daddy. Where else would I be right now?”
“Just checking,” Berns replied. “You sound so close, like next door.” He suppressed a pang of disappointment
as he realized Bernadette was not springing a surprise visit on him.
“You good?” he asked. Bernadette said she was.
“And Elvis is doing well. He just got a new job with an insurance company,” she added.
“And your mother? She happy with she new husband?”
“She’s doing good, Daddy. She told me to tell you ‘hi’,” Bernadette said softly, hearing the sadness that tinged
her father’s question.
“So when are you coming, Daddy?” Bernadette asked brightly, changing the subject.
“I don’t know. I thinking about coming for Christmas. I does say it every year and don’t show up, but I serious
this time. Christmas better for me. New York too hot in the summer. But I don’t—”
“I’m your only daughter,” Bernadette interrupted, her tone cold. “I’d think you, a man living in the tropics,
would be able to stand a little New York heat to see me get married. How could you not th—”
“Married?” It was Berns’s turn to interrupt. “You getting married?”
“Daddy, I sent you your invitation months ago. You didn’t get it?”
“No! Married? When? To who?” Berns blurted.
“A week from Saturday coming. To the most wonderful man in the world,” Bernadette announced.
“I thought that was me,” Berns said, making a rare joke. “So I why I only now hearing about this? Why you
didn’t call before? Of course I coming. I ain’t you father? Who else got the right to give you away? You sure you
send that invitation?”
“Yes, Daddy. I sent that invitation three or four months ago. I mailed yours first.”
“What color the envelope did?”
“Brown. I put the invitation and money for your ticket and a suit in a plain brown envelope.”
Berns immediately cast his eyes to the bamboo armchair on which lay some of his unopened letters. The large
brown envelope—the one he had refused to open for months, convinced it was from the taxman—seemed to glow
in the semi-darkness of the living room. Berns rolled his eyes and mentally kicked himself, realizing the brown
envelope was from Bernadette.
“I tried calling you before, but the phone just rang,” Bernadette continued.
“Yeah, I been out a lot lately. It’s Crop Over, you know. Oh shute!”
“What, Daddy?”
“Well, first of all I just find the envelope with the invitation and the money. Second of all, it’s Crop Over.
Finals is the night before you wedding and I got to be here for finals.”
“You’re joking, right, Daddy?” Berns did not respond.
“It’s my wedding. Are you trying to tell me a calypso competition is more important to you than seeing your
only daughter get married? You mean Mummy was right all along?”
Berns did not know how to respond. He knew the answer dancing on the tip of his tongue would not make
sense to his daughter:
You’re right; I should be there for your wedding. Your mother’s right; calypso is my life and comes first in my
life. And I’m right; I can’t miss this year’s finals. Next year’s? Yes. But not this year’s.
“So Mummy was right all along.” The question turned into a statement. Berns still did not respond.
“Goodbye, Daddy.” Bernadette ended the call abruptly.
Berns listened to the dial tone for a few moments before replacing the receiver in its cradle. Immediately, he
picked the phone up again and reached out to dial the New York number, which, though he hadn’t called his
family in more than six months, was firmly fixed in his memory.
I’m her father. Of course I’ll be there. I have to call and tell her that. He paused, his right hand hovering over
the keypad.
No, B. You need to think this through, he told himself. And while his paternal instincts urged him to make the
call, another part of him forced his left hand to put the phone back on the hook.
12
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Vanessa prepared for her date with Leroi with great care. She had twisted her shoulder-length natural hair the
night before and the well-oiled locks cascaded around her face, providing a fitting frame for the picture of rootsy
beauty she presented. She wore a figure-hugging blue and green mini-sundress which showed off her flat stomach
and lean dancer’s legs. Dancing with the popular dance troupe Dancin’ Africa kept her trim. That and the gofering
associated with helping to prepare the Unity Band for Grand Kadooment, the climax to the official Crop Over
activities.
The Unity Band, 377 strong and counting, would join twelve other bands—big and small—on the road. The
3000-plus revelers, bedecked in themed costumes, behind big trucks loaded with massive speakers, would march
and dance their way from the National Stadium to Spring Garden Highway, tens of thousands of onlookers lining
the route.
Vanessa was chief assistant to Angela Savid, Barbados’s foremost costume designer and creator of the Unity
Band. Male and female revelers in the band chose from twelve skimpy costumes denoting the four prominent
ethnic groups in Barbados: African, Asian, Western (British and American) and Amerindian. It was Vanessa’s job
to ensure that Angela had everything she needed to do her work; to act as Angela’s executive secretary when it
came to ordering supplies, paying bills, meeting with sponsors and other administrative duties; and to walk with
the handy glue gun and be prepared to stick sequins, buttons or braids on costumes at the last minute.
Vanessa was looking forward to spending time with Leroi. Time had been scarce since the season had heated
up. Leroi had been picked from the eighteen semi-finalists as one to go to the Pic O De Crop finals to face the
king, the Mighty Conqueror, and was more popular than ever. He had been performing three or four times a week.
Vanessa had been busy too, spending long hours in the band house, cutting wire and foam core, gluing ribbon,
glitter and sequins, painting fabric as the Unity Band began to take shape. At best, the couple managed to catch a
quick bite to eat together at lunch or dinnertime. At worst, they exchanged fleeting greetings, hugs and kisses as
they rushed off on some urgent matter.
Vanessa sat at the bus stop, sheltered from the evening sun by the roof of the bus shelter near Rockley Beach in
Christ Church. She was waiting for Leroi. She hated waiting. Not waiting, really, but what came with it—men
approaching her with always clumsy, sometimes vulgar come-on lines. That and constantly having to wave the
route taxis, more popularly known as ZR vans, on their way.
Many times, Leroi had suggested picking her up at home. Each time she refused, reasoning that he would have
to catch two buses to get to her Sunset Crest home from his home in the Pine. She continued to refuse his offer
when he talked about getting a taxi for them. Weeks of reflection had made her realize that the real reason she
continued to refuse Leroi’s offers was that she wanted to protect him from the “Bajan Inquisition” sure to be
administered by her parents as soon as he stepped into the house.
Both Mummy and Daddy had been asking when they would meet Leroi, after photographs of the two of them
appeared in both daily newspapers with captions describing her as Le Mighty Roi’s girlfriend and La Mighty
Reine. Leroi had been asking Vanessa when he would meet them since introducing her to his mother. Cold at first,
as she was with any girl Leroi brought home, Mrs. Baines had warmed up to Vanessa when she found out the
young woman was a dancer.
“I really wanted to be a dancer,” Leroi’s mother confided to Vanessa. “But when I was your age, I couldn’t
afford the fees for dancing lessons. My parents wouldn’t have paid them even if they did able. Them didn’t see
any value in dancing. Them thought it was foolishness so the only dancing I did was at fêtes.” By the end of the
visit, Leroi’s mother was insisting that Vanessa call her ‘Ma’—“Like Leroi,” she told Vanessa—and plying the
youngster with ripe bananas cut from the grove of trees in their backyard.
