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For Anais, Lucas and Alex;

			This is your heritage.

			




“Inequality is not inevitable; it is a political choice.”

			—Nabil Ahmed. “Inequality Kills: The unparalleled action needed to combat unprecedented inequality in the wake of COVID-19.” Oxfam. 17 Jan 2022.

			




Chapter I
The Girl on the Swing

			He could feel some pain creeping up his calf muscles and his breath shortening, but he knew it wouldn’t be for long. Gaston was well aware of what he needed to do to overcome the initial pain barrier whenever he set out on a long run: deep, deep breaths, inhale through your nose till your lungs almost explode, then exhale gently through the mouth.

			It was early evening but Flamboyant Street was deserted, a normal phenomenon in a normal island village. Only the trees swaying gently in the strengthening summer breeze disturbed the silence. Now and then Gaston’s loud, laboured breaths took over the soundtrack of the street. He was still struggling but the transition wasn’t far away. Soon he became aware of his heavy breathing returning to normal and he felt totally comfortable; running, breathing, and wind blending into one. His running speed slackened and increased at will and he felt as if he could run forever. He was “in the zone”.

			Gaston discovered jogging in his early teens. Forced to do cross-country running at school, he quickly found he was good at it, and more importantly, it provided some real pleasure in an otherwise mundane life so he took every opportunity to indulge at school and outside. Three or four times a week, he went jogging straight after coming home from school. And he even found his first real friend through jogging: a classmate named Patrick, whose family was so poor that he had to run barefoot until Gaston managed to convince his mother to buy him a new pair of sandshoes for his birthday. Gaston gave his used pair to Patrick, who cried with joy, even though Patrick’s big toe protruded through a hole in the right shoe. It was the first present he had ever been given.

			Jogging also proved to be the catalyst for Gaston’s sexual awakening. Two years on from the onset of puberty and aged sixteen, he had yet to find fuel for his nascent sexual urges. He’d not yet seen a naked woman in the flesh, although he’d come across images of bare breasts and vaginas when, during a visit to his uncle’s house, he found a Penthouse magazine that had been left inadvertently in the toilet. He’d also heard that women were baring their breasts on some of the island beaches but he had yet to witness that on the few occasions—usually during the school holidays—when he spent time at the beach. Images of naked women also would come to him regularly in dreams that only caused him angst and embarrassment when the inevitable orgasm jolted him awake from immensely pleasurable reverie to a reality of sodden pyjama shorts and sheets. After a week where he had to clean up the aftermath of his nocturnal emissions in the middle of the night five times, he took to going to sleep with tissues stuffed inside his pyjama shorts.

			As he grew older and stronger, Gaston could jog faster and for longer, and his jogging routine took him farther afield. He naturally gravitated towards the more scenic beachside areas of his home village of Finger Bay, where some of the more affluent island residents—invariably of white European heritage or corrupt government officials—owned luxurious beachside homes.

			One bright, sun-soaked summer afternoon, a profusely sweating Gaston experienced a rare stitch that forced him to slow to a walk. He stopped to rub his right side and breathe away the pain outside a palatial beachside home with a substantial front yard protected by a tall wrought-iron fence that allowed passers-by to admire the immaculately manicured lawn and garden. As the pain slowly subsided, Gaston’s attention was drawn to a girl laughing and swinging wildly on a homemade swing attached to a huge ebony tree that dominated the garden. She was facing him only a few metres away as she swung seemingly carefree. The girl was actually a young woman but only a few years older than Gaston. She had milky white skin, long flowing dark brown hair, and eyes of brilliant blue. She was wearing a loose, low-cut, off-white linen dress that was pulled up to her waist, showing off her shapely tanned legs from ankle to thigh.

			Clutching two of the iron bars and poking his face between them, Gaston looked on, mesmerised. Far from being disturbed by his gaze, the girl giggled mischievously as her eyes met those of her voyeur. She followed up with a big forward swing that took her almost to touching distance (if Gaston had extended his arm fully through the bars). She was the most beautiful girl Gaston had ever seen, and he immediately felt a slight bulge in his tight running shorts that only intensified when, the second time around, she parted her legs as she swung towards him. She was wearing no underwear. The grinning and now completely aroused Gaston had no idea what to do next as her generous mound of pubic hair seemed to overwhelm his vision. For her part she seemed, at once, oblivious and totally aware and enthralled by Gaston’s lustful gaze.

			“Victoria! It’s supper time!” a voice yelled from the house behind.

			Gaston heard footsteps ahead of noticing a figure emerging from the house that sent him scurrying behind one of the substantial sandstone pillars supporting the huge, automatic iron gates. Like a detective in a television police drama, he pushed his back against the pillar and drew a couple of deep breaths. When he thought it was safe to look, he peered around the pillar to see Victoria walking towards the house alongside a portly Indian woman dressed in a sparkling blue sari. Victoria seemed to feel him peeking and turned around to catch his eye with a wink and a sweet smile that Gaston impishly reciprocated.

			Once she’d disappeared into the house, he set off again but only at a walking pace. Try as he might, he couldn’t cleanse his mind of Victoria’s vagina, which prolonged an erection that prevented him from running even though his stitch had long since dissipated.

