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There has been a plethora of post-colonial successful Indo-Guyanese literature emerging from the diaspora over the past three decades. And the works of Dr. Kennard Ramphal is one of such. At a close look, a literary analyst might find three main elements contributing to this emergence. 

First, these writers are baby boomers, born after the war, and grew up, surviving in post-war poverty and under the harsh tutorage of parenthood that was intimately knowledgeable of indentureship. The kind of parenthood who wanted to vicariously escape, through their children, the poverty, drudgery, and discrimination imposed equally by colonial powers and the Christian church, by insisting their children be educated in the very disciplines of their oppressors. 

Secondly, these writers suffered a similar trauma that their parents and grandparents suffered. They endured history all over again for nearly three decades under the Burnham dictatorship. 

Thirdly, these writers managed to escape both the physical and intellectual prisons of their homeland, and successfully re-establishing in the metropolitan countries, well equipped and prepared by the training and mentorship received from peers, parents and professors. But unfortunately, they were only half-heartedly content, living in semi-exile in a second diaspora, while dreaming, yearning and crying “by the rivers of Babylon” to return, at least in spirit, to an umbilical home, the indelible image of a home that  once was, but now non-existent.

In Ramlall’s Strange Courtship And Other Stories, as in his  previous publications, Ramphal closely follows the tradition of established writers Lamming, Walcott, Naipaul, Selvon in Caribbean literature that provides a powerful platform for Post-Colonial Caribbean literature and anthropological studies, maintaining the importance of Caribbean literatures through traditional anecdotal (sometimes humorous) themes of innocence, exile and return to motherland, resistance and endurance, engagement and alienation, and indomitable self-determination. The reader will applaud, cry and even laugh, like Caribbean writers—at themselves. 

Ramphal, standing tall as other Caribbean literary stalwarts, is eminently qualified to produce in the above genre, having passed through both the colonial and post-colonial gauntlets. 

He was born and grew up in the rustic, agrarian recluse of Canals Polder, once noted for its unique vernacular, cultural traditions, and ethnic harmony. His illustrious career started out as a pupil teacher at the Wales Canadian Mission school in 1957 whence he rose to Senior Master before switching career and joining the Guyana Defence Force.  In the newly formed Guyana Army, he reached the rank of Captain and later was appointed Aide de Camp to Guyana’s first President. Upon migration to Canada, he returned to teaching, earned his doctorate, and was a provincial education officer in Ontario. 

This anthology of stories compiled, and colloquially aptly entitled, is an interesting autobiographical digest of micro stories and encounters of the author.

The young reader today will find that these stories allegorically provide a moral compass and the inimitable footprints for young people today to study, learn and take example from. The imagery that these stories present are worthy of preservation, as they equally reflect the life’s accomplishments of the writer. They will empathize with the history, the privations, and accomplishments of their fore parents.

These stories are therefore the cave petrography, indelibly carved on the walls of time and historically and anthropologically links the reader of present generation to those of the past. 

Gokarran Sukhdeo BS., MA.

Author and Literary Analyst 

Awarded: Guyana Prize for Literature, 1998.
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1 THE MORNING I PLAYED DEAD


[image: image]


“I told you not to cut grass from Balgobin land,” my father scolded me, as his leather belt met my twelve-year-old bottom on a sunny Friday afternoon. He had just returned from Georgetown, where he went to buy supplies for our grocery store, and had stopped at Manbahal rum shop to tek a few with the chauffeur, Baba, and some of the other passengers. 

When he called me from the vegetable garden where I was watering the vegetables, I noticed that his face was bright red. Daddy’s face was always flushed when he drank, but it was much more flushed than usual. At that time, I thought that it was because he drank too much, but I later learned that the cause was a dangerous mix of alcohol and anger. 

“Where you cut grass from?” he had asked me, his voice quivering.

I immediately stiffened, because he had repeatedly told me not to cut grass from Balgobin’s land. I was trying to decide whether I should lie, but remembered the patch of grass on Balgobin’s land would clearly show that some of it was neatly cut with a grass knife. Besides, our black and white cow was still eating the grass, and a person didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to figure out where the grass came from.

I could not determine whether Daddy was angered or frustrated by my silence, but when he repeated the question, his voice was quite a few decibels louder. I felt obliged to answer, albeit evasively.