Leroi’s decent, Vanessa thought, I shouldn’t be shame to take him home to Mummy and Daddy. The problem is
that in their eyes he won’t measure up to that accountant Daddy brought home to dinner two months ago. Never
mind the guy was drier than a dry coconut and just as talkative.
And Leroi won’t measure up to the doctor Mummy brought home the month before that. Sister Alleyne’s son.
From church. Just not my type. A real Bible thumper. Of course, they’ve always been right. But not about Leroi.
Mummy and Daddy haven’t met him yet and I plan to keep it that way until after finals. After he wins finals. That
should impress them. They love good calypso.
Two men walked past the bus stop, looking at Vanessa with interest, as if wondering whether to stop and talk
to her. Vanessa looked at her watch.
Where are you, Leroi? she wondered, studying the familiar face of her timepiece—anything to avoid making
eye contact with the passing men. Out of the corner of her eye, hidden by her sunglasses, Vanessa watched them
pass without comment. She looked up and down the road, hoping to see Leroi riding up on his bike. No Leroi.
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Once he’s king and driving that big car, I’ll take him home to Mummy and Daddy. Vanessa smiled at the
thought.
“You real happy to see me.” Leroi’s greeting startled Vanessa.
“Hi, baby. I didn’t see you come.” Vanessa stood as she spoke, then hugged and kissed him.
“I notice. You ready to go?” Vanessa nodded.
“Where’s your bike?” she asked.
“I left it at home. Got a ride,” Leroi replied.
“You look great, V. You too sexy for youself, woman.” Vanessa grinned broadly, pleased by the compliment
and the enthusiasm with which Leroi delivered it.
“Thanks. You looking kind of good too,” she said, taking in his outfit—black polo shirt, black jeans, with
purple bandana stylishly hanging from his back pocket and tan leather boots on his feet. Holding hands, the
couple strolled across the zebra crossing to Chefette and entered the Barbecue Barn. While waiting for their
grilled fish and baked potato platters, the couple chatted, catching up on the minor details of their lives. Since
their last real date the week before, Vanessa had appeared in the newspapers as Queen of the Unity Band, and had
helped Angela Savid finish two sections—the Africans and the Europeans. Her life revolved around the band.
Leroi had been fitted for and received the outfit he would wear on finals night, had pulled number 7—his
favorite number—in the draw for positions on the big night and had written and memorized his picong verses.\fn
{Spicy verses. Picong is a form of calypso in which personal attack is employed to elicit laughter from the audience because of their
scandalous, humorous or insulting nature}
“I’ve got a surprise for you,” Leroi said. Before Vanessa could ask what it was, he produced three brightly
marked tickets from his shirt pocket and handed them to her.
“For you and you parents,” he explained.
Vanessa took the tickets from him and looked at them. Two were for the VIP stand and one was an all-events
pass.
“The all-events pass should get you into the press section. I want you close to me on the night. I can see the
Saturday papers now. Me with the crown in one hand, my queen on the other and the car in the background.” He
laughed at the vision. Vanessa, infected by his good humor, was laughing too.
“I love your positivity,” she said.
“And then,” Leroi continued, “you parents will meet us at the Uprising celebration party and you’ll finally
introduce us all.” He smiled at Vanessa.
Vanessa looked at him, the smile vanished from her face.
“I’m not sure my parents are ready for that.”
“Ready for what? Meeting me?” Leroi interrupted, joking.
“Not just that but for the tent gathering.” By the time Vanessa thought of censoring herself, the words had
already shot from her mouth and ricocheted between them.
“What you mean ‘not just that’? You mean you don’t think you parents are ready to meet me? What happen?
You don’t think they ready to meet a poor boy from the Pine?”
“No! Leroi! I didn’t mean that.” She didn’t convince herself, let alone Leroi.
“Then explain.”
“I … It’s … They … Leroi!”
The way she said his name was a plea for them to drop the subject. Leroi stared at her, a hard, stubborn look on
his face. He didn’t speak.
“Leroi, I love you but you’ve got to admit that apart from our love for each other and for calypso and Kadooment, we’ve got very little in common. We come from different worlds. My parents expect me to date accountants
and lawyers and doctors. At least, that’s who they keep setting me up with. Not calypsonians. They’re great
parents and really nice people but they’re snobbish like that, they want the best for me and they think what’s best
for me is marriage to a professional.”
“So Selena was right. You’ve been hiding me from them. But you know what, Vanessa? It’s not because of you
parents, it’s because you don’t think I’m good enough for you.” Leroi’s voice was cold, masking an aching heart
and wounded pride.
“Selena’s mouth is too big,” Vanessa said acidly. “And she doesn’t even know what she’s saying most of the
time.”
Leroi said nothing. He actually agreed with Vanessa, but wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing that. He
was angry and wanted her to explain her reluctance to introduce him to her parents.
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“I’m not hiding you from my parents, Leroi,” Vanessa insisted. “That would be kind of hard to do when I’ve
been photographed with you and splashed across the Advocate and the Nation for everybody to see. My parents
know about us and I am going to introduce you to them. It’s just …” She paused.
“What?” Leroi prompted.
“The finals are on Friday. Do you really need to be distracted by drama right now? Don’t you need to focus on
—”
“Stop trying to change the subject,” Leroi said woodenly. Vanessa looked defeated.
“Okay. You’re right. It’s me. I’m not ready for you to meet my parents.”
She spoke slowly, shaking her head as she enunciated each word. She was surprised by the discovery of her
own bias.
“You shame of me?” Leroi asked, mask still intact.
“God, no, Leroi! Never!” Again, despite her vehemence, neither of them was convinced. Vanessa tried again.
“Leroi, I love you. I’m proud of you. I love being with you. Really.”
“Some people would say you really love all the attention you get being with me.”
“You mean some people like Selena?”
Leroi didn’t respond but the look in his eye told Vanessa she was right. Vanessa shook her head sadly.
“And I thought she was my friend. All these years …”
A tear trickled down her cheek. Angrily she brushed it away with the back of her hand.
“Not worth my tears,” she muttered sternly.
Leroi watched silently, feeling a mixture of anger and sadness, not sure whether he wanted to go to her, hug
her and comfort her or not. Still angry and hurt, he stayed where he was. Vanessa opened the small knapsack
which she had placed in the seat next to her when they first sat down. She fished out her cellular phone—a
birthday gift from her parents.
“Who’re you calling?” Vanessa ignored Leroi’s question, listening for the voice on the other end of the
connection.
“Hi, Mum. Yes. Everything’s fine. I’m at Chefette Rockley. With Leroi. Are you and Dad busy tonight?”