			The next day, Gaston was naturally drawn back to her house, where he again found her on the swing, this time dressed in an aubergine-coloured floral skirt and loose, pale green blouse unbuttoned to reveal a hint of her bosom. Her hair was in a ponytail, revealing scattered freckles on her neck. Gaston thought she looked even more beautiful than the day before.

			This time, she was just sitting on the swing, her legs tantalisingly apart as if waiting for him. When she saw him, she smiled, got up, and directed him to the right side of the property where, next to a large wooden shed, another iron gate gave the residents easy access to a narrow path down to the beach.

			Gaston wasted no time in jogging to the gate. Victoria let him in and held her finger up to her still-smiling lips and took him gently by the hand. She led him on tiptoes into the bare shed, which was bathed in a warm afternoon light courtesy of a small window that gave them a cosy view of the beach. Without saying a word, she pulled down his shorts and masturbated him quickly to orgasm, all the while looking longingly into his eyes. Gaston was dumbstruck with pleasure, but she gave him no time to revel in the afterglow. She took his hand and placed it under her skirt, where again, she was wearing no underwear. She guided Gaston’s hands and fingers into pleasuring her until she also came, her moans rising to a crescendo that fortuitously coincided with another loud summons to supper by Victoria’s Indian maid.

			A still-grinning Gaston hastily pulled up his shorts, and without saying a word, Victoria ushered him out the shed and gate, pointing him in the direction of the beach. She then kissed him gently on the lips and went in to have her supper.

			On the third day, Gaston turned up at the beachside house full of sexual expectations. However, Victoria was not waiting for him on the swing or anywhere else. Frantically, Gaston scoured the property from every vantage point that he could but it seemed that no one was home. He returned every day for the next two weeks but didn’t detect any sign of life until the day he saw a man hanging up a sign on the front gate, advertising that the house was up for lease.

			Many years later, Gaston discovered that Victoria was the daughter of a British hotelier who was visiting the island at the time, hoping to cash in on the boom in tourism development that followed its independence. He had since built three beach resorts on the island. Victoria, at that time, had accompanied him on what was essentially a short working holiday, and the beachside home was owned by the island’s tourism minister. By the time Gaston uncovered this information, his lust and desire for Victoria had become nothing more than a distant, blissful memory.

			




Chapter II
Gaston

			Some nine years on from the ecstasy of his sexual initiation, Gaston found himself at the lowest ebb of his young life. And again, a woman was instrumental, but this time for his agony.

			For the first time in a long time, he thought of Victoria as he stepped out of the beachfront bar and tried to compose himself. That first lust lost did not cause heartbreak. Sure, he’d felt a bit sad for maybe a week, but Victoria was soon forgotten and his emotional equilibrium had been quickly restored. First love lost, however, was proving to be a more ominous emotional challenge. Broken-hearted, Gaston had become a sad, pathetic young man who couldn’t remember the last time he was sober in the afternoon. A few weeks, a month at most, but it seemed like a lifetime. Not that he was trying to remember anything. The whole point of being perpetually drunk was to forget, not remember.

			He stood motionless for some time outside the bar. The harsh light from the blazing sub-tropical sun caused him to squint, his rapidly blinking eyes struggling to adjust. He could barely see the hordes of tourists sunning themselves on the beach—the very same beach where, as a boy, Gaston and his friends played volleyball during the school holidays; not a tourist in sight, not a hotel within miles; only the singsong sounds of Creole children fooling around, playing, laughing, fighting well into the afternoon and evening. Cousins, friends, and kids from the local villages all joined in.

			“Get out of that sun; you’ll get sunstroke!” his mother would yell at them every day.

			The sub-tropical sun in the afternoon was indeed no place to linger but being coloured or black-skinned made them feel safe. Now, white tourists had invaded en-masse; their voices full of condescension and contempt for non-whites, yet they spent hours on the beach trying to make their skin darker.

			Gaston was bemused.

			It just didn’t make sense, he thought.

			What was that expression he had heard over and over again about the British when they ruled the island? Something about only mad dogs and Englishmen go out in the noonday sun!

			Crazy all right, these white madmen cooking like roast beef in the sun!

			Gaston crossed the road to the beachfront. He stopped at the top end, where a clump of withering Casuarina trees was gently swaying in the light afternoon breeze. He surveyed the beach teeming with people until his glazed eyes settled on a pair of brown breasts browning further in the sun. In a more sober moment, the sight of such voluptuous breasts would have seen his shorts swell in lust, but now the alcohol had severely disconnected his carnal desires from his physical ability to respond to such desires. Besides, women displaying their breasts on the beach were so commonplace these days, even the horny young men selling shells were more interested in making money than perving. That wasn’t the case when bare breasts first invaded the island’s beaches.

			Gaston swaggered a little as he resumed walking. He clumsily tried to navigate his way past a family pack of tourists. A drunken swerve turned him on his heels and Gaston suddenly found himself dizzily staring at their backs as they walked away. He had his own back turned to the rotund man heading towards the roadway in a hurry, a towel draped on his hips and his substantial belly swaying from side to side. The man didn’t see Gaston, who was shielded by one of the trees, and collided heavily into him. The man staggered but managed to stay upright. He looked like a freshly boiled crab clamouring to escape a pot of boiling water as his arms flayed about, trying to regain his balance. You could almost see the heat radiating off his flesh, like the undulating heat waves rising off a desert road in the noonday sun. The man’s bright pink face was quickly turning red with anger.

