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Dedication

For the ancestors

and everything they grew.




Epigraph

‘Without doubt, all kings, O son,

must once behold hell.’

The Mahābhārata
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Main Players

Hansraj Saroop (Hans).

Shweta – His wife.

Krishna – Their son.

Tarak – Their nephew.

Dalton Changoor – A prosperous man.

Marlee Changoor – His wife.

Dolly – Neighbour to Hansraj and Shweta.

Umesh – Her husband, deceased.

Lata – Their daughter.

Mandeep – Tarak’s father. Hansraj’s older brother.

Tansi – His wife, deceased.

Kalawatie & Teeluck – An older couple in the barracks.

Rookmin & Murali – Another older couple.

Niala – Their pregnant daughter.

Sachin – Their son.

White Lady – The barrack dog.

Rudra & Rustam Lakhan – Twins with a bloodstained past.

Bhagran Lakhan – Their father, deceased.

Baig & Robinson – Men under Changoor’s employ.

DSP Badree – A lawman from Bell Village.

Mikey & Dylan – His sons.




I

A Gate to Hell

Sometime in the 1940s, Trinidad

Four boys ventured to the river to perform a blood oath. Two brothers and two cousins. The brothers were twins, both fifteen; the cousins, fourteen and thirteen. They passed around a boning knife, making clean cuts across their palms. The blood bubbled to the surface like their veins were boiling. They let the blood drip into a stolen bottle of cow’s milk. They drank, passing the bottle around until all was gone. Then they hugged each other, a minute at a time, holding on tight as if the world were ending. When it was over, the rains came down so hard that the four boys thought the clouds would fall as well. The force of the water stung the wounds and washed them clean.

‘Gonna have nothin more important than this,’ the twins told the cousins.

The older brother christened their union with a name: Corbeau, for the large vulture, a carrion feeder, a bird that stays alive by seeking the dead.

Why not an ibis? Or a kingfisher? Or a peacock?

Because a corbeau will always be a corbeau, even if it trades its black feathers for a peacock’s. It must eat corpses for breakfast, knowing to savour bowels and maggoty flesh, realising those too are meals fit for kings. For what is a king but one who is nourished by his kingdom? One that circles overhead, making his presence known. A corbeau will always be a corbeau – hated by the world that it will eventually eat.

The youngest boy was reluctant to identify with the scavenger bird until hearing it put like that. He was an only child, frail but uncommonly precocious. Large intelligent eyes. His nose deep in old, crumpled magazines. The frown of an old holy man in these troubling times. Skin so fair that the elders had said it was touched by the goddess Radha. He once had hair like a wild child, a haven of lice. Never wanted it combed. Ruffled it and teased it back out if anyone did.

This boy’s name was Krishna Saroop.

Krishna was from a family of three.

The father, Hans, was in his early thirties. Sunkissed skin. Palms like pressed leather. He had eyes that smiled. The remnants of his marasmic childhood still perceptible. Sometimes his limbs seemed more spindly than they really were. But when he laboured in the canefields, he was as handsome and strong and spirited as the war god Subrahmanya. Worked hard his whole life for a pittance. Enough for a dust of flour from the Chinese merchants, some Bermudez biscuits and a scoop of ghee. And made do with it. For the past year, he’d worked on the Changoor estate, where he built fences and repaired doors and maintained the land. His job description changed every week because he could do everything.

The mother, Shweta, had sunken eyes that made her look as if she were always fighting slumber. A sturdy backbone and skin dark as the tilled earth. A stud on her left nostril to keep her from outside seduction. Always wore simple white cotton dresses that stopped midcalf, her muslin dupatta slung like a sash. When she saw her son in the morning, the flex in her cheeks became prominent. She kept a bandhania garden in a barrel trough. A few tulsi sprouts had inveigled their way in there over time. She let them be – things pushed themselves into life whether you liked them or not. It’d still be dark when she woke up to cook roti at the clay chulha using the firewood that her husband gathered on the weekends. On a good day, she would make pumpkin tarkari. Nothing was ever wasted. All left behind was used as fish bait. Life sprung from detritus. Bright pink lotuses in night soil.

The three lived in a sugarcane estate barrack. These barracks were scattered like half-buried bones across the plain, strewn from their colonial corpse. In their marrow, the ghosts of the indentured. And the offspring of those ghosts. This particular barrack sat by its lonesome, raw and jagged as a yanked tooth in the paragrass-spangled stretch of meadow, beyond the canefield, beyond the rice paddies, the village proper and the sugar mill – in a corner where God had to squint to see. Neighbour to nothing. One donkey-cart ride away from the closest dry goods store.

This, a place of lesser lives. A tangle of wood and iron that seemed to slightly shift shape every time a strong wind galloped over it. There was a communal yard for cooking and drinking and fighting. Inside, five families and five rooms, ten-by-ten-feet. Between each were cracked wooden partitions that didn’t go all the way up. The cold earthen ground. Clothes stitched from old flour bags. Coconut fibre mattresses, permanently depressed, topped with pillows stuffed with sugarcane tassels. The macadam roads here had no names. Only distinguished by the frequency of their fractures.

Here, the snakes’ calls blurred with the primeval hiss of wind through the plants. Picture en plein air, all shades of green soaked with vermilion and red and purple and ochre. Picture what the good people call fever grass, wild caraille, shining bush, timaries, tecomarias, bois gris, bois canot, christophene, chenet, moko, moringa, pommerac, pommecythere, barbadine, barhar. Humanity as ants on the savannah. Picture curry leaves springing into helices; mangroves cross-legged in the decanted swamp; bastions of sugarcane bowing and sprawled even and remote; the spoiled smell of sulphate of ammonia somewhere in there; pink hearts of caladium that beat and bounce between burnt thatches of bird cucumber – all lain like tufts and bristles and pelages upon the back of some buried colossus. The Churchill–Roosevelt Highway sliced that colossus in half. On one side, the belief of bush and burlap and sohari and jute and rattan and thatch and tapia. On the other was Bell Village, the dogma of a new world, howling and preaching steel and diesel and rayon and vinyl and gypsum and triple-glazed glass.

Trinidad had been killed, and now it was to be resurrected.