Vanessa paused as she listened to her mother’s answer.
“Can I bring a friend home? I want you and Daddy to meet Leroi. Yes. No. I know it’s spur of the moment. It’s
not? Great. We still have to eat so we’ll see you in a couple of hours. Bye.” Vanessa pressed a button on the
phone, which beeped as she disconnected the call.
“I hope you’re ready for this, Leroi,” Vanessa said quietly.
Leroi didn’t answer right away. A waitress brought their meals to the table. Leroi waited until she had left, and
then said,
“When it comes to you, Vanessa, I’m ready to face anything.” They began to eat, both concentrating on their
food and their own thoughts.
This is perfect, Leroi thought with a smile. The perfect night to spring my surprise on Vanessa. He looked
across at her. My African queen. I know this evening’s going to be perfect.
This is perfectly wrong, Vanessa thought. I’m not ready for this. I shouldn’t have to prove my love like this. I
shouldn’t have to prove my love. She looked at Leroi.
I was trying to protect you. Me. Us.
In short time, the couple finished their meals. They left the restaurant quickly, for people had begun to notice
Leroi sitting quietly at the back of the room, and there were stares and murmurs of “Le Mighty Roi.”
Out in the warm, dark night, which came as a contrast to the air-conditioned cool of the restaurant, Vanessa
headed for the zebra crossing\fn{Another British term; so-called because the pedestrian way across the street is always clearly
marked with broad white stripes set close together the width of the crossway:H } that led to the bus stop. She thought Leroi was
right behind her. Leroi, thinking Vanessa was two steps behind him, headed for the car park.
Vanessa was halfway across the road before she realized Leroi wasn’t with her. She looked back and what she
saw caused her to freeze in the middle of the road.
“Leroi! What are you doing? You mad?” she shouted, shocked and frightened.
Leroi was fiddling with the lock of a small white car. The traffic lights turned to green and impatient drivers,
stalled by Vanessa standing in the middle of the road, began to blow their horns, impatient to get moving. Leroi
beckoned to Vanessa, a big smile on his face. Vanessa retraced her steps and halted as she got to the car, half
afraid that he was stealing it—although she knew him well enough to realize he wouldn’t do something like that.
By this time Leroi had opened the door and with a sweep of his hand he ushered her into the car.
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“Surprise!”
The proud and excited look on his face convinced her that all was well. Once she was seated he moved quickly
around the car and got in on the driver’s side.
“What is all this?” Vanessa asked.
“This is our car for the weekend. Berns hired it for me. I passed my driving test yesterday.”
The look of delight on her face thrilled him. She leaned over and threw her arms around him.
“Congratulations, honey.” She kissed him. “You didn’t even tell me you were learning to drive.”
“I didn’t tell you because I wanted it to be a surprise.”
“Well I definitely surprised.”
“I figured the king should be able to drive the Range Rover off the stage on Friday night so I decided back in
May to get my license.”
“This is great!” Vanessa exclaimed as Leroi started the car and drove smoothly out of the parking lot and on to
the main road. He headed for Bridgetown\fn{ The Barbados capital} on his way to Vanessa’s home in Sunset Crest, St
James.
“I could hardly believe it at first, girl. And it’s perfect that we get to drive to you house too. And maybe we can
park out later.”
Leroi looked at her, raising and lowering his eyebrows suggestively. Vanessa laughed.
“Watch the road, Leroi,” she said.
They drove along in silence for a while, Leroi concentrating on negotiating unfamiliar roads at night. Once
they had driven through Bridgetown and on to Highway 1 to Holetown, Leroi relaxed.
“I’m really looking forward to meeting you parents,” he said. “You dad is a lawyer, right? And you mum is a
nurse?”
“So you do listen to me?” Vanessa teased. Inwardly she winced, suddenly acutely aware of Leroi’s broad Bajan
and wondering how her parents would react to it.
“Most of the time,” Leroi responded playfully.
“Leroi.” There was a note of caution in Vanessa’s voice. “Don’t get too excited about meeting my parents.
Don’t get me wrong, they’re nice people. Good people. And I love them with all my heart. But they never approve
of any boyfriend I bring home. Always something wrong with them. Nobody good enough for their only child,
except, of course the lawyers, accountants, doctors and choirboys they bring home to torture me to death by
boredom.” Leroi snickered.
“Don’t laugh. I’m serious. What I said earlier is true. The longer I keep you away from them, the longer we’ll
last. I know it. If they don’t like you, they’ll pressure me to dump you. I’m just trying to protect us. You.” Leroi
laughed again.
“But, baby, you forgetting two things. One: you parents going love me. And two: I don’t need you protection. I
don’t mean to sound sexist, but you’s my queen. I is you king. I protect you.”
The couple traveled the rest of the way in silence.
13
“I like him,” Vanessa’s father declared the next morning.
The Parris family—Vanessa, her father Vincent and mother Victoria—sat eating breakfast at the round
wrought-iron table on the covered patio just off the kitchen. Nature lovers, the family often ate al fresco.\fn{In the
open air} They had designed the house and its unique kitchen patio especially for that purpose.
“He’s ambitious and plainspoken. Not like those other suckups you’ve brought home.” The last he added
pseudo sotto voce, teasing Vanessa.
“Daddy!”
“Vince!” Vanessa and her mother admonished Mr. Parris simultaneously.
“Just joking, darlings, you know that.” The look in his eye told them he was, at least, half joking. “But
seriously, I like this Leroi Baines.”
“What did you two talk about while Mummy had me quote-unquote ‘helping her in the kitchen’? You were
man-talking so late I didn’t even get to finish my date with Leroi.”
“I asked him the usual questions any father asks a young man who’s interested in his only daughter. The same
questions I asked all the other boys you brought home.”
“No! You didn’t ask him if we’d been ‘intimate’? You didn’t, Daddy!?!” Vincent Parris nodded.
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“Of course. And his answer impressed me.”
“Why? What did he say?”
“To quote him: ‘With all due respect, sir, that ain’t you business unless Vanessa want it to be, in which case
you best ask she.’ I said to him, ‘A simple yes or no will suffice, young man.’ Trying to intimidate him, you know,
with my best courtroom voice. And he just looked at me. Just sat and stared at me until I asked the next question.
“I was surprised. All the others fall over themselves trying to assure me they’ve left your virtue intact and I
know they’re lying and it’s the lying that bothers me. You’re a woman. I’m not interested in checking up behind
you. Leroi, now, he just spoke plain and simple. And, most important of all, sensibly. I like that.”
Vanessa was relieved. Pleased. Amazed.
“And what was your next question?”
“‘What are your intentions for my daughter?’” Vanessa groaned loudly.
“Daddy! I’ve told you. You’re going to scare off my boyfriends with that kind of question. You don’t ask that
sort of thing until later into the relationship.”