			“Hey, watch where you’re going, you drunken bastard!” the crab man yelled as he pushed Gaston out of his way and brusquely resumed his hasty waddle across the road and up the main street.

			Gaston unsteadily walked across the top edge of the beach where it wasn’t so populated but suddenly stopped as if the soft, warm sand had set like cement, seizing and trapping his bare feet. He looked out towards the ocean, struggling to keep his eyes open. He could still only manage to squint under the glare of the afternoon sun. He ran his hand through the shock of curly jet-black hair, which had been allowed to grow out of control since the bottle became his master a month or so ago. Seeing his beloved Natalie locking lips with the village “bad boy” had been the final straw.

			A tear escaped his eye but was immediately absorbed by the thick black beard, which had grown in harmony with his hair and now covered his face, chin, and neck. A classic Roman nose protruded prominently from the facial hair and provided testimony to the European side of his heritage. Underneath all the hair lurked a handsome, young twenty-five-year-old man with light chocolate skin and large, dark brown (verging on black) eyes, which had been permanently bloodshot from the mix of tears and daily bouts with the demon drink in the past month.

			A surprise smile broke through the sadness as a beach volleyball game caught Gaston’s eye.

			Ahh, those were the days! he thought. The friends, the beach parties, and of course . . . the volleyball games.

			But the truth was that happy moments were few and far between for Gaston during the holiday beach volleyball games of his childhood. When sides were picked for the game, nobody really wanted Gaston on either side despite him being a competent player. He only got to play when one side was desperately short on numbers, and that usually meant when one of the white kids didn’t turn up even though they were all ethnically defined as Creoles—a mongrel mix of European white with varying shades of African and Indian brown to black.

			Despite the eviction of colonial rule several decades ago, the apartheid culture it had engendered remained entrenched in the island’s social psyche and continued to legitimise racism even within families whose gene pool had been thoroughly shaken and stirred over the years, sometimes through illegitimate liaisons and the odd rape, throwing up both white and black children at random to the same set of parents.

			It was no coincidence that many of the black people among the Creole clans were often withdrawn and shy, and some bore terrible psychological scars that made them social outcasts throughout their lives.

			Gaston’s family was a classic example: five children ranging in skin colour from black to white. His light chocolate skin tone placed him and his sister Rita below the white kids in the social pecking order but spared them from the greater social struggles of the darker folk. At the opposite ends of the family’s skin tone spectrum, his blue-eyed, white sister, Mathilde, flourished while his black brothers, Bruno and Mario, floundered. This was a scenario repeated in countless households among the Creole population.

			Bruno and Mario were two years apart in age and rarely ever went out of the house—let alone to the beach on holidays—and languished in all aspects of their lives. Theirs was a life of monotonous regularity and, worse still, no one seemed to notice or care, even Mario and Bruno themselves.

			As they grew up, they became reclusive, naturally developing personas and personalities befitting their black skin. By the time they hit their teenage years, they were painfully shy and timid in every aspect of their lives, which had become one of rigid routine whereby they lived each second of every minute of every hour of every day in almost exactly the same way as they did the week before.

			Every morning, Mario got up at 6:30 a.m. precisely, Bruno at 6:45 a.m. on the dot. Every weekend, they had chores to do. Bruno was charged with watering the garden at 7:30 a.m. every Saturday and he fulfilled this duty with relish. Even the regular cyclones which pounded the island with torrential rain and severe wind gusts would be no impediment to Bruno’s devotion to domestic duty. As one such cyclone lashed the island one Saturday morning in February, Bruno’s white-skinned sister, Mathilde, looked on in disbelief as Bruno put on his raincoat, including hat and galoshes, and walked out into the yard, struggling valiantly against the cyclonic gusts of wind, which literally blew him onto his backside several times. It was a scene reminiscent of a Keystone Cops movie.

			Oblivious to the laughter of his sister witnessing his folly through the window, Bruno eventually managed to unwrap the hose and turn the water on, only to have the first spray from the hose blown straight back onto him.

			Mario’s main weekend chore was to clean the bathroom and adjoining toilet, which were separated by a very flimsy wooden wall akin to a public toilet cubicle partition that had been clumsily erected to give the toilet-goer a largely false sense of privacy.

			Mario cleaned both areas religiously, starting with the toilet at 7:47 a.m. and finishing with the bathroom at 8:07 a.m. precisely, regardless of whether he still had areas left to clean. Unfortunately, one Sunday morning, Mario’s aunty from South Africa experienced an uncontrollable urge to defecate at 7:45 a.m. She had arrived only the night before for a short visit and was unaware of Mario’s “devotion” to household duty. As locks were a luxury in the homes of the island’s poorer families, Mario simply barged into the toilet just as the aunt settled into position.