In Bell, the Presbyterian church stood broad as a gunslinger in a silent face-off with the temple’s kaleidoscope of jhandi flags. A slow, evangelic takeover. Every week, one fewer bamboo pole and one more shilling on the offering plate, brass stained with the blood of Christ. The crucifix and the steeple so dappled in birdshit that they had merged with the mortar. The shadow of the sugar mill black like molasses. Chipped millhouses like firebombed rubble. The silos visible in the distance – tall, domed, phallic. The love children of industrialists and missionaries. England, Canada, Holland, Courland, wherever – you made sure to call them sahib or sir. Though most of them knew now that their time was almost up. Elephants marching to the graveyard.

The schoolhouse was modelled after the church.

Krishna was the only child in the barrack enrolled there. Despised it. They cut his hair. His classmates were all from Bell. Despised them all. Some were Hindu at home but Presbyterian at school. Not him. One cannot be both, is what he thought. You must choose one. Only a fool would spread his soul thin. For Christmas, the Nova Scotia missionaries and their wives brought gifts. To the boy on his right, a toy locomotive. The girl to his left, a Little Traveler’s sewing kit. Her little brother, a Mother Goose colouring book and a packet of jumbo crayons. And for Krishna, a chewed pencil and a Bible, which found good use as wrapping paper for fish.

The teachers wore thick jackets in the hot sun and seemed to become aroused when they put their tamarind whips to use – each one ascribed a Biblical moniker. Gomorrah. Rapture. Revelations. A few children were whipped harder than others, Krishna among them. The boy didn’t know what ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ had to do with him, yet knew the first three stanzas by heart.

He had no friends at school. He was the oldest in his class because of his late start. A small group of his classmates turned the others against him when he gave the girls lice. He was pestered incessantly, the taunting maddening, like a heightening tinnitus. They spread the word that he still lived in a barrack because his grandpa loved rum more than his children. Because nobody in his family could spell their own names. Because none of them could add without using their fingers and toes. They told the class that he drank the same pondwater that the goats squatted in. That spiders nested in his food and cockroaches crawled into his nostrils at night. That he stank of his father’s semen, because his father took his mother in front of him – and that he daydreamed of joining in. It was hard for him to hear those things – as some of them were true.

After school one evening, those same boys from his class kicked him down and took turns spitting on his head. It hadn’t been the first time. But this time, he would not stand for it. He had the bold blood of his companions running through him. Something had gotten into him since then. The promise of a blood oath. Corbeau blood. He pictured himself as the scorned bird. Enough was enough.

And later that evening, while these classmates bathed in the river, he and his companions put dogshit in their shoes. Things escalated from there. They hurled rocks at each other. Skirmished, fists to cheeks, hands to throats. Fought like they had been rivals since the beginning of time.

Krishna enlisted his cousin, Tarak, to get revenge. A tall boy made even taller as he kept his long hair bundled high and bristly, like the crown of a pineapple. He was thin, but a diet of dasheen and cod had lined his body with a tight fibrousness. He had a distinct way of twitching his shoulders like a hound trying to shake its fleas. Krishna was one year younger, but Tarak admired him like he was an elder sibling. They spiked the bullies’ water with Glauber salts. Exploded their bowels. The twins put scorpions in the latrine. Inevitably, someone got stung. Anaphylactic shock.

Tarak was willing to take the fall, but Krishna wanted them to know it was him.

‘That poor boy could’ve died,’ was all the sahib schoolmaster said to Krishna after being told about the bullying.

Even though his father got on his knees and begged the schoolmaster, Krishna was suspended for the rest of the school year. But the schoolmaster, taking pity on the grovelling man, agreed to consider allowing the boy to repeat the standard in September.

Krishna’s mother, after hearing the news, crafted a mala from ixora flowers, lit a wick in a deya and circled it over her son three times while chanting a holy mantra. Made him wear an aranjanam string around his waist for a week in case the boys’ mothers paid a demon to put a hex on him.

Krishna ate dinner by flambeau light, trying to bat away the mosquitoes from his bhaji rice. After sunset, his mother put out the flambeau. The plains were so dark now that he could barely see his own hands. The egrets flew overhead. When the toads quieted, the world outside vanished. There was nothing left to do now but sleep. As he drifted off, he reminded himself:


Don’t let the dreams fool you.

This is your place in this world.

And there is no other world out there but this one.

There is no other body than the one the gods have paired you with.

And there is no other life but the one to which you are bound.
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A Lost Prayer

Late July

The music was still playing when Dalton Changoor vanished into thin air.

Marlee, Dalton’s young wife, had only realised he was gone when the winds swept up the yellow tarp that usually covered his red Chevrolet pickup. The tarp now thrashed, flabellate, between two coconut palms. Against the lightning, it looked like a giant long-winged harrier in descent. The study, where Dalton had left a record of Roaring Lion’s ‘Ugly Woman’ playing, was vacant. As was the porte cochère where he usually kept his pickup parked. Though his sudden absence concerned Marlee, she didn’t let it weigh on her thoughts. That was until she found a note on the kitchen table, written in a hasty scrawl:


Leave the doors locked. I have the spare key with me.

Tell my mother I love her.

P.S. Go to the cherries and untie Brahma.



Dalton owned three German shepherds. Vishnu, Shiva and Brahma. He bought them from a breeder who lived in Sangre Grande. The breeder, a wiry man who looked canine himself, told him to starve the dogs in their early days. It’s for the best, the man said, keeps them hungry, keeps them vicious. Dalton ended up spoiling them fat instead. They were only efficient as sirens. Never gave chase, never dared to bite. But they looked like they would – that’s what mattered. There had been no shortage of prowlers and larceners from the various barracks and settlements lain radial across the plain. Some of them Dalton believed to be kith and kin of past groundsmen.

Whenever he heard the dogs at night, he retrieved a red biscuit tin from under the bed. Inside were firecrackers he purchased whenever he attended a fair. Using a tinderbox, he’d light them and toss them from the window, the bursts of sound like cracks of gunshots. Sent the prowlers scampering and the dogs howling. Despite having a loaded Smith & Wesson revolver in his nightstand drawer, two Colts in the dresser and a Winchester shotgun hidden behind the bedroom closet, the firecrackers remained his preference. Saved bullets that way.

Marlee had never been fond of the dogs. They’d been there longer than she had, and they were keenly aware of it. On the day she arrived, five years ago, the German shepherds lay bundled as a trio of necks on the foot of the porch, watching as Dalton pulled up to the porte cochère that extended from the side of the house. They snarled and barked until their nostrils expelled mucus. One of them made a move to snap at her. After all this, they had never warmed to her. And never would.