“And in which law book did you find that tidbit?” Vincent Parris asked. “I’ve never come across that one
before.” Vanessa rolled her eyes.
“And what did Leroi say?” she asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.
“Actually, exactly what you just said. That the question was premature. He said that he loves you, but, he
assured me, not in a ‘giddy-head kind of way’. He said since you’ll be going away to study dance, he’s hoping to
get a scholarship or a loan to study music and computer science. He wants to go with you. I think he’s made
excellent career choices and he’s got good taste in women. He told me he sees you as his queen and that he
intends to keep doing that. The boy has lyrics. It’s no wonder he’s so popular this Crop Over. By the way, don’t
forget to give me those tickets he gave you for me and your mother.”
“You’re going?”
“How you mean, girl? Your mother and I can’t wait. Wouldn’t miss it.”
Vanessa looked her mother. Victoria Parris nodded.
“Going to the party, too,” she said, between bites of whole wheat toast thickly spread with mango jam. Vanessa
shook her head.
“I cannot believe this,” she said. “You’ve never liked my boyfriends before. I’m glad you like Leroi. Really
glad. But what makes him different?”
“You mean apart from that huge afro of his?” Vincent Parris asked.
A stern look from Vanessa told him she was serious.
“Like I said before, darling daughter, the boy has ambition. Those other fellas you brought home were just
willing to sit on a fence and pick up whatever life dropped at their feet. They would have held you back in your
dream to be a professional dancer. Leroi’s going after life. And he’s got a good chance of getting where he wants
to go. I don’t like the rude-boy image—I see too much of that in court. But then, my mother didn’t like my
psychedelic threads when I was Leroi’s age. What goes around comes around.”
“So his background, where he lives, what he does? That doesn’t bother you?”
“Vanessa, if Leroi were a soil technician, I wouldn’t give a damn as long as he was a soil technician with the
ambition of owning the cemetery one day. If he was a shoreline executive, I wouldn’t care, once he was a
shoreline executive who ultimately intended to own the hotel on the beach. You understand?” Vanessa nodded.
“You’ve got to have drive and dreams, daughter. Drive and dreams.”
14
Ritchie, Kori, Russell, Danny, John-John and Patches were liming at Ritchie’s home. The six young men were
in various states of relaxation, bobbing their heads to the pounding bass of the dub music which boomed from the
speakers of Ritchie’s stereo.
“I wonder how Leroi getting through at rehearsal,” Kori said.
“You need to refer to he by he rightful name. Le Mighty Roi,” Ritchie said sternly. The smile on his face
indicated he was joking.
“He going be great come finals night,” John-John declared. “He doing good all season and he so fired up now,
he can’t be anything but great come next Friday.”
“Yeah,” Danny agreed. “The way he get back into the competition, you would never think he did about to drop
out, nuh?”
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“True that,” Kori agreed. “And to think that three days from now we going be driving ’bout with Leroi in that
brand new Range Rover,” Patches mused.
“You got more bottle drinks, Ritchie?” Kori asked.
“Wait, wunna drink out that set already?” Ritchie said. “I had about half a case chilling in the fridge. Wunna
use out all twelve already?”
“It look so,” Kori said with a shrug. Ritchie sucked his teeth in annoyance.
“Wunna best start buying and bringing drinks with wunna if wunna plan to make this a habit. Go in my
bedroom and you going see a pair of stonewash jeans hanging over the wardrobe door. If they ain’t there, them’s
over the end of the bed. Look in the back pockets and you going find two twenty-dollar bills in there. You could
go down by the corner shop and buy some more, but we going have to make them last though, ’cause I ain’t got
no more money.” Kori went into Ritchie’s bedroom to get the money while the others resumed talking.
“So y’all understand what it is you got to do on stage on Friday?” Ritchie, the director of Leroi’s presentation,
asked.
“Yeah, man.”
“Uh-huh.”
“For real.”
“Everything irie.” Each offered his assent in his own way.
“Ritchie, what’s this?” Kori demanded, waving a piece of paper as he came out of the bedroom.
“What’s what?” Ritchie asked.
“This!” Kori said roughly. He shoved the piece of paper in Ritchie’s face, holding it so Ritchie could read his
own handwriting.
The Mighty Conqueror 555-7662
“What you doing with the enemy phone number in the back pocket of you jeans?”
Kori asked, obviously suspicious. He passed the paper to the others, who all looked at it, just as puzzled and
suspicious as Kori.
“That don’t mean nothing.” Ritchie tried to dismiss the matter.
“How you mean it don’t mean nothing, Rich?” Russell asked.
“Yeah,” Danny added. “Why you would got he number? How you get it? And why you keeping it?”
“Especially after what he do to Leroi,” John-John put in.
“So wait, wunna don’t trust me now? Wunna trying to say I sellout?” Ritchie was indignant.
“Nobody ain’t say nothing about selling out, but since you bring it up …” Kori looked at Ritchie sternly,
expectantly, as if waiting for him to confess.
“You ain’t got nothing to say? You can’t explain?” he asked when Ritchie didn’t speak.
“Explain? I ain’t got to explain nothing to you nor nobody else. Not even my mother. And if you think you
could come in here questioning me, I think you best get the hell out my house.”
Kori didn’t need to be told twice. He threw the piece of paper, along with the money he’d found in Ritchie’s
pocket, at Ritchie, who didn’t try to catch them, just let them fall to the ground. Kori marched past him, headed
for the door. The other friends followed suit.
“You talking ’bout you ain’t got to explain nothing. That might be true, ’cause you ain’t got to explain nothing
to we. It’s Leroi you got to deal with. You best friend.”
“Leave Leroi out of this.” Ritchie’s voice was dangerously, deceptively calm.
“Leave he out of this?” Kori cried, astounded. “But this is all about he. How we could leave he out of this?”
“I get what Ritchie saying, you know, fellas,” John-John said slowly. “We can’t tell Leroi about this now. You
know that going put he off the competition, too. We will have to tell he about he so-called friend after he win the
crown. I ain’t want no one blaming me for Leroi not winning the crown, bosie.”\fn{ Boy}
“You right, you know, J-J. But we could tell Berns, though. Get this skinny rat kick out Uprising. And you
know Leroi is Berns’s boy. Berns would make sure this traitor don’t work in Barbados again.”
“Wait, wunna still here talking ig’rance? I tell wunna get out my house before I start to get on bad in here.”
“Don’t worry, we going. We ain’t stopping in here with no traitors,” Russell said as he walked to the door.
“You ain’t know what you talking about, Russell, so you best stop talking. I know Leroi Baines since we did in
kindergarten together at Pine Primary, so you can’t tell me about being no traitor to Lereoi. Leroi is my brother.
Wunna now come on the block, so wunna wouldn’t know. And if that is how y’all thinking just get the frig out my
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house.”