			Seemingly undeterred, he casually closed the door and headed into the bathroom, annoyed that his routine had been disturbed. Nevertheless, he carried on cleaning the bathroom, oblivious to a plump middle-aged woman straddling the squat toilet and evacuating her bowels within earshot. The aunt was speechless but hostage to her bowel motion. All she could manage was to finish as quickly as possible before fleeing back to her bedroom, certain that the chronic irritable bowel syndrome, which had wreaked havoc with her health regularly since she was a girl, had returned with a vengeance.

			For Mario, however, the incident sparked a rare change of routine as from that day on he cleaned the bathroom before cleaning the toilet.

			More tragically for two healthy, fit-but-black youngsters, Mario and Bruno never went on holidays to the beach with Gaston and their fairer-skinned siblings.

			Even though Gaston was of a fairer skin hue than his black brothers, his brown skin was enough to make him an outcast in a group of the mainly white folk who invaded the beaches during school holidays. Most of the time during the volleyball matches of his childhood, Gaston cut a lonely figure in the background, by the sea’s edge, passing the time trying to make seashells skip and dance on the sea surface. Or, he’d sit on the beach and stare out to the reef and dream of venturing beyond to the places he’d read about in Tintin comic books—Tibet, the land of the Incas, Sydney, the moon even.

			But the beach holidays of his middle teenage years proved more constructive after Gaston befriended a young, white South African man who taught him how to swim. He was no longer disappointed when rejected by his volleyball mates. In fact, a broad smile spread across his face each time he wasn’t picked for the team and he immediately scurried away to find his swimming friend. Gaston quickly became a very strong swimmer, and more importantly, his first-ever friendship with a white man improved his general confidence. But that was a long time ago.

			Images of those beach holidays persisted as if a cinema projector was reeling the memories through his mind. He watched the swell rise with the wind on the reef and he recalled another favourite beach-holiday activity. But this time, nostalgia coincided much more with reality. In the mornings, the older children would gather on the beach at the water’s edge, each on an errand to get dinner, waiting for the fishermen to come in with their daily catch of fish, lobsters, and crabs still alive and dancing in the baskets.

			These days, only frozen fisheyes stared at Gaston when he went into the corner store. Occasionally, he would see a fisherman trying to sell supposedly fresh fish from a makeshift stall by the beach. The fisheyes were dull and not one fly hovered around the fish, a tell-tale sign that the fish was not fresh. Lobsters, crabs, and other prized seafood were just a distant memory for the local folk. Yet, as he now looked at the huge waves crashing on the reef, he remembered the crabs, big ones clamouring to escape the even bigger pot of boiling water on his mother’s stove. He could almost hear the moribund sound of their death throes as they succumbed to the inevitable.

			A warm feeling invaded his stomach; the rum flooding his bladder created an incredible urge to urinate. He quickly headed to another cluster of Casuarinas bordering a popular picnic spot and the main road. He unzipped his fly and let his bladder contents go free. He was oblivious to the gendarme riding his bicycle on the road past the tree just as a spray of urine was caught in the strong gust of wind. Gaston caught the eye of the gendarme at the very moment that the gendarme caught a fine mist of urine over his eyes, causing him to veer off the roadway. The bicycle came to an abrupt halt as the front tyre wedged into the soft sand. Miraculously, the gendarme managed to stay in the saddle, but not for long. He dismounted, threw the bike on the ground, and confronted Gaston while wiping his face with a large, white handkerchief.

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he hollered.

			A few beachgoers, attracted by the commotion, had gathered around the scene, all eyes fixed on the pathetic figure of Gaston Le Clezio—or rather his groin region. Droplets of urine glistened on the end of his flaccid, uncircumcised penis that drooped from an open fly.

			“Can you flop it back in, you cretin?” the gendarme said as he slapped Gaston hard on the back of the head.

			“Hey, watch it; that hurt,” said a startled Gaston.

			Jolted into some semblance of sobriety by the blow, Gaston clumsily tucked his penis back into his pants and kept his coloured head bowed in embarrassment. If he had been white, his face would have been glowing as red as some of the sunburnt faces now staring at him.

			“All right, folks, there’s nothing to see here,” the gendarme said to the crowd as he dispersed them, flailing his arms around as if he was directing traffic at the island’s main roundabout.

			The gendarme grabbed Gaston brusquely by the arm and began to usher him away when he suddenly realised he had left his bike behind. As he let go of the arm to retrieve his bike, Gaston thought of making a run for it. However, his alcohol-infused brain was too slow to translate the thought into action and the opportunity quickly vanished. The gendarme resumed an iron-like grip on Gaston’s arm while guiding the bike with the other. Gaston’s head remained bowed as he was escorted along the main road to the local police station. Along the way, they came across another gendarme on foot patrol.

			“Hey, what have you got there, Winston?” the second gendarme said.

			“Some drunken jerk who thought the public beach was a great place to flaunt his brown dick. The filthy bugger, pissing in full view of all those lovely, innocent white ladies,” Winston said mockingly while making a shape of voluptuous breasts with his hands.

			“Seriously, the idiot even managed to piss in my face. I think he needs a night of our ‘hospitality’ to teach him some manners. By the way, is that Australian troublemaker still in the lock-up?”

			“He sure is,” said the second gendarme.