It was strange how much life could change in five years. Five days. Five seconds. How they had met was a secret to the world. All was past and prologue – and she was thankful that Dalton never reminded her of it. She gathered that a man so nonchalant about his spouse’s past was a man who wished others could feel the same about his. Back then, her hair was a long, braided rope. Her skin light brown as the throat of a forest flood. Eyes bright and soft as misted stars. The misery of ethnicity did not seem to concern her – not even she knew exactly which ancestral spotlight to stand beneath. She was no older than seventeen when she met Dalton, who was more than twenty years her senior.

He thought she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Something classical and gothic about her as a Botticelli belle. Darkly angelic, as if her presence should be accompanied by a canticle. He, on the other hand, had a face that looked like a wine bottle had been smashed into it. A gangly, greasy man. Sharp, cutting features. Aquiline nose. Sinuses always stuffed. A small brown naevus in his left eye, as if his iris had splintered. If you saw his silhouette in the twilight, you might have mistaken him for a scarecrow come to life. Children would’ve snickered at his appearance if they weren’t aware of his money. Fiend money. Was easy to think of him as a fiend if it weren’t for his fair skin, almost Kashmiri. People thought twice before swindling a sahib.

Marlee decided that she’d wait until morning to check on Brahma. Dalton usually carried a leash with him if he ever went down the hill to the Surinam cherry orchard. The area was fenced so the dogs couldn’t venture there on their own. Surinam cherries were poisonous to dogs, and so Dalton tied them to a wooden stake when he was down there with one. He must have forgotten to undo Brahma that night. As eccentric as her husband was, he took sedulous care of those dogs. To relinquish such a chief responsibility to her was unheard of. And if he expected her to venture out into a storm just to unleash a hound, then he must have truly lost it.

When Dalton first brought her here, she was surprised at how far removed it was from the village. For at least a mile and a half in each direction, there was nothing but road and woodland and the odd shack filled with rumours. The row of electrical poles leading up the undulating roadside seemed only to supply this house. The house, a cage locked in a vault of boscage.

Before they were married, she had questioned his business. His answers always came in the form of gifts – linens, sandals, bangles, skirts, rouge. His business was his business. There were very few people that he trusted. He told her that he’d fired all of the house staff two years before she’d met him. The chef, the chauffeur, the housekeeper, everybody. They weren’t to be trusted, he said. He hired three new men to tend to the grounds and to the crops, but they were to never set foot inside his house.

He told her that he’d inherited the land from his father. And his father from his. He imported crates of furniture, artwork, ornaments and tapestries from India and England. The arable land and crops yielded profits – Marlee was certain. But the kind of money that Dalton brought in seemed flecked with blood. He was involved in criminality; it was the only explanation. His secrets insidious, his soul scripted to perdition. The principles of the underworld shift all the time. That is its nature. Every faction sets up its own morals. Every god breaks its own rules. A spinning wheel, where everything comes back to the beginning, sooner or later. If he was willing to be a spoke in that wheel, Dalton had to know that he was going to have to pay for his sins one day.

She let the record play again, made Ceylon tea and listened to the storm. There was something scary and fantastic and exciting as the lightning seemed to creep through the window. As if God was reaching out to her. As if to answer some lost prayer.

* * *

The morning after the note, Marlee went downstairs to prepare breakfast. Dalton wasn’t there – usually, he would be at the kitchen table with his bifocals, skimming the newspaper. He brewed his own coffee and drank until his nerves were shot. Preferred imported arabica to the locally grown robusta. Marlee maintained the house, did the washing, the folding, the sweeping, the dusting, the chopping, the cooking, the baking. Did it for her own sake, at least. There were never any guests, soirees, coffee klatches, birthday parties. The living room, kitchen, bedrooms, the wainscotted staircase only held memories of them both. Because of this, the house always felt like some concealed shrine.

The wordless stillness of the house now made the gloom of the air more apparent. Its silence holy and eerie. For most of the day, she was a ghost roaming a haunted manor. If he wasn’t in the kitchen, perhaps he was in the outhouse – a single-roomed shed that he had fashioned into some sort of strange sanctum.

A nymphaeum that held nothing but a giant oil painting of a Chinese goddess.

He made it clear – she was never to enter unless he was there too. As if she were too profane for it. The goddess, like the dogs, had been there before her. The goddess, draped in lavender and topped with a phoenix crown, was surrounded by four jade maidens and giant messenger bluebirds.

Marlee very slowly turned the knob, tipping the door open. Dust wafted like snowfall within the dim, tomblike room. Dalton was not there. The goddess and her maidens glared at her sternly as if she had interrupted some invocation. It was only recently that Dalton had shared the goddess’s name with Marlee.

Xi Wang Mu, Queen Mother of the West.

One day, he admitted that his mother’s soul had been absorbed by the painting and spoke to him through the canvas. She also learnt that the apparition had once been impressed with her and even suggested his marriage to her. But no more. His mother now saw Marlee as a liar and a charlatan. That woman simply isn’t devoted, Dalton. He confessed that there was little he could do to change his mother’s mind. All of this he had divulged unprovoked.

Marlee married Dalton, knowing he was unsound of mind – but his condition had significantly worsened over the past five years. Paranoia, dementia, monomania – she wasn’t sure how to describe it. He had rooms with towers of newspapers and magazines and boxes and all sorts of ephemera. Flew into rages at the slightest mention of tidying those rooms. The house itself was a hodgepodge of things foreign and colonial and postcolonial and antebellum and pretty and gold and red and scintillating. It was ungainly and disgusting, just like him.

The note about the spare key was still on the table.

It was only then Marlee remembered Brahma.

Still in her cotton nightgown, she slipped on her outdoor shoes. The tarp now hung flaccidly in a yellow grin from the coconut boughs. The land was wet but up on the hill, flooding was never a problem. Downhill, where the cherry orchard was located, a rivulet fed a pond a short distance away. The rivulet had gotten hungry over the years and each time it rained, it engorged. Ate the land around it. It was bad for the cherries, and so Dalton grew them only for personal enjoyment.

A small stone stairway was cut into the hill. Only two steps down and Marlee could see how damaged the land had become. The river had indeed widened, the soil scarred with muddy rills. Her hand went straight to her mouth when she noticed the wooden stake. The attached leash, taut, led downward into the still-rumbling river. She took slow steps until she came to the edge, where she could see the dog attached to the other end.