“You mean you mother house.”
“That’s right. Go long to you mother house, you ig’rant …”
The bang of the door, as Ritchie slammed it behind the men’s departing backs, drowned out his final word.
15
Though he’d planned for, rehearsed for and visualized himself winning the crown, Leroi was not prepared for
the attack of nerves he felt on the night of the Pic-O-De-Crop finals.
The semi-finals had taken place the week before and the seven finalists, those who would go forward to do
battle with the King, had been named. Since then the excitement had grown, until now it ran like fire round the
entire island. Most Bajans were tuned in to CBC’s pay-per-view broadcast of the calypso extravaganza at home or
in a bar, or were listening to the live radio broadcast carried by the major stations. The lucky ones were on their
way to the stadium to see the show in living, glittering color.
At the stadium, the tension was high. Floodlights illuminated the grounds, bathing the island’s largest outdoor
venue in strange, unearthly light. Still half empty, the stadium was filling rapidly. In some senses it was already
full: full of the hum of generators and the accompanying smell of popcorn, hotdogs, fishcakes, well-seasoned
fried fish and chicken; full of the haggling of vendors, shouts of laughter, greetings yelled between friends and the
bangs, hoots and strums of the Festival Band warming up; full of the color of the backstage hustle and bustle as
last-minute adjustments were made to props and tent members huddled together to review tactics.
Performers’ dressing rooms—crudely constructed cubicles with curtains for doors—were underneath the huge
temporary stage. As Leroi entered the belly of the elaborate construction and headed for his dressing room, the
drawn curtains of the other calypsonians’ cubicles reminded him of Berns’s earlier warning:
“Always call out before you enter anyone’s dressing room. Some of these calypsonians into obeah\fn{Magic;
voodoo} and thing. You don’t want to see something you ain’t meant to see. It could cost you the crown.”
Placing his outfit and bag in his clearly marked dressing space, Leroi decided to walk around the stadium, to
work off some of his nervous energy and to soak in the atmosphere.
I can’t believe this is actually happening, he thought.
He climbed on to the stage and paced back and forth across it. He had never performed on a stage this big. The
sea of seats continued steadily filling with people. Stand C was full—as usual, the Red Plastic Bag followers were
early. Their red flags, bags, towels, shirts and umbrellas seemed to bloom from the concrete structure. Gazing at
the stands looming beyond the running and cycling tracks, Leroi visualized them full of people cheering him on,
feeding him their energy as he fed them his, carrying him to victory. When he was satisfied that the vision was
firmly cemented in his mind and his heart, Leroi walked off the stage and made his way out of the restricted
backstage area on to the grounds.
“I see young Leroi Baines, better known tonight and in calypso circles as Le Mighty Roi.”
Leroi turned and saw Admiral Nelson, popular DJ, radio personality and calypso commentator. Admiral was
walking by as he broadcast his report to the radio audience. He wore a big headset and held a microphone in one
hand. A box, its flashing lights identifying it as some sort of electronic device, was in a bag hanging from his
shoulder. Leroi waved hello. Admiral waved back and kept walking, transmitting the evening’s vibes to those
listening.
“Le Mighty Roi is a great find for calypso. He’s got two fine songs. Very strong.” Leroi stood still, listening to
Admiral’s report.
“He’ll be up against the stalwarts this year, competing with the Mighty Gabby, Red Plastic Bag, John King,
Adonijah, Invader, the lone female contender, TC and the Mighty Conqueror, who is defending his crown tonight.
He’s got some tough competition, but he’s got as good a chance as any of the others of winning, despite the fact
that his rivals are all seasoned performers and this is Le Mighty Roi’s first time at finals.”
Not wanting to hear any more, Leroi walked on, leaving the backstage buzz behind. He headed for the cycling
track, which lay out of the direct glare of the floodlights, in semi-darkness. The buzz around the stage seemed
distant from here.
Leroi lay on his back and counted the stars now visible in the blue-black sky. When he grew tired of that, he
closed his eyes and recalled the image he had conjured earlier: he was singing his way to victory.
Jolted out of his reverie by the distinctive opening chords of the Barbados national anthem, Leroi scrambled to
his feet. He stood at attention, picturing the fields and hills of the country he loved so much. The anthem ended
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and Trevor Eastmond, the MC for the night, greeted the audience, which responded with a roar. The competition
was on.
16
After searching for Leroi backstage, on stage and front of stage, Berns decided to venture on to the grounds.
Knowing Leroi as well as he did, Berns was certain he wouldn’t find the youngster mingling with the patrons, so
he walked slowly along the running track, eyes peeled for the familiar figure. It didn’t take him long to find him.
“You all right?” Berns asked in greeting.
“Yeah, man. I irie,” Leroi replied. Berns sat down on the track beside him.
“Nervous?” Berns asked.
“Yeah,” Leroi admitted. “But in a positive way,” he added. “I going win this crown tonight, you know, B.”
Berns nodded.
“I know you deserve to win, son. But let me tell you again what I’ve been telling you all along. In this contest
you have to remember that nothing that happened in the season counts tonight. All that counts is tonight and the
songs you sing and the way you sing them. And even if you’re the best man for the night, you might not win.
Sometimes, this is more a popularity contest than a calypso contest.”
“Man, B, I know all that. I been following calypso long enough to know ’bout all the calypsonians that get
thief out. Adonijah, John King, Observer, Serenader—”
“Me!”
“You?”
“Uh-huh. It happen so long ago, most people don’t remember that no more. At the time I was a little older than
you are now. I had been singing in the tent for nearly ten years already. I start when I was seven. They used to call
me the Cat. Because my lyrics did so rough they used to cut like the cat-o-nine when they hit.
“My first year in the competition, I did like you. I reach the finals. My song did criticizing everything the
government do and they tell me then I would never win a crowd. I compete for fifteen years and every time they
let me through to semi-finals and no further. And every year I come back with harder, sharper lyrics and music.”
“But if they tell you you could never win, why you keep competing?” Leroi asked.
“To show them this cat got endless lives, not just nine.”
“So why you stop?”
“I start to get involve with managing Uprising. One night I at the door and a government minister coming in.
Now we used to have a policy where any minister could come in free. Mark of respect, you know? But this
particular evening, the minister in question was there with nine friends, all of them looking to get in free. So I had
to put my foot down and tell the nine friends they had to pay or leave.
“The minister kick up a fuss ’cause I embarrass he in front he friends, but all I tell he is that they could afford
to pay and we couldn’t afford to let them in free. I just sick and tired of these big-ups talking about culture and
how much they love calypso. When it come down to it, they don’t even respect the art enough to pay for it. It ain’t
worth nothing unless it’s free.