			“Well, we’re going to have two filthy buggers in the lock-up tonight: one who fucks prostitutes in a picnic area, another who pisses on a public beach. No respect, these fucking clowns. It’s typical of foreigners like that Australian fellow, but this boy—one of our own—he should know better.”

			He turned to Gaston. “You . . . you should be ashamed of yourself,” Winston droned on as he gave Gaston another whack on the back of the head.

			Gaston was feeling more sober by now but he wished he wasn’t. He began to feel pain in his arm where the gendarme maintained a grip. He also wanted to throw up. And throw up, he did. He doubled over and vomited, the edge of a curry-tinged pool of bile splashing against Winston’s shoe. For a brief, blissful moment, he felt much better—nausea gone—like the orgasmic feeling when one emerged triumphant following a period of prolonged tension.

			But yet another whack across the back of the head brought him back to reality with a thud as his face fell heavily into the vomit pool. The two gendarmes started laughing.

			“Hey, Winston, we’re going to have to hose him down now and douse him in eau de cologne. Then again, the Australian may like the smell of vomit—probably make him feel right at home.”

			Gaston felt his body suddenly being lifted up. Two strong gendarme hands had converged on his collar and raised him to his feet. Not quite technicolour, but his face was splattered with bits of green, orange, and dark brown vomit residue.

			“Boy, he sure does stink,” said Winston. “I better get him back to the station. See you later, Mathieu.”

			“If you need any help teaching these guys some manners, just give me a call. I’m going off duty but I’m always willing to give up my spare time to educate scum.”

			As Mathieu departed, Winston reached into the big lunch basket, which straddled his bike, and took out a water bottle. He roughly emptied its contents on Gaston’s face, the chill of the water making Gaston jump back onto the road as a car whizzed past, horn blaring and almost running him over.

			The vomit cleaned from Gaston’s face, Winston again gripped Gaston’s arm and dragged him another 500 metres past the fishing boats and to the edge of Finger Bay village.

			




Chapter III
Cailason

			The drab, box-shaped police station had seen better days but in mid-summer, it still looked third world, postcard-picture-perfect, flanked by a magnificent flame tree in full bloom. As Constable Winston Duthilde opened the heavy wooden door of the police station, the vibration caused by a sticky door suddenly being unstuck combined with an easterly wind gust to loosen some of the tree’s red blossoms, showering them on the pair as they walked in.

			“Yo, Cailason, how’s it going?” Winston said, feeling inexplicably cheerful at the sight of his old friend and duty sergeant; so cheerful, in fact, he momentarily forgot he had a prisoner.

			“Who you got there?” asked Sergeant Cailason. “Isn’t that one of Harriet’s boys?”

			Despite fast approaching his milestone sixty-fifth birthday, Cailason continued to be an intimidating figure when dressed immaculately in standard police uniform, as he was today. The tall, toned, and muscular body of his younger boxing days had been swamped by generous layers of fat, particularly around the gut area—the inevitable result of a high alcohol intake and lack of exercise in recent years. Yet, he still posed an ominous threat to the likes of Gaston and commanded great respect from Winston and his fellow gendarmes. The vestiges of his handsome facial features, the deep-set large, brown eyes, long eyelashes, prominent cheekbones, thick eyebrows, swarthy Latin complexion, and, like Gaston’s, the classic Roman nose, were still evident despite the sagging jowls.

			The young Cailason had indeed been very handsome, and his position of power as a police officer added to his sex appeal. During his early adult years, he counted many sexual conquests, even among the higher-class white women. But while they were happy to have sex with him, none of the white women he slept with ever contemplated a deeper, more meaningful relationship. As for marriage, that was socially simply out of the question.

			Cailason was one of the island’s dying breeds; as close as you could get to a native of the island, his family lines dated back to the colony’s founding fathers in the early eighteenth century. And he used to know the family connections, liaisons, scandals, relationships, and inter-relationships of every islander since then. That is, who married whom; who fathered and mothered which child, both legitimate and illegitimate; who’s had an affair with whom; who’s a closet homosexual or lesbian; the sins of the uncle or auntie always talked about in grave, hushed tones; and even the circumstances of every birth and death.

			However, the island’s social and economic revolution sparked by independence more than thirty years ago had changed all that. No longer tied to the apron strings of its colonial mistress, the island nation had to change to simply survive. The island “village” had enthusiastically joined in the globalisation agenda. The resulting influx of foreigners had led to family liaisons and relationships never seen before (and still resented) by the likes of Cailason: white folks marrying black girls and Chinese girls marrying white and black boys. Racially mixed marriages were still an abhorrent phenomenon to Cailason and other members of his social ilk, and the generation that still clung to the ideas and ideals of an apartheid class structure.

			Cailason lamented the direction in which his life, and society in general, was moving since the end of the colonial era.

			“Progress, my arse,” he’d often say.

			Life, for the likes of Cailason, was so much easier to navigate when the British ruled and everyone knew their place in the social pecking order by the colour of their skin. Nowadays, Cailason found himself struggling to work out who among the island’s new interracial mix was from a better or lesser class, much to his frustration. Many of the island’s traditional social structures were slowly being dismantled and family lines were beginning to blur beyond recognition.