A bloated ball of sinew and fur.

Brahma must have slipped down the embankment. The river was climbing to meet him, growling like some predatory animal.

Marlee turned around to see Vishnu and Shiva behind her. Their faces didn’t show it, but she could hear their growls. Wasn’t me who killed your brother, she wanted to tell them. She went to the steps and whistled for them to follow, but neither obeyed.

On her way back to the house, she pondered her own feelings about the dead dog. There was no sadness. Surely, this was not her doing. It was not her who forgot to untie the dog, and certainly, she was not to be expected to brave a late-night thunderstorm to make up for its owner’s carelessness.

She returned to the house, where the crapaudback pumpkin patch and avocado trees came into view. She called his name. No response. At the empty homestead, she called again. Again, nothing. With that, she returned to the kitchen, made Ceylon tea. She would usually sit on the porch to drink but that morning, she took it to Dalton’s shrine. Left the door open, sat cross-legged on the dusty floor and sipped, staring Xi Wang Mu right in the eyes. The goddess stared back. Both in silent judgement of each other.

When she was done, she went to the stairs of the porch, arms outstretched to the sun. Ahead was a fenced patch of land, once used as a paddock and recently converted into a small playing field. Dalton had prepared it for the children of Bell Village. Didn’t make much sense to her – him opening his gates to a bunch of little strangers. During the last county fair, after much deliberation, he stepped onto the podium and announced it to the village. All under the guise of giving back – though Marlee was suspicious. From the end of the school year to the beginning of the next, all children were welcome. He wanted them to use the paddock for sport.

He set up a radio he’d bought from the Rediffusion company. Then toys, which he packed into a chest. Miniature dollhouses, plastic soldiers, slinky springs, dimestore comic books. He had his three main workers prepare the dusty course of a cricket pitch in the middle of the paddock, bought willow-wood cricket bats, smoothed with linseed oil, and a crate of cork balls. Now there was no longer the need to forage for a coconut branch and baby shaddocks to play the game.

The children arrived in droves. Wild shadows dancing under the afternoon sun. To them, the house stood as tall as the range, the front topped with three steep eaves, an ethereal sunburst atop the middle spire. The sides were of simple fenestration with the exception of two Demerara windows that always made it appear as if the house were peeking out with half-opened eyes. They were only allowed to enter the first room to the left of the foyer. They were, under no circumstances, to venture past the staircase. Upon entrance, greeting them was a triptych portrait. Paradise, earthliness and, finally, apocalypse. In the details were creatures and expressions cryptic and wonderful. It lay open like some mystical book, a butterfly in an abandoned church. Despite its ornate fretwork and fanlights and craftsmanship that teetered between Mughal and Art Deco, there was something intangible and sad about the Changoor house – as if it solely existed to recall greater times of heritage. Like a general of the vanguard, felled in battle, still adorned in his military emblems.

The room to the left was bright, immediately visible. Inside were goose-feather cushions strewn across a floral velveteen rug. A small, round table set up with a centrepiece of poinsettias flanked by two carnival glass bowls. One with cut guavas, the other with carambolas. The mahogany stand at the end of the room like a king before its loyal subjects. Its crown, the box radio prattling the words of Abbott and Costello.

Vinyls were stacked on a stand. A royal flush of big band and jazz and calypso. Glenn Miller and Benny Goodman. The crooning of Vera Lynn and Dorothy Lamour. The brass of Atilla the Hun, Roaring Lion and Lord Invader. Songs about the poor, the heartbroken, the departed. About the American soldiers stationed in north Trinidad. And about all the local girls who loved them.

Marlee had no part to play in this invitation, though she was aware that many believed Dalton had done all of this for her. It rattled him how she couldn’t bear children for him – and he had once called her as dry as the Atacama. But she believed it was the opposite – it was he who couldn’t accomplish the deed. If he couldn’t have his own children, he would treat others’ children as his own, he’d said to her. Said that his mother told him it was the right thing to do. Marlee was greatly worried by this sentiment. If his sense of the right thing to do came from a possessed painting – then in actuality, there was no sense of the right thing to do. There was no sense at all! Recently, she’d wondered if the painting had commanded him to fire all of the house staff. Now she knew. Then again, had Dalton ever done anything to suggest he was sane?

She had begun to notice an odd habit he’d taken up with the children. He would come into the recreation room in the middle of the radio shows, hay sprouting from his boots, tracking mud on the herringbone tiles. Asked children their names, their parents’ names, their birth dates. His face uncomfortably close to theirs, grinning and staring unblinkingly into their eyes. As if searching for their soul.

As if waiting for a sign.

Two weeks later, he told Marlee that he had looked into a boy’s eyes and seen the devil. No firecrackers and tinderbox this time. He opened the nightstand drawer, got the Smith & Wesson. Came outside to the grounds, held the gun up to the sky, fired two bullets and screamed, Back to Hades with you! The children scattered, carrying the horror and confusion back to the village. A gate to hell has opened up, were his words while the gun was still smoking.

This singular act of psychosis was eventually chalked up to be a product of stress. That was the word many used to describe it. A few claimed that he fired the gun because a damn barrack child must’ve stolen something – and good for him! You give an inch, and they take a mile! But everyone could agree on one thing – the Changoors had a different type of blood running through their veins. Blue blood. They weren’t like everyone else. The people of Bell had always questioned Dalton’s wealth, though only in the form of idle gossip. The theories never ending. His money soaked and baptised in pure evil. Which evil – the dockyard drug lords, the contrabandistas beyond the Gulf, a bacoo spirit from the Burro Burro River down in Guyana – no one could say for sure. Two weeks back, his business was his business, nobody wanted to know.

But people always hummed a different tune when children were involved. Now, the villagers stood fastidious. United like a council. All faiths condemned the man. The Christians likened him to Judas Iscariot, who stole from the money box, long apostate before betraying Jesus. And the Hindus compared him to the Ayodhyan Prince that shot Shravan Kumar, a poor boy who he’d mistaken for an animal. Shravan had forgiven the prince before he died. They were told: Men like Dalton Changoor, in their hearts, believed that all those below him were animals. Dalton was no prince. He was just a man. And so, the devotees were asked: would you forgive a man for mistaking your child for an animal?