“The next morning I get a phone call from the minister. He tell me don’t even bother to judge, ’cause I not
going place. Well you know I ignore he and I went ahead and enter the competition. Anybody you ask would tell
you I had the two best songs of the season. I make it through to the semis, then, wonder of wonders, I make it
through to finals. I know I did deserve to be there but since the minister did threaten me, I did surprise.
“The whole of Barbados had me to win. But boy, you ain’t know the judges put me last? The Mighty
Conqueror win that year singing bare boo.”
Berns paused, remembering the night.
“That is why you going lick up the Mighty Conqueror with you songs tonight.” Berns turned to Leroi, eyes
bright with fiery determination.
“That’s why we’re here, now. For us to win the crown.”
Leroi stared at Berns, surprised at the passion in the older man’s voice. Berns, as if embarrassed by his display,
stood abruptly.
“I got to go. Good luck tonight, son. King. I going see you later backstage.”
Berns held out his right hand as he spoke. Leroi stood, took Berns’s hand and shook it. He pulled the older man
to him and hugged him. They stood for a few seconds, like father and son.
“I’ll make us proud, B,” Leroi whispered.
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Berns felt wetness on his cheeks. It took him a moment to realize it was his own tears. He pulled away from
Leroi and cleared his throat gruffly, wiping his cheeks.
“You seen Ritchie?” he asked, in control once again. Leroi flopped back down on to the track.
“Nah. But when you see him, let him know where to find me. Vanessa too.”
“Will do.” Berns walked away without another word.
17
“You seen Le Mighty Roi?” Ritchie asked the umpteenth stagehand. He was frustrated by yet another negative
reply.
“Lost your buddy?”
Ritchie spun around to face the Mighty Conqueror. He cut his eyes and steupsed. The Mighty Conqueror,
ignoring the unveiled hostility, threw an arm around Ritchie’s shoulder.
“Boy, you ain’t even call me back with an answer.” Ritchie shrugged the arm off his shoulder.
“That was my answer.” Again, ignoring Ritchie’s animosity, the Mighty Conqueror replaced his arm across the
young man’s shoulders.
“You going learn. In this business, you got to look out for No.1.”
“No. You got to look out for No.1. The rest of we going help each other get where we going.” The Mighty
Conqueror shook his head.
“You going learn, boy.” As the crowd roared with laughter at one of Trevor Eastmond’s jokes, the Mighty
Conqueror pointed towards the stage.
“That could be you up there now. You should have call me. At least let we sit down and discuss the matter.”
“Listen. Leroi is my brother. I could never sell he out. No matter what. Don’t worry about my future. Worry
about your future and whether or not that performance you start the competition with tonight going get you the
crown and the Range Rover. ’Cause I doubt it. How a big-up calypsonian like you could forget you lines? You
performance did a real poor start to the show. Don’t forget, Le Mighty Roi performing last tonight and you know
what the Bible say, ‘The last shall be first and the first …’”
With that parting shot, Ritchie turned and walked away. He jumped as he rounded a corner of the stage and
bumped into Berns, hidden by the flap of the tarpaulin that covered the structure.
“You two very chummy,” Berns said.
“Not me and he!” Ritchie said vehemently.
“Is okay, Ritchie. Is okay. Relax.”
“You heard?” Berns nodded. “Why you didn’t tell me he try to bribe you?” he asked.
“You had enough to worry about. Managing Leroi and Uprising. Besides, I had this under control.”
“You’s a good man, Ritchie Lowe.” Berns held out his hand and shook the hand Ritchie placed in his.
“And you did right just now. You will be up on that stage one of these days and you don’t need the Mighty
Conqueror’s help getting there. You’s a good comedian. You’ll get there on your own.”
Ritchie swallowed the lump that had suddenly formed in his throat, overwhelmed by praise from Berns, who
had hardly ever had a good word for him before. Berns had always felt that Ritchie could be a bad influence on
Leroi and had not been shy about sharing his view. Praise from Berns was better than money in the bank; to
Ritchie, it was invaluable.
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“You seen Leroi, Selena?” Vanessa asked reluctantly. She hated having to speak to her former best friend, but
had been searching for Leroi for more than an hour and was tired of walking around the stadium.
“You sure he show up?” Selena asked sarcastically. The look on Vanessa’s face said she didn’t find the
question amusing.
“I ain’t see he for the whole night,” Selena added.
“Ready to go, sexy baby?” The Mighty Conqueror approached and spoke the words of greeting to Selena as he
wrapped an arm around her slim waist. It was all Vanessa could do not to let her mouth drop open at the sight.
“You think only you one could got a king?” Selena said defensively, as if reading Vanessa’s thoughts.
Vanessa didn’t bother to answer, just turned and walked away. She shook her head, pitying Selena.
“There you are!” Vanessa rushed over to where Leroi was sitting on the cycle track. She sat beside him, leaned
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over and kissed him on the lips.
“How you feeling, baby?”
“Great now I see you.” Leroi took Vanessa’s hand and held it in one of his.
“Soon time for you to go on, Lee,” Vanessa said quietly.
“I ready,” he looked at her and smiled. “The next time you talk to me, I’ll be king.” Vanessa smiled back.
“Will you still love me when you calypso king of Barbados?” Leroi laughed.
“Just make sure you’re up front when I singing African Queen. You’re my inspiration.”
They stood up and hugged before walking slowly back to the stage. As they moved closer to the action, Leroi’s
mood changed. He became filled with a fluid tension that seemed to propel him towards his task. He turned to
Vanessa before entering his dressing room.
“I love you ’Nessa. See you in a little while.” The young lovers kissed briefly, then parted.
“’Nessa!” Leroi called to her before she had gone far. She turned and retraced her steps.
“Yes,” he said. It was a statement.
“‘Yes’ what?” she asked, puzzled.
“Yes, I will definitely still love you when I’m king.”
“And I’ll love you, Leroi. No matter what.”
19
I’ll remember this night for as long as I live, Leroi thought.
He sang African Queen first. His presentation was simple, opening with Ritchie and his other buddies acting as
guys liming on the block. Kori’s sister, Melanie, walked by in a skimpy outfit, then Leroi started singing his song
to them. Melanie returned bedecked in full African garb, and dazzling. The crowd sang the chorus with such
feeling that Leroi was overwhelmed. He held the microphone out towards them, allowing them to serenade
themselves.
Brother, respect your sister
See your future
She could be your daughter
She ain’t no skettle
Or Mello Kreem—easy to spread
She is a young, black African queen

It seemed everybody in the stadium, including the judges, was singing. Leroi was moved to tears.
“Thank you, Barbados!” he shouted as he left the stage at the end of the song.
Berns was waiting for him off stage. He hugged Leroi and the two walked quickly to Leroi’s dressing room.
“That was excellent, son,” Berns told him. “But don’t get carried away. Remember, this is a competition. I
don’t want to hear the audience singing to you. Save that for your concerts. This is a competition. Let me hear you
singing. You doing well, though. I bet you ahead of the Mighty Conqueror in this round and he’s the body to beat
’cause he’s the favorite to win again this year.”