			“It’s nothing but pollution of the bloodlines,” he still cried out at every opportunity.

			When his thoughts drifted to this—as they often did—Cailason would always end up with the words of his elderly mother, Chlotilde, ringing in his ears:

			You’ll burn in hell if you ever marry a Chinese girl; they’re not like us!

			The ethnic Chinese continued to occupy the bottom rung of the island’s social ladder, despite many among them having risen to loftier heights on the island’s economic ladder. Like Chinese migrants in other parts of the world, they dominated the island’s retail trade and, as a result, many among them were earning a very good income. And they boosted their bank balance substantially whenever islanders, who had managed to escape to a more affluent life overseas, returned to visit family. The cost of goods in Chinese-run shops for them was always three or four times more than for the loyal locals.

			Most islanders hadn’t had the means to flee the troubled times which gripped the island following independence. The ones who could afford and did leave were branded “traitors” who had abandoned the island nation in its hour of need. As a result, they were viewed with contempt by those who had remained and battled through much economic hardship to forge a nation, which, courtesy of a tourism boom, was now punching above its weight in terms of economic growth.

			The island government, too, believed the traitors deserved to be ripped off by the Chinese shopkeepers and simply turned a blind eye to the practice and ignored the many complaints lodged by them.

			Cailason’s family had never accepted the ethnic Chinese islanders as social equals despite the growing wealth of the Chinese community. Hence, Chlotilde was puzzled when one day, she noticed the Chinese couple who ran the local shop was sitting in the middle pews of the church at the popular ten o’clock mass on Sunday morning.

			Chlotilde was a devout Catholic and her life philosophy had been heavily influenced by the teachings of the local Catholic priests, who were all still ethnic white Europeans from France, Ireland, or Britain. And contrary to the Christian ethos, they extolled the virtues of a society strangled in an apartheid straight jacket. From the pulpit every Sunday, they would passionately deliver sermons espousing their warped, racially segregated perspective of Christianity, which was swallowed hook, line, and sinker by the flock of faithful. And the seating arrangements for Sunday morning mass mirrored their enthusiasm for social segregation along racial lines.

			Every Sunday, the lambs of Christ from Finger Bay parish would sit in exactly the same spot in exactly the same church pew. And even though human beings were creatures of habit, the church seating habits were no coincidence. Each place on the church pew was determined by the parishioner’s capacity to pay, and naturally their capacity to pay was largely determined by skin colour.

			Church pews were effectively up for sale and the economically dominant white population naturally were the ones who could afford to contribute the most to the church coffers. However, the increasing wealth of Chinese shopkeepers and traders proved to be a dilemma for the priests. Many Chinese parishioners could now afford generous donations. They were whiter than black but they “did still look different”, which made them socially less than white in the view of the priests.

			After several meetings, the priests finally arrived at a solution. They simply lied about the donations of the white parishioners when talking to potential Chinese church-going donors. No matter how much a Chinese donor offered, they would be told it wasn’t enough to make it past the middle row of pews. This left the Chinese parishioners bemused, particularly the many who now lived in bigger homes and drove more luxurious cars.

			For the black members of the congregation, it was standing room only and perhaps the last two rows, if they arrived early enough. As a result, panning from the front to the back of the church at the most popular mass on a Sunday would reveal a gradual, uniform change in the skin colour of the congregation; from white to light and dark chocolate brown, to black with a hint of Chinese—whatever colour they were—in the middle. Cailason’s family, being mainly cast in the chocolate brown mould, had never made it past the tenth row from the back in a church that had thirty-seven rows of pews. In the early years of family life, Cailason’s mother, Chlotilde, and her husband had found themselves with the black people in the last couple of rows or standing.

			Chlotilde never questioned the practices and teachings of the local priests. She was intellectually incapable of doing so. She had had little formal education, as was the case with most women in the colonial times of the mid-twentieth century. She was married at fourteen to Norbert—a much older conservative man—and pregnant for most of the next twenty-five years as she stoically fulfilled her Catholic duty to deliver thirteen children. Her husband, too, never rocked the parish boat because he essentially concurred with the apartheid ethos of the priests.

			As husband and wife, Norbert and Chlotilde naturally fell into the traditional roles that were demanded of their era, their religion, and the island’s conservative patriarchal society. He was the breadwinner and worked long hours at the local sugar mill five and half days a week. She took care of the house, cooking, cleaning, and looking after the children. In fact, Norbert paid little attention to the children, going off to work in the early hours of the morning before any of them were awake, then eating alone as soon as he got home at 6:00 p.m. While the children had their dinner, he would sit on the porch reading the daily newspaper before retiring to bed promptly at 8:30 p.m. He only ever interacted with the children when they dutifully paraded past him, in line from youngest to oldest, to kiss him goodnight before he went to bed.