After that week, nobody wanted their children to have anything more to do with the Changoors. They would still nod at him. Still welcome him to hand out prizes at the Maypole. But his reputation was forever tarnished. Marlee felt deep shame to be the wife of a lunatic – to have his instability cast into the public eye. The nights of the week before he disappeared, he took long walks into the forest, lost himself gazing at the night sky. In the hours surrounding midnight, he sometimes walked to the front gate and into the road as if expecting visitors.

Dalton’s accelerated flightiness since that day made her nervous. He no longer took to the bed – instead he slept on the floor and moaned at phantoms in his head. Slept with a dagger. Not just any dagger, but an SS honour dagger, scabbard burnished with black, some quote in German along the axis of the blade. He was the kind of man who could get such a thing. Usually kept it in a glass case, but now it was under his pillow. He said the blade was infused with the demon magic of the Third Reich. Now the dagger was missing as well – wherever he’d vanished, he’d taken it with him.

Marlee eavesdropped on his final conversation with the painting – blubbering to his mother that the village still held him in disdain. That the devil was coming to get him. And that it might already be too late. That he would no longer be able to buy her a flower-eyed grandchild from Bell – a child who would have become the true heir to the Changoor estate.
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A Creature as Dumb as This

The three workers arrived at 8 a.m.: Baig, Robinson and Hans. Baig was part-time. Worked in the boilers at the sugar factory and was only scheduled to be at the farm three times a week. His hair sparse with growth, tucked under a tweed scally cap. He worked the crops. Weeding, pruning, taking care of the fungus and fruit flies. A boisterous man with no filter.

Robinson did the tilling, irrigation, mulching. He’d retired from his old job as a machinist and enjoyed the solace of the farm. He had a pickup of his own and often ran the errands. Seedlings, fertilisers, iron nails, plywood, dry goods, haberdashery, he knew where to get them. A wide-brimmed sun hat shaded his eyes, crimped his wavy, ash-hued hair. He was tall, his features sharp like a stray cat’s. Spoke with a samaan tree baritone. Always had his sleeves rolled up to his elbows, his forearms rippling with muscle. Baig frequently remarked on his neat manner of dress and that more Black men should take as much pride in their appearance as he did. Robinson never entertained such remarks.

Hans was the most visible worker of the three. Marlee often lost herself gawking at him. He was fit. Rugged in all the right places. She was infatuated. That he’d spent his entire life in a barrack was a shame – but he never had that aura of filth like the other people from such a life. She had no person she considered to be a real friend and, in Hans, sensed something kindred. Something beyond lifestyle and customs.

She told the workers that Dalton had urgent business to attend to. Wasn’t a lie, according to his note. It seemed simpler to say this than mention the note. Despite him being their boss, she didn’t want them thinking too hard about Dalton. Telling people anything before knowing the full story herself wasn’t smart. At the same time, she thought to let them discover Brahma on their own – but ultimately decided against it. She directed Hans to the coconut trees to remove the tarp. Then told Baig and Robinson about the dog. When she led them down to the cherry orchard, the wind had already started to whiff the smell of decomposition into the humid air.

‘A damn shame,’ said Baig, arms akimbo. ‘Aint that right, pardner? A damn shame.’

‘Which one that be?’ asked Robinson, going for the rope.

‘Like you could tell which damn dog is which.’ Baig laughed.

‘Look like Brahma to me.’

Marlee took a step back from the rope, giving a nod.

‘How you could tell?’ asked Baig, genuinely curious.

‘Brahma is the only one that have that ring of black round the neck.’

Baig nodded. ‘What the hell happen here anyhow? The boss forget to untie the dog? Had to be for it to end up in a state like this.’

Robinson’s veins surfaced as he pulled the dog up.

‘It was an accident,’ was all Marlee could muster, her attention on the rope.

‘A damn unlucky accident. A sin, almost.’

Marlee to Baig, ‘I’d appreciate you not saying anything about it. Mr Changoor doesn’t know about it yet, and I want to be the one to inform him.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Baig to Robinson now, ‘Hear that, Robinson? Don’t go runnin your mouth.’

Marlee tipped her chin. ‘Help him, Baig.’

Baig, nonchalantly, ‘Need help there, pardner?’

‘No, sir.’ With one final tug, Robinson pulled the dog’s body onto land with the vigour of a bluejacket bringing up an anchor. The rigor mortis long set in. Mouth wide open, tongue lolling out the side. The stench unbearable now. Muck water osmosed into rancid flesh. The dog’s face had drooped to the point where its features had lost their symmetry. The three pinched their noses.

‘You want me to bury him, Mrs Changoor?’ asked Robinson.

‘Yes, please do that.’ Marlee pointed to a spot of earth far from the cherry trees. ‘You are a saint, Robinson.’

Robinson hesitated. ‘A foot too close to the water. Mind if I go further up?’

‘Whatever is best.’ The smell, now close to making her eyes water, overpowered everything else. She couldn’t look at the dog any more.

‘I gon head up, grab a shovel,’ said Baig, eager to escape the stench as well.

‘A bag too. A big one, you hear?’ Robinson said. When Baig went up, Robinson turned to Marlee. ‘You want to say something for the hound, Mrs Changoor?’

She squinted. ‘Something? Like what?’

‘Just some words. A prayer would be appropriate.’ He paused, looking at the dog’s deformed face. ‘Seem only right.’

Marlee, at a loss for words, shook her head.

An awkward silence before he felt compelled to ask, ‘Mind if I say something then, ma’am?’

Marlee’s eyes fluttered. ‘By all means.’

He bowed his head. ‘All things bright and beautiful. All creatures great and small. All things wise and wonderful. Jesus, thank you for them all. Rest in peace.’

‘Rest in peace,’ repeated Marlee.

Baig returned with the shovel and bag and helped Robinson slip the dog in. As Robinson began digging, Marlee asked, ‘Mind if I leave? The smell, I can’t . . .’

‘I’ll take care of it, ma’am.’

Halfway up the steps, she noticed Baig following her. She turned around. ‘Stay down there with him in case he needs help.’

Baig twisted his mouth. ‘Right.’

Back at the field, Hans was done taking down the tarp. He rolled a spare tyre over it to keep it in place. Wiped his hands on his trousers as he walked up to Marlee. ‘Baig was tellin me about the dog.’

Marlee rubbed her forehead. ‘I hope that idiot doesn’t go tattling.’ Then with clasped hands, ‘Would you mind keeping this to yourself, Hans? At least until I have the chance to tell Mr Changoor about it. You know he’s been under a lot of stress lately, and how much he treasures those dogs.’