Leroi listened and said nothing. He was already focused on his next performance. His second turn on stage
seemed to come round quicker than the first. Leroi was ready. Wearing a black satin suit, he waited by the side of
the stage for the MC to finish his introduction. The crowd exploded again as Le Mighty Roi danced on to the
stage singing State of the Yout’.
Every day
Adults does say
They don’t know what young people coming to
All we seem to carry gun
Only care ’bout having fun
That seem to be the state of the yout’
*
State of the yout’
State of the yout’
I come here to tell you de trut’
’Bout the state of the yout’
*
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Like them old people don’t know
It is them that got we so
With the hypocrisy them do
Speaking right and acting wrong
Right hand let the left drop down
That is the state of the yout’
*
State of the yout’
State of the yout’
I come here to tell you de trut’
’Bout the state of the yout’
*
You think I making sport
I will take time to exhort
Ask not what your country will do for you
Look ’round the problems plain to see
What can you do for your country?
Help me create a great state of the yout’
*
State of the yout’
State of the yout’
I come here to tell you de trut’
’Bout the state of the yout’
*
But when I grow up
All this ignorance must stop
As king that is what I’ll decree
We won’t let them destroy
And my name ain’t Le Mighty Roi
If I don’t fix all that is wrong in this country
*
State of the yout’
State of the yout’
No more unemployment
That will be the state of the yout’
*
No more discrimination
No more miseducation
Training, no complaining
Funding, no robbing
Teaching, no preaching

The melody was infectious and everyone in the stadium, Le Mighty Roi supporter or no, swayed to the groove,
singing along to the youth’s conscious lyrics. And the crowd went wild in response to his picong verses:
So now I at the stadium
And Kaisonians wonder where I come from
Well I come from right up there so in the Pine
No, I ain’t Adonijah son
Although I bigging up woman
*
Tonight I going win the crown and car
Beat even Invader
Along with Bag, John King and Gabby
Leave behind TC and TMC
This is the true state of the yout’

The presentation for this song was more extravagant. It started with Leroi singing to the boys on the block and
ended with a small army of uniformed young men and women, marching and dancing across the stage.
As Leroi and his army trooped off stage to the closing strains of the song, the stadium crowd erupted. Again,
Berns met Leroi as he headed for the dressing room.
“You got it, Leroi! You got the crown. It going be riot in the stadium tonight if you don’t win and they don’t
give you the crown.”
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Berns didn’t have a chance to say more as Leroi was surrounded by a bevy of microphone-wielding journalists,
all eager to interview the young calypsonian who had raised the biggest response from the audience all night.
Leroi, still high from the experience, was happy to oblige.
20
“I can’t stand this waiting,” Leroi said again as he and members of the Uprising calypso tent waited backstage
while the judges deliberated. “I don’t like the look of this,” Berns repeated. “When you see the judges taking so
long, you know the results going be weird.”
Berns, nervous, took frequent sips of rum and orange juice from the large plastic cup he held. The competitors
and their entourages, as well as the diehard calypso fans in the audience, had been waiting for more than three
hours. Ritchie was nervous too.
“What happen is the Mighty Conqueror come last. Once you forget lines, you automatically come last, you
know, but the judges don’t want to see that happen so they got to find a way to fix it,” he said.
“The two of you so cynical, though,” Leroi said. “Now, when they come and announce me as winner, I going
have to wonder if I really win or if they fix it to make me win.” Everyone laughed at this, knowing that a victory
for Leroi would be so well deserved that he could only be joking.
“Look, they driving the car on the stage. The results must be back,” Russell pointed out.
“Will the finalists please come to the stage?”
This summons from Trevor Eastmond confirmed Russell’s deduction, indicating that the judges had finished
their work and had been safely escorted off the compound—a measure introduced years before for the judges’
safety in the event that the audience didn’t agree with the final and binding decision and decided to demonstrate
their displeasure. Very seldom did judges not make use of the police escort to their cars.
“All right, people. We’re going to do this thing fast. Barn. Barn. Barn. Barn. And let we all get down the road
to the J’Ouvert Morning jump up,” Eastmond told the restless crowd after making sure all the dignitaries were
present. Then he made the long-awaited announcement.
“Winning the prize for Best Nation Building Song, Adonijah with Big-Up Bim. He receives the BATMAN
Trophy. Yes, Ado! Congrats, man. That’s my boy, you know,” Eastmond told the audience during the presentation
which was punctuated by applause and the flashlights of cameras.
Eastmond performed similar duties for the HIV/AIDS Award, which went to Red Plastic Bag for his calypso,
Red Ribbon. Its popular refrain repeated the line “Tie a Bright Red Ribbon Round the Coconut Tree”, and was a
warning against promiscuity.
“Okay folks,” Eastmond said, once those prizes had been presented. “Now, the moment we’ve really been
waiting for. The results of the Pic-O-De-Crop-Finals. “In fourth place … the Mighty Gabby.”
“Wuh! Wuh!” Screams and shouts of shock and disapproval rose from the audience, spreading through the
grounds and stands. A stunned Gabby, who had performed well that evening with two strong songs, stepped
forward to receive his cheque. Leroi felt his heart beating faster and harder than he could ever remember. When
Eastmond had started to say the name, he hadn’t been sure if he had said “the Mighty” or “Le Mighty”, and for a
horrifying moment he had thought he had failed in his quest.
Leroi felt sorry for Gabby. Although he had not watched any of his rivals perform, he had heard them and
knew that the Mighty Gabby deserved to place higher than fourth. Leroi looked at the other competitors and
wondered which unfortunates had come fifth, sixth, seventh and eighth and therefore would not hear their names
on stage this night.
The Mighty Conqueror look too smug for someone who forget lines, Leroi thought.
“In third place … Adonijah,” Eastmond announced.
“They rob he again. They rob he again. They rob he again,” members of the audience began to chant. Despite
the dissenters in the crowd, the cheque presentation, handshakes and photograph took place amidst applause and
cheering.
“In second place …” Eastmond paused, as if not sure of the next words on his cue card. “The Mighty
Conqueror.”
It was a statement made half question by the slight inflection in the comedian’s voice, and the look he shot at
the officials gathered beside him asked: This for real?
For the second time that night, the crowd reacted badly. This time, however, their boos, hisses and shouts of
disbelief were accompanied by a barrage of cups, leftover food, plastic bags and disposable plates. The dignitaries
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were forced to retreat to the back of the stage to avoid being hit by the debris.
“You lie, Eastmond, man. You lie!” someone screamed from the audience.
“Don’t shoot the messenger,” Eastmond responded. “They give me a piece of paper and I reading what on it.
Don’t cuss me.”