“Balgobin got long, long grass on his land, and he don’t have no cow,” I stammered.

“But I tell you over and over again not to cut grass from that man’s land.”

I nodded in acknowledgement, but remained quiet.

“When people don’t hear, they got to feel,” he pronounced. “Go and bring my broad leather,” he ordered.

Daddy was referring to an extra broad leather belt he used to wear with one pair of trousers. He could use the belt only on that pair of trousers—the loops on his other trousers being too narrow for it to pass through, and lately, he had resorted to using it as a disciplinary device. I reluctantly went to the bedroom which he and Ma shared, retrieved the belt, and meekly gave it to him. 

Daddy was usually a kind man, except when his senses were dulled by alcohol or anger and the sharp pain the leather belt caused on my bottom was the result of both. I did not shout or cry. Daddy never punished any of his children in the yard because, as he frequently emphasized, “Our business is our own,” and I was determined not to cry and alert any of our neighbors that I was being punished. 

One of my chores every afternoon was to cut a bundle of grass for our cow. We could not allow the cow to roam free, because of the danger of it going into one of our neighbors’ properties and destroying their vegetable gardens, or the cassava and plantain plants in their farm. The bundle of grass every afternoon was to ensure that it got enough to eat when I brought it in its pen for the night. Lately, I had encountered some problems in locating grass long enough to cut with our grass knife and I remembered the lush grass on Balgobin’s land 

Balgobin does not have a cow, or sheep, or goats, I had rationalized. Why can’t I cut grass from his land? The grass is tall and green, and I can cut a bundle very quickly.  

After I was punished, I acknowledged to myself that I should not have ventured on Balgobin’s land, but I felt that I did not deserve the pain and the humiliation inflicted on me by my father. I firmly believed that I was a good son. Every morning, when it was my turn, because my brother, Jai, and I took turns to care of the cow, I dutifully took the cow out of the pen and tethered it in a spot where there was enough grass for it to graze on. Then I cleaned the pen, and threw the dung in a heap where it was composted before being used as manure for our small, but lush vegetable garden.  I then watered the lettuce, bora, boulangers and other vegetables in the garden, using water from the rain barrel by the side of the house. After that, I showered, ate breakfast, and headed out to school on school-days, where I was considered an excellent student, who almost always placed first in class. I had brooded an entire summer holiday, when Ramesh Mangal, who was a close friend of mine, beat me by two marks and placed first, relegating me to second place. 

I knew my parents loved me and I was deeply hurt, physically and emotionally, that my father had punished me so brutally for what I considered a minor infraction. 

Earlier in the afternoon, Daddy, dressed in his going out clothes, with his new Wilson hat and leather shoes, was walking home from Manbahal’s rum shop, staggering slightly, when Balgobin accosted him as soon as he turned into our yard. Balgobin lived two house lots away and apparently sat on his front steps and waited for my father to come home. He was wearing a dirty khaki trousers and a T-shirt whose color could not be determined because of the layers of dust and mud. An old, floppy Wilson hat, ventilated with moth-created holes, graced his head. The entire village of Canal Number 2 was aware that Balgobin always wore this hat because he was quite bald, although he was still in his forties. 

When he first started wearing the hat, his acquaintances would playfully take off his hat when they greeted him, allowing anyone who was nearby to see the reflection of the sun on his shining bald head. Frustrated and humiliated, he let it be known that he would slap anybody who dared to take off his hat in future. This threat successfully restrained his friends, and his hat remained on his head.

“I tell you to tell your son not to cut grass from my land,” he had told my father. “The long grass full his eye​[1]and he cut the grass I been saving for Balram. You know that he is my wife cousin, and they give me milk every morning. I tell them that I gon keep the grass for them to cut. You want to keep cow, grow your own grass.” 

Balgobin had been staring at Daddy angrily and had not even waited for a response when he had finished his tirade, but turned and stalked off to his home after admonishing my father, who was left angry and speechless.

I envied my two brothers, Kumar and Jai—with whom I shared a bed, the ability to turn and twist as they tried to fall asleep, because the welts in my bottom allowed me to sleep only on my tummy. As my bottom blazed, I wracked my brain to come up with ways to make my father feel sorry for punishing me harshly. Sometime during the night, between sleep and wake, the answer came to me. I will play dead. That would teach Daddy a lesson. He will be sorry when he sees me lying here and thinking that I am dead.