Hans nodded. ‘I understand, Mrs Changoor.’ Had to keep his eyes from straying to the swell of flesh exposed at her collar. ‘And what bout you? Any stress? I mean, any stress aside from this mornin. The way Baig was talking, he make it sound like a bad dream. Aint nothin a lady should lay her eyes on.’

‘It’s only you who asks me these things, Hans.’ She smiled, bit her lower lip and gave him a playful shove on the shoulder. ‘Even bad dreams come to an end.’

With a twinkle in his eye, ‘Good dreams too.’

‘Unfortunately.’ She stood closer to him. He was tall enough for his collar to cradle her chin. ‘I expect it to cast a shadow on the rest of my day, to tell you the truth. I may go inside to take a nap.’

Hans gazing at the sky. ‘Don’t worry bout them dogs. We gon see bout the other two.’

‘You’re a godsend.’ Her eyes lingering on the sweat beading at his collar.

‘Should we keep a lookout for Mr Changoor?’

She nodded several times. ‘Yes, yes. Please do. He wasn’t clear on whether he was returning by midday or this evening.’

‘That there is a busy man.’

‘Quite,’ she said, feigning a smile.

* * *

Night fell. The crescent moon like a shimmering sickle above the land. Dalton still hadn’t returned. Marlee reflected on his last conversation with the painting – what did he mean when he said that the devil had returned? Who was the devil? An underworld rival? An old nemesis? The Ghost of Christmas Past? She paced the kitchen, feeling gradually more and more weightless. Turned to the clock. A whole day had passed since Dalton’s departure and still no word. The questions in a frenetic dance in her head.

Where the hell was he? Why had he left in such a hurry? Was he with another woman? It wasn’t her first time entertaining the latter thought, but it had always seemed improbable. Something was off with him when it came to women. He spoke of alcohol and contraband tobacco and exotic wild meats and other earthly delights, but never of former lovers. She suspected him of being a virgin when they had met – even though he was close to his forties. He had the habit of picking his skin, so he had scabs on his shoulders and chest, and because of this, he always kept his shirt on during the act. Maybe if he had talked to her about this habit then she would’ve had historical context. Without conversation, it could never be anything more than grotesquerie.

The most important question now: was Dalton Changoor dead?

It filled her with dread to think about it. Not for his sake, but hers. If something had come for him, it was only a matter of time before it would get to her as well. The shadows never discriminate.

Behind that dread was the nascent sense of a silver lining, like this same slivered moon in the dark night. Was she free of him now? She once tried to love him but ended up only loving what he owned – and what she hoped would be hers as well. The thought made her anxious and feverish and giddy. But what if he wasn’t dead? What if he were out there bleeding, waiting for a rescue team? She wondered, how would a wife’s actions be construed were she to not report her husband’s absence? He did leave a note. She’d have to report it, just not now. But then what? Return to a life governed by a painting? If he was indeed in trouble, he’d know how to get out of it. Or maybe not. Who knew what would be his fate? Only God could tell. And maybe it was best to wait until God was willing to tell.

She climbed into bed and pulled the blanket over her feet.

* * *

The howling woke her up. She reached for the red biscuit tin and tinderbox, set them on the nightstand. Parted the drapes, looked outside. The grounds illuminated with phantasmal moonlight. Something odd and anomalous in the distance, sticking out from the branches of an old mango tree. At first, she believed it to be an owl. But it was too big to be an owl.

Whatever it was – it was moving upwards now. A strange feeling budded in her. A humming in the flesh, like a thousand cicadas were trilling inside her bones. Slow, deliberate movements like a wolf spider as it crept up the tree. Kept moving until it reached the very top. She couldn’t make out the figure – it was all shadow – but whatever it was, it was balancing on the topmost branch, like an angel atop a Christmas tree. The dogs still howling, hidden in the shadows of the boughs.

She lit a firecracker and tossed it out of the window. The sharp burst sent the dogs running. Sent the bats flying. But the figure did not budge. The Smith & Wesson was in the nightstand drawer, already loaded in case of a last resort. Because a last resort rarely gives you the courage to hold a bullet without dropping it. She made sure the safety was off before stuffing it under her pillow, but she needed another weapon. One that she could swing. She went into the kitchen and found an empty wine bottle below the sink. With one great arc, the thick base could brain a bodybuilder.

When she returned to the window, the figure was gone.

But whatever silver lining there may have been was obscured now. Surfacing now was a grave feeling of melancholy, like some dark zone had begun to swallow up the Northern Range. And it was slowly making its way to her, where she lived, where she slept. If Dalton was dead, who killed him? For what reason – or did it even matter? Money? He kept a large sum in a padlocked iron box. He had even more with Western Union and Barclays. Revenge? Revenge is inherited, and she was the heiress to it all.

Every half hour until sunrise, she got up to check the window. Nothing each time. She began to wonder if she’d seen anything in the first place. Maybe she was just paranoid. In the daylight, there was nothing there. She made Ceylon tea, went to the porch. Vishnu trotted up to her. She could see Shiva in the middle of the grounds, on his side. Nervous, she whistled for the dog’s attention.

But there was no reply.

Snapped her fingers and called its name. Nothing.

There is usually the moment at the betokening of horror, where one simultaneously accepts and rejects it. Where two worlds blend into one. The gradient of the shadow where light and dark meet, where time slows and hope cowers. A closing slit in the deep promise of pessimism. Where a long-sick child on a bed has croaked and wheezed themself to sleep – or something deeper than sleep. The long silence that follows. That silence came for Marlee, and in that silence was the promise of coming darkness.

She set the tea down on the white rattan table, sat upright for a pensive half minute, knowing better than to snap her fingers once more. Forced herself to get up and walked to the lying dog, its brother trailing behind. Before she could see its face, that same smell of decomposition hit her.

The dog had ejected the watery contents of its entire gut. The fur on its rear and tail were matted with it. A long, broken trail of it on the grass. Somebody had poisoned this dog.

She ran into the house and locked the door before realising that the workmen were soon scheduled to arrive. Kept a lookout from the bedroom window. Thankfully, it took only a matter of minutes until a pickup pulled up at the gate. Robinson and Hans. When Marlee came up to them, they looked at her with aged weariness in their eyes. She led them to the dead dog.

Hans knelt beside it to inspect it. ‘What happen here?’

Marlee kept her distance because of the smell. ‘I woke up, found him like this.’