			This ritual of the children kissing their father goodnight mirrored the passionless manner of their conception. The strong Catholic faith of both Chlotilde and Norbert condemned them to a sex life aimed strictly at procreation. And although they had thirteen children, they would have had sex only some forty times during their twenty-five years of marriage. And those rare sexual interludes were purely perfunctory: always performed in the dead of night, with the lights off, in the missionary position, with Norbert always ejaculating within fifteen pelvic thrusts. Once conception was confirmed, sex was strictly off the agenda. Chlotilde firmly believed that having sex with a child in the womb would harm the child, and besides, one of the local priests had once told her that she would burn in Hell if she ever contemplated having sex for pleasure. And as her brood grew up to be passionate, God-fearing Catholic stock who loved the church as much as she did, Chlotilde was convinced beyond doubt that the local priests were the earthly agents of the good Lord himself.

			Like many island folk, Cailason always maintained the façade of being a good Catholic man even though he habitually strayed into the realm of mortal sin, which, according to Catholic doctrine, would condemn him to the flames of Hell for all eternity. Cailason was convinced that his sins could be absolved and his path to Heaven guaranteed simply by contributing generously to his family’s household donation to the church. Even after he was married, he continued to contribute to his mother’s household budget, thinking this would earn him extra brownie points with God and further secure his passage to Heaven, despite his ongoing religious misdemeanours. And as he progressed through the police ranks, Cailason could afford to contribute more to his mother’s household budget than any other family member thereby helping his mother progress through the church-pew pecking order.

			Chlotilde considered it a priority to spend as much of the household budget as possible on her church, a priority well above improving the meagre stock of food she had each week to feed her family. After all, she rationalised, her husband and children always had three meals a day, albeit always lacking variety and almost always insufficient in quantity. The family’s diet, week in, week out, consisted of bread and occasionally butter for breakfast, the same for lunch with some homemade jam occasionally for the children and for dinner, rice, a vegetable or two, occasionally eggs from the hens in the backyard, and a small quantity of meat on Sunday, usually chicken, which she had to slaughter herself from the backyard stock. (However, killing too many chickens would mean fewer eggs so she had to keep the balance right there.)

			As for herself, she was content with the one meal a day the budget permitted and that varied depending on how much rice was left. There were rarely any vegetables or Sunday meat left for Chlotilde and most of her dinners simply consisted of a small portion of rice that she stirred in the leftover oil from the vegetables and/or meat and one hot chili from one of the many chili bushes in the backyard. Very rarely, she would fry an egg but after consuming it, she would immediately feel guilty for depriving the rest of the family of the egg. Her meals, she thought, were totally in keeping with her Catholic duty to suffer through her earthly existence in order to reserve her place in Heaven.

			




Chapter IV
A Pathological Hatred of Drug Addicts

			“Harriet who?” said Winston.

			Pondering the pathetic figure of Gaston Le Clezio standing in front of him now, Cailason felt sorry for his poor mother, Harriet. Like his own mother, Harriet Le Clezio was a devout Catholic. Cailason was sure of that. Not only did Harriet attend mass every Sunday since he could remember, but any time he glanced at her during the sermons, she was mesmerised, hanging on to every word uttered from the pulpit. Being of the same light chocolate skin hue, Harriet and her family occupied roughly the same patch of pews each Sunday.

			“Harriet Le Clezio,” replied Cailason. “You know, the lady who’s always smartly dressed and very chatty. She’s got five children—three of them boys—all still living at home. She’s always whinging about it but when her eldest—Gaston, the one now standing before your very eyes, my friend—when he left home for a while to live with his girlfriend, she was grief-stricken and, of course, blamed the girlfriend for turning her supposedly innocent son into a depraved sinner.

			“She prayed day and night for the good Lord to pardon his sins. She was so scared that he would burn in Hell.

			“When Gaston broke up with the girlfriend, he had no option but to move back into the family home and as soon as he walked in, she dragged him straight to the church for confession. I ran into Mrs. Le Clezio the other day and she told me all about it. She said she’d forgiven Gaston, but he wasn’t handling the breakup very well and may even be getting into drugs,” Cailason said.

			Cailason had a pathological hatred of drug addicts, yet he consumed some four bottles of the local rum a week and, as a treat, a bottle of whisky every weekend. Whenever he arrested anyone for drug offences, Cailason would always employ more force than necessary; the amount of force related directly to how hard or soft the drugs were popularly considered. This meant that those whom he arrested for marijuana would be thrown in jail with a few lumps on the head or body. The ones hooked on heroin would often end up with more serious injuries: broken arms, ribs, legs, and once even a fractured skull, which was, in Cailason’s mind, one of his finest moments. He’d arrested a homeless young man on Finger Bay beach who was high on heroin and as usual threw him in the slammer after several whacks with his regulation police baton.

			Cailason had been feeling naturally high himself that day. His promotion had just come through, so he showed the drug addict some mercy and the lad’s punishment was humane by Cailason’s standards. Nothing broken, just a few bruises to match the heavy needle-mark bruises on the young man’s inner elbow joint. The next day, no one had inquired about the prisoner so Cailason left him in jail until the evening, when the man began experiencing severe withdrawal symptoms. His distress prompted howls of laughter from Cailason, particularly when the man started hitting his head against the back wall. Fortunately for him, a fellow officer came back from the beat in the nick of time and persuaded Cailason to intervene, but not before the man had fractured his skull. A few minutes more and he would surely have been dead. Cailason was still smirking when the ambulance turned up to take the young man to hospital.