In the morning, I did not get up with my two brothers. I knew that it was Jai’s turn to look after the cow that morning and I slowed down my breathing, and wondered how long it would take someone to look in and see me in the death posture.  I wanted to pee, but not so badly that it made me think of abandoning my plan. 

To my surprise, I could hear everybody in the household going about his or her tasks as if everything was normal. Ma was cooking in the kitchen, and I could hear Daddy hammering something in the yard. The sounds of my two brothers gargling as they brushed their teeth and rinsed their mouth reached me clearly, but I was determined to stick to my plan. 

If I play dead long enough, they have to notice, I told myself, even as my bladder expanded to almost uncontrollable proportions.

I lay still and took shallow breaths, so that my abdomen did not rise and fall with my breathing, hoping that someone would look in and think that I was dead. The minutes passed slowly and I listened intently, hoping to hear somebody come up the steps and look into the bedroom.

Instead, I heard my eldest brother, Kumar shout, “Ma, pass another roti.” 

“And give me some more bora,” Jai requested. By then, my thighs felt damp and my stomach was rumbling, but I maintained my resolve. “Ma, you better give me some roti too,” Jai said.

I wondered if they were doing this for my benefit! Did they know what I was up to?  I was confident that I could bear the hunger for a while longer, but my expanding bladder was becoming a catalyst for weakening my resolve. There were more than just a few drops of liquid on my thighs by this time. I crossed my legs as I endeavored to stop the flow of liquid, but when I heard the sound of the water running as my mother washed the dishes in the sink, I could wait no longer.

I grimaced as I got up, rushed out of the bedroom and out the back door while unbuttoning the fly of my pajamas. I barely made it to the nearest orange tree, leaned against it, and relieved my grateful bladder. My father, somewhat sober by then, was hammering some nails on the gate of the garden fence, and immediately approached me. 

“Balgobin insult me yesterday before I could go into me own house. And he didn’t even give me a chance to explain. That’s why I was angry with you. Don’t cut grass from he land no more. He can eat the grass himself if he want.” 

I recognized that that was the closest my father would come to an apology and felt that no answer was required of me, so I kept quiet and listened to the soothing sound of my urine as it bounced off the tree and trickled to the ground. 

Daddy, too, was silent and waited until the flow of urine ceased before he continued, “Your mom cook roti and fried bora. Go and eat. But wash your hands first,” he added, as he looked down at my hands buttoning my fly.

My mom had already dished out my food when I entered the kitchen, after washing my hands at the rain barrel behind the house.  It seemed as if everybody’s eyes were on me, as I ate like a person who had come back from the dead.
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“I can’t find the ball,” Jairam shouted to Seegol. 

The two friends were playing One tip-two tip, a variation of cricket on the deserted road in front of Jairam’s house on a Saturday afternoon. There were only a few cars in the village and whenever a vehicle approached, they removed their makeshift gear—a garbage can at one end which served as the wicket, and an upturned rusty bucket to mark the bowler’s spot. 

One-tip-two-tip is a game in which you have to run when you hit the ball two times. It was a popular game when only two or three players were available, because batters could be out more easily than in regular games when batters could blot the ball indefinitely.  

Jairam, tall and thin, but with broad shoulders was twelve years old, while chubby Seegol, the same age, was short for his age, and his chubbiness made him look even shorter. Jairam wore a blue T-shirt, which was two sizes too large for him, while Seegol sported a white one, which was torn under both arms. Both were hatless and barefoot.

The two had been friends since they started walking together to Playing Class​[2] in the one primary school in the village. When they were younger, they played marbles, but graduated to cricket when they got older. Instead of the standard cork ball,​[3] which was used in professional cricket, they played with a sponge ball, which was cheaper and safer. Their parents had forbidden them to play with a regular cricket ball, since Basil, an older boy from sixth standard, was hit on the head by a cricket ball and suffered a concussion—according to the doctors at the Public Hospital in Georgetown.

Basil continued to suffer from headaches, so most of the younger boys played exclusively with the softer sponge balls after his accident. Jairam and Seegol often played with some other boys who lived in the area, but on that particular day, none of the boys was available.