He dodged an umbrella which someone launched at him angrily. Still grasping the microphone, Eastmond
joined the others at the back of the stage—as far away from the crowd as he could get.
“Let me remind you that the judges decisions are final!”
Eastmond’s voice boomed across the stadium and the Waterford, Green Hill and Bush Hall neighborhoods.
“Let me also remind you that we can have the police arrest anyone who disrupts this evening’s proceedings.
You can’t come in here and behave so, man. Settle down and let me announce the king so you can go out in the
street and behave like vagabonds.”
Eastmond’s stern words and the sudden appearance of three dozen armed policemen who positioned themselves strategically on and around the stage seemed to calm the angry audience. Some of the more peaceable
members of the audience, who had scattered when the garbage throwing began, returned to their seats.
“And now, ladies and gentlemen, it is my pleasure to introduce to you the new calypso monarch for this year’s
Pic-O-De-Crop finals.”
Eastmond paused for dramatic effect. Normally at this point in the MC’s introduction the crowd would have
erupted, knowing that selection of the winner would be based on their performances that night. On this finals
night, however, the audience stood silent, expectant, knowing who should win, but not certain who would win
now that the Mighty Conqueror had placed second.
“With judging like that, anybody could be the winner,” Berns whispered to Ritchie. The two men stood side by
side, watching the ceremony from the wings.
“I don’t like the look of this, though, Berns. I don’t like the look of this,” Ritchie whispered back.
“Just remember the cameras are watching. Smile and clap. Smile and clap. Don’t get caught like RPB a few
years ago when the papers had he screwface splash cross the front pages when he thought he did win and he
didn’t.”
Leroi didn’t hear when Eastmond announced the winner. He was feeling dejected, convinced that Berns’s
worst fears had been realized and that this year’s competition, like many more before it, had been judged on
anything but the quality of the performances that night.
Bag get it, Leroi told himself, eyes on the stars now trying to outshine the stage lights. Bringing his focus back
to earth, Leroi noticed Berns and Ritchie at the side of the stage, arms around each other, jumping up and down,
mouths open, shouting and screaming with delight. Leroi looked at the crowd. Everybody was looking at him.
Everybody was cheering. Someone nudged him, TC, he thought, and he realized he wasn’t dreaming. Eastmond
had said “Le Mighty Roi”, not “Red Plastic Bag”.
Leroi looked at Eastmond, who smiled broadly and beckoned him forward. The other calypsonians on stage
slapped him on the back and helped push him forward to receive the crown, a cheque for $25,000 and the keys to
the navy-blue Range Rover now parked on the stage.
Leroi heard the opening strains to African Queen and Eastmond pushed a microphone into his hand. The crowd
started singing and Leroi saw his triumph reflected in the mass of faces, heard it echoing in the swell of voices, in
his song, in the message now carried on the night air.
Brother, respect your sister
See your future
She could be your daughter
She ain’t no skettle
Or Mello Kreem—easy to spread
She is a young, black African queen

Leroi sang, looking for his young, black African queen in the audience. He spotted her in the front of the press
pit and beckoned as he sang to her. He also beckoned to Berns and Ritchie, urging them to join him on the stage.
These were the people with whom he needed to share his victory.
“Thank you, Ma,” Leroi said quickly, as he finished his verse and chorus. He knew his mother was watching at
home on television. Eastmond retrieved the microphone and, as the festivities continued behind him, began to
thank the crowd for coming and to close the show.
The Mighty Conqueror pushed his way through the small crowd of well-wishers surrounding Leroi. The
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former king stood in front of the new king and stared him straight in the eye. Leroi steeled himself, mentally
preparing for anything the Mighty Conqueror might throw his way. The Mighty Conqueror broke into a smile. He
reached out and pulled Leroi to him in a bear hug.
“Congratulations, my boy. You’s the king now. The king that in my pocket. They had me to win, you know, but
I tell them give you the crown. So enjoy it while you can and remember you owe me.”
The Mighty Conqueror spoke so low that only Leroi heard his words.
Leroi pushed him away and looked him in the eye. “You lie, Conqueror!”
The people around them, sensing tension, fell silent and backed away. Leroi shouted again,
“You lie, Conqueror!” Eastmond fell silent and turned to watch the unfolding drama. Conqueror laughed.
“You think so?” he drawled. “Then why they put me second when they could have put me first and done? I tell
them to give you the break. I own you.”
Leroi looked at Berns, whose uncertainty showed on his face for a second before he dismissed his doubt and
said quickly, “Don’t listen to him, Leroi. He’s bluffing. You win the crown fair and square.”
But it was too late. Leroi had seen Berns’s hesitation, however fleeting. Leroi turned back to the Conqueror,
who stared at the youngster arrogantly, laughing at him.
“I own you.” He mouthed the words.
“So you was to win?” Leroi asked quietly. The Mighty Conqueror nodded.
“Then take you crown, old man.”
Leroi took the crown off his head and threw it at the Mighty Conqueror, who instinctively caught it. Leroi
threw the car keys to Eastmond, pushed the cheque into the hands of a nearby NCF official and walked off the
stage.
“Leroi!” Berns called. “Leroi, come back here. Leroi!”
“Leroi!” Vanessa cried. When he didn’t stop she and Ritchie ran after him.
Leroi kept walking. He paused as he strode past the car.
My car, he thought, and for a moment considered going back and claiming his prizes.
His reflection in the shiny windows of the Range Rover reminded him of the need to keep his dignity. His
independence.
His pride.
He turned and kept walking. Vanessa and Ritchie had reached him and each grabbed an arm, urging him to
return to the stage.
Leroi kept walking. He walked into the night.\fn{ Below: the (Anglican) Cathedral Chuch of St. Michael and All Angels,
originally consecrated in 1665}

The Cathedral of St. Michael and All Angels, Bridgetown, St. Michael Parish, Barbados
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The Cathedral of St. Patrick, Bridgetown, St. Michael Parish, Barbados

The Cathedral of St. Mary, Bridgetown, St. Michael Parish, Barbados
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The Church of St. Thomas, Hillaby, St. Thomas Parish, Barbados

The Church of Christ, Oistins, Christ Church Parish, Barbados
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The Church of St. Andrew, Walkers, St. Andrew Parish, Barbados

The Methodist Church, Holetown, St. James Parish, Barbados
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The Church of St. Peter, Speightstown, St. Peter Parish, Barbados

The Church of St. Joseph, Bathsheba, St. Joseph’s Parish, Barbados
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The Church of St. Lucy, Crab Hill, St. Lucy Parish, Barbados

The Church of St. James, Holetown, S. James Parish, Barbados
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The Church of St. John, Four Roads, St. John Parish, Barbados: two views
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The Church of St. George, Bulkeley, St. George Parish, Barbados

The Church of St. Philip the Less, Crane, St. Philip Parish, Barbados
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