He stroked its ears as if it were his own. A long pause before Marlee uttered, ‘I think somebody—’

‘Christ in heaven, my brain jump out my head,’ Robinson muttered suddenly.

She paused. ‘What do you mean?’

‘When I bury Brahma, I didn’t think to whistle them damn dogs back up. I left them there. Them dogs aint accustom going down there like that.’

Hans covered his mouth, in shock.

Marlee narrowed her eyes, overwhelmed. ‘What are you talking about, Robinson?’

‘Apologies, ma’am. I’m saying I shoulda clear that area up before leaving. Now look and what gone and happen.’

Hans got up. ‘He sayin that the dog probably eat the cherries.’

Robinson turned to Vishnu and then uttered in a worrisome tone, ‘I wonder if this other fella was foolish enough to do the same thing. God have mercy!’

Marlee’s eyes fluttered. ‘The Surinam cherries did this?’

Robinson explained, ‘Them cherries does kill dogs. One or two, no. But a handful is serious problems. The dog bowels done blow up there. Is like senna tea for them, but worse. Much worse. I know a fella from church. Drink a whole case of senna tea. Dead on the floor, you know!’ He got on his feet. ‘Mrs Changoor, if you don’t mind me sayin so, I think you need to watch yourself. Bad luck is one thing. But it look like somebody put the maljeaux on you. We should ask Reverend Kissoon for a blessing.’

‘Is nobody fault,’ Hans said, scratching his head. ‘Right?’ As if he himself needed convincing.

Marlee pursed her lips, wary of the consolation that this was yet another accidental death. A mirage of hope in the quickly gathering darkness. She didn’t want to fool herself. Or else she would be no different from this dog, having shat itself to death.

Robinson in a resigned tone, ‘Suppose I gonna have to bury this one too then.’

‘I’m sorry. I know it’s early . . .’

‘You should say a nice word for this one then,’ he said sternly.

The smell was getting to Marlee now. It was worse this time. ‘I’m sorry . . . That smell . . .’

‘The Missus should get outta here,’ Hans said. ‘This aint no sight to see.’

Robinson kept up his tone. ‘If something living with you suddenly departs from this earth, that’s a piece of you that’s gone. That’s how I think bout it. So, I think is only right to give it the time and say something. Even for a creature as dumb as this.’

She held her breath. ‘You’re right. I’ll give it the time, Robinson. Just not now.’

* * *

At the end of the week, there was still no word from Dalton. His absence caused concern among the workers as Friday was the day they received their week’s wages. Usually, Dalton kept a tasksheet and based the stipend on the quantity and type of work done. Marlee had done no such thing. She felt embarrassed, almost betrayed, when Baig brought it up. Why didn’t they inform her? Because it wasn’t their job to inform her, she reminded herself. That would’ve been her husband’s job. For a second, she contemplated telling the truth, that he had gone missing, disappeared with only a cryptic note. But the lie came to her at the same time.

Dalton had left for Georgetown, she said. He was seeking out investors in Guyana – investors for what? She wasn’t sure. Those were his words – she was always careful to reiterate that. His words. He’d meant to return in the morning but was delayed. She couldn’t come up with a reason why and so left it at that. She had no idea what the usual stipend was for each worker, and though she was ashamed to ask, she had no choice. She believed Robinson and Hans told the truth. However, the number that Baig claimed was greater than Robinson’s and Hans’s combined. Nevertheless, she paid him. His astonished smirk gave away the sham.

As he pocketed his pay, he asked her, ‘The boss went by boat or by plane?’

‘To Guyana?’ A pause. ‘Flight. Mr Changoor has his way of chartering flights.’

‘He leave on the Tuesday, you say?’

‘Tuesday night, yes,’ she quickly replied, before steering the conversation elsewhere. ‘I wanted to wire him about Brahma but changed my mind at the last minute. I thought it would be best for him to find out when he comes back. He doesn’t need to have something like that on his mind while he’s over there. He already has so much on his plate.’

‘When you think he gonna be back?’

‘In a week. Maybe . . . two?’ She answered as if it were a question.

‘Just be careful, ma’am.’ Baig nodded, before meeting the others at the gate.

Overhead, a flock of birds flew past, followed by a cold updraught. ‘Swifts,’ Robinson said aloud, his eyes upturned to the clouds. ‘When you see swifts flyin like that, you know the big rain comin.’ Turned to Hans. ‘Your place holdin down good in this season?’

Hans nodded. ‘I doin some fixes. Goin to that new store to get some things.’

‘Salloum’s?’ Robinson asked.

‘Hans, while you down there,’ said Baig, ‘tell the damn bank to approve my loan. They treatin me like I livin in a barrack.’

‘Ignore this fool, Hans,’ Robinson said, getting into his pickup. ‘Hop in. I could get you to Salloum’s.’

Baig scoffed. ‘Robbie, you know you gonna smash up your vehicle goin down that buss-up road that Hans livin down.’

Hans shook his head, looked at the sky. ‘Me and my boy was gonna walk down there.’

‘You sure?’ Robinson turned the key and the engine rumbled.

‘Don’t worry bout we. Is a twenty-minute walk.’

‘And a two-hour swim,’ Baig quipped.

Hans laughed. ‘The boy have to learn to swim sometime.’

Baig glanced at the house. ‘You think the Missus could swim?’

‘Get the Missus outta your mind,’ Robinson said over the purr of the engine.

Baig laughed. ‘Hans, you givin her swimmin lessons?’

Hans didn’t pretend to smile. ‘What you talkin bout?’

‘You lyin if you say you aint want to see the Missus in a two-piece. I’d pay a pretty penny for that, I tellin you.’ He whistled.

‘Your mouth gonna get you in trouble, Baig,’ Hans said, shaking his head.

‘Only with Robbie. Robbie aint never covet another woman in he whole life—’

‘Enjoy your weekend, Mr Baig!’ Robinson cut him off. ‘Be safe, Hans.’ Then stepped on the gas.

* * *

In the night, a loud racket came from downstairs. Even through the clatter of rain, she heard it clear. A continuous rapping. Someone, or something, banging at the front door. She gripped onto the balustrade that shouldered the staircase, heart racing as the banging persisted. Then turned around and returned to the bedroom, making as little noise as possible. Lifted her pillow and rested her palm upon Dalton’s gun.