Earlier, Jairam had bowled a delivery to Seegol and the ball bounced just before it reached the batter, giving him an opportunity to hit it some distance away in a clump of bushes littered with fallen leaves. After running the length of the makeshift cricket pitch, Seegol joined Jairam in the futile search for the ball, which was their last one. After nearly an hour, they were tired and frustrated­—their shirts wet with sweat. A sponge ball cost eighty-five cents at Inderdai’s store, and neither of them had money to buy another one. Both friends wondered what they should do in the fading late afternoon light and the limited time they had left. 

“The ball done lost,” Seegol observed. “Tomorrow, we can search for it again, but it too early for me to go home. Wha’ we gon do?”

Jairam scratched his head, furiously thinking of something else he could do with his friend. Then he remembered how fascinated he was by the sound their cow made after it was branded by their father the previous day. He had tried to imitate the sounds, but acknowledged that he was unable to, and he admired Seegol’s ability to imitate not only other people’s speech, but also the sounds made by animals, including various birds. He remembered that the brand was still lying outside the cow shed on the ashes of the fire his father had lit. 

“Let we play cow,” he told his friend.

“Wha’ you mean?” Seegol replied, “A cow just eat grass all day. Me mother cook good dahl and roti, and you want me to eat grass.”

“Yesterday, me father brand our cow, and it make a funny sound. Like this! Maaahaaa! —No, I can’t do it.”

“I bet I can,” Seegol boasted. “Remember when I stutter just like Teacher Sugrim. Dhanraj was pissing near cricket pitch, and when I say D...D...Dhanraj, you got n..n..n..no s..s..shame, he cut he piss, and nearly shit he pants?”

Jairam laughed loudly as he remembered the incident. Even Dhanraj, who was the target, had laughed along with the others. Although Jairam admired Seegol’s ability to mimic the sounds of animals, he doubted whether his friend could imitate the sound of a cow after it was branded. 

“I bet you can’t holler like a cow when people brand it,” he challenged.

“I can make any sound that I want. God give me that power,” Seegol boasted, as he stood straighter and put his hands in his pockets.

“All right! Me father left the brand near we cow pen. Leh​[4] we go and I gon​[5] press it against you backside and leh we see if you can holler like our cow when it get brand.”

The two friends went to the cow pen, where Jairam saw his father’s brand lying at the top of some burnt wood. Seeram, proud to show off his skill, got down on all fours, while Jairam grabbed the cold iron, and pressed it against his haunches. 

Jairam expected Seegol to make some sounds, but his friend was strangely quiet. 

“What happen? Cat got yuh tongue?” he asked his friend.

“I didn’t feel nothing.”  

“You didn’t feel the iron because you got yuh pants on.”

Seegol accepted his friends explanation, looked around, and seeing nobody around, dropped his pants and Jairam pressed the  brand against his haunch. 

“Meeeeee!” Seegol screamed. “The iron cold like dog nose.”

“Cow don’t go Meeee. You can talk like some people, and make sounds like some animals, but you can’t holler like a cow when people brand it.”

Seegol angrily replied, “What do you mean? Listen to this.” Seegol made sounds like a kiskadee. 

Even though Jairam knew that it was his friend who made the sound, it sounded so real that he found himself looking up in the trees, searching for a kiskadee. Of course, he didn’t see any, and told his friend, “You hear kiskadee making kiss-ka deee sound many time. How many time you hear cow make sound when people brand it?”

“You right! I hear the sound cow make when they get brand one or two time. But you know me? Lemme think about it and tomorrow you gon see. I gon holler just like cow. I gon come about two o’clock.”

By then, it was quite dark, and Seegol knew that it was time to go home, so he reluctantly parted from his friend. As he walked hesitantly to his home four doors away, he racked his brains to recollect the sound a cow made when it was being branded.  Then he remembered that about two months earlier, he was among a group of boys who were looking on when Heera branded his cow and Seegol tried desperately to duplicate the sounds it made. He played the sounds repeatedly in his mind, until he was sure that he could mimic it. 

God gave me the power to copy any sound animal and people make, he reminded himself. Tomorrow, I gon show Seeram that I got that power. 

To increase his confidence, he practiced the sound quietly that night before he went to bed and was still practicing if just before he fell asleep.

The following morning, as soon as he woke up and before he got out of bed, Seegol started to practice the sounds agai, and as he walked into the kitchen, Seegol
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