Vishnu had a tendency to bump his head into things. The dog was going blind, which made Marlee a little nervous. She couldn’t depend on Vishnu to sound the alarm. The damn dog was of no use to her bumbling about the porch and getting its head stuck between the wooden spindles. But this was too loud to be a dog.

There was someone out there.

At night, the lights of the house called attention to itself. Like the noctilucae of a secluded river. It all looked like something out of a dark fairy tale. Past a certain point on the grounds, there was a significant cleft between the light and dark. A point where the dark opened up like a whale’s mouth. Where Marlee had come from, there was always something happening in the night. The echoes of a drunkard stumbling into the street. The distant washing of the sea. The echoes of affronted dogs. Cats leaping, knocking over garbage lids.

Dalton always had records playing at night. He never snapped his fingers, never danced to any of it. Marlee supposed he kept the music on for greater reasons than enjoyment. It made the house feel more populated than it was. Perhaps, she thought, he was also aware of how isolated they were. When the music came off, the silence that followed was jarring and immediate. There would be the toads and the crickets and the cicadas and the tak tak tak tak of anole lizards – all a reminder of how far they were from another human soul.

She peered out of the upstairs window. Through the blanket of rain, the porch, where he usually parked his pickup, was still in view. Still empty. She sat at her vanity, the banging downstairs getting louder and louder. The mirror showed a haggard face – eyes sunken, jaw heavy with worry. She combed her hair to calm herself. Then the banging stopped.

But there was something else now.

A light creaking. Even through the rain, she heard it.

The brush fell from her hand and the fear rose up, clutched her throat.

She paced downstairs, gun in hand. Nearly jumped out of her skin when she saw it – the door open, wavering slightly as if it had just been tampered with. Had it been open this whole time? The sound of the banging – was it the wind rattling it against its frame? Sometimes only a modicum of force can evaluate the difference between open and closed. In and out. Life and death.

She kept a cat’s stare at it for a full minute, until she was suddenly reminded of the gothic allure of the night. The crickets in tandem with the toads. The stars and the clouds and the rain and the moon and all the secrets hidden in the darkness that the Northern Range overlooked. All seeming in harmony with itself. But step outside and the wolves were waiting.

She crept towards the door, each step feeling like the ground could give way. Like the very foundation that she stood on could betray her at any second. Even if that happened, she thought, she had to keep going forward. When she got to the porch, her heart jumped.

A figure in the corner.

Vishnu, his big panting mouth curved into a silly smile. The loud wind swept the rain onto the porch. Just as she half turned to the door, she noticed something on the white rattan mini-table.

A shoebox. She took it inside, locked the door. Set it on the table, hesitating to open it. Poured herself a glass of cherry brandy, downed it in one gulp. She opened the box and the blood rushed from her head.

She went pale. Nearly fainted when she saw it.

A dead rat, freshly killed. A dark depression on the side of its abdomen where it was struck. Mouth open like it had just released its final squeak. Below, a note. She gagged, pinched the end of the paper with trembling fingers. In capital letters in childish scrawl:


$3000. MONDAY. 4 A.M. NO. 4 BRIDGE.

TELL AND U DIE. WE R WATCHING!



That same betokening of horror came upon her then. That deep promise of pessimism. She had to reread the note three or four more times before the words could have any semblance of sense. Even when she could put them together, it took her a full minute to accept that it was real. When the questions came, she had to sit, her eyes flicking between the note and the dead rat. A warning of a coming plague. She was shaking – but strangely, the fear had seemed so distant. She now knew that whatever it was, it was coming.

It was already here – at her doorstep.

Now she had to stare it in the eye. Was the note meant for her or for Dalton? Was it a ransom note? Did this mean Dalton had been kidnapped? Were they really watching? Where were they watching from? Was he dead? Alive? Was the money in exchange for his release? In exchange for her life? Would they leave her alone once they got it? And most of all . . .

. . . what would happen if she didn’t care to pay?
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A Family Store

Krishna, Tarak and Hans made their way along the macadam road to the train tracks, where children usually teetered, picking daisies and feeding them to the cows. Where the tracks ran perpendicular to the river, they served as diving platforms. There was nobody there except two village boys who’d fashioned hibiscus branches into slingshots and aimed them at the birds perched on the boughs. As they crossed the boys’ line of sight, the cousins, Krishna and Tarak, flinched as if they would train the slingshots on them. Hans just smiled and waved at the boys.

When they passed the railway yard, it was odd to see it so empty on a Friday afternoon. Usually then, there’d be top-spinning contests. Bets thrown down. One shilling down on the guavawood dodo sharpened with a broken bottle. Two on the orangewood spinner sleeked shiny with a British fighting knife. Both set dizzy with marling twine.

There was a cold tension in the air. At the pond, a gang of bison rustled beneath a samaan, deaf to the strikes of a distant plough. Thunderheads stood like turrets in a dark castle of cloud that presaged rain. Violent rain. By nightfall, the roads would become rivers. Fish would swivel through flowers. Tadpoles dancing on lingams. Strewn all the way up the ravine, toppled murtis of Lakshmi and Saraswati. Fiddler crabs latched to their panchaloha cheeks.

Krishna began to think that perhaps it wasn’t smart of his father to run this errand on a blustery afternoon like this. And it wasn’t smart for him and Tarak to accompany him to the store. His mother definitely did not think so. The boy recalled her exasperation as they left the barrack. She stood in silent judgement between the clothes lines, his merino shirts beating against her petite body like a flurry of giant silk moths. Pulled the clothes down in unspoken anger and slung them around her neck before going inside.

He knew they were close to the village when the roads became flatter and softer. The bitumen almost like keloids on the earth. In the backdrop, the Northern Range. A geometric sketch now delineated by molten eventide. Some of the houses on the periphery were stilted, assuming the posture of fancy ladies fording a flood with skirts hoisted. The missionary school Krishna attended lay here on the outskirts of the village, so he never had to venture here into its heart. The often-busy streets seemed near abandoned that funereal afternoon. No water wagons, no women with rattan baskets tending to gardens, no men smoking cigarettes, mixing concrete, playing draughts on the benches, no donkey-carts. Market vendors were already packing up. A sunburnt yard boy hurriedly scooped up some donkey ordure from the sidewalk.

Down one lane, rusty houses like old petrol can shacks stood as if on the firing line, ready to be taken down. In their place, some variety store, boutique, rec lodge, some pub masquerading as a calypso cabaret, some office
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