			While his treatment of drug addicts induced much mirth and merriment, Cailason found his personal crusade to save his teenage grandchildren from the temptation of drugs not so amusing.

			Following the breakup of his thirty-year marriage, Cailason’s only daughter, Nicole felt it was her duty to allow him to live with her and her teenage daughters, Sophie and Isabelle. Her husband had flown the family coop a few years earlier after falling in love with his ethnic Chinese secretary, who was barely a teenager and some fifteen years younger than he was. The affair proved so scandalous for the couple that they fled to Europe and severed all contact with island family and friends.

			Cailason, as he always did, was listening in one day when seventeen-year-old Isabelle asked her mother for permission to go to the local nightclub with her boyfriend.

			“You may as well put her on the pill and give her some drugs to share with her friends!” he screamed.

			Nicole blushed but refused to take the bait and get involved in yet another argument about her daughters’ social lives.

			Cailason believed nightclubs were a haven for drug and sex fiends who preyed on young Creole girls and corrupted them into their evil ways.

			But like so many of his misogynistic generation, he was blind to his own hypocrisy. As a young lad, he and his friends would get smashed on the cheap local rum before preying on the local girls, each mate trying to outdo the others in the number of sexual conquests he achieved. The Indian girls were considered sluts and exploited at every opportunity to satisfy their rampant sexual urges. And because of their lowly position in the island’s quasi-apartheid social structure, most of the girls didn’t complain. Some even saw fraternising with the socially superior Creole boys as a possible passport out of their own miserable lives. Like all testosterone-fuelled boys, Cailason gave little thought to the mother waiting at home for her daughter as he had or tried to have sex with girl after girl after girl in all sorts of weird and distinctly unromantic places, including once in his home garbage pile, which, in his drunken stupor, he mistook for a bed of hay.

			On that occasion, he was so engorged with alcohol that he could only muster a half-erect penis that ejaculated before he could get his trousers down. Sperm trickled down his leg, and a small rat who had found his way up his trouser leg copped a load of sperm on the head for its efforts. Cailason’s poor female victim could only watch in stony silence for a long time before shame and embarrassment suddenly overwhelmed her and caused her to rush away—crying hysterically.

			




Chapter V
A Musing on Tans

			The entire time Cailason and Winston were talking, Gaston’s head was bowed. He felt ashamed, the deep shame that regularly overwhelmed him in the transition from drunk to semi-sober. And as usual, his thoughts turned to his mother.

			Harriet had been a gentle soul who never smacked her children until alcohol besieged her family life, took her husband Gaetan hostage, and condemned the rest of the family to live on tenterhooks, not knowing when his next alcohol-fuelled rage would erupt.

			In their early years of marriage, Harriet and Gaetan were considered the ideal couple, very much in love and openly displaying the affection and passion that saw them produce five healthy offspring. And even though some of their family and friends (in hushed tones) lamented the fact that two of their offspring were black, family life for the Le Clezio family was as idyllic as it could be for a working-class island family; that is, until the day Gaetan, a maintenance worker at the local sugar factory, made a tragic mistake at work. He absent-mindedly left a valve open on an industrial pipe that conveyed boiling molasses to the machine where the molasses was spun off and the sugar retained. His work colleague, thinking Gaetan had done his duty and switched off the valve so he could safely carry out maintenance work, was swept into a vat and drowned in the molasses.

			Gaetan never stopped blaming himself for his colleague’s death, and despite many months of counselling and regular doses of anti-depressants, he was inconsolable. And one dark April day, Harriet found Gaetan comatose in the lounge room, an empty rum bottle and an equally empty packet of sleeping pills nearby.

			Harriet was naturally devastated by Gaetan’s death and when anger followed the grief, she started taking it out on the children, smacking them whenever she lost her temper.

			The adult Gaston still feared the fury of his mother’s hand slapping his cheek whenever he got himself pickled or in a pickle. The same cheek that the maid, Saganthi, used to smother in talcum powder every morning before he went to school while calling out to his mother, Harriet, “Hey ma’am, this one’s a bit too dark; we’ll have to make him a bit lighter.”

			He’d often end up walking to school, oblivious to the fact that he looked like a clown. In summer, it wasn’t so bad because Gaston would sweat profusely and as he wiped the sweat off his face, the powder would vanish with the sweat into his handkerchief. The milder winter, though, would often find Gaston arriving at school with powder still intact.

			Gaston was by no means black. He had the same light chocolate skin tone that was a source of admiration among sun-baked tourists.

			What did the foreigners call it? . . . A tan, that’s it, a tan.

			As a boy, Gaston used to think a lot about tans and why locals who also had tans—and natural ones at that—were not admired in the same way. As a teenager, Gaston discovered that foreigners often ridiculed locals because of their dark skin, that is, their permanent “tans”. This only confused him further. In fact, tans still confused Gaston.

			It seemed logical to him that a natural tan had to be better than an unnatural tan that compelled white foreigners to spend hours baking and sweating under the unrelenting sub-tropical sun. Gaston could only spend five minutes in the sun before he started feeling like his body was about to explode. When he asked his white mother about this, she’d just say, “It is as it is!”

			Back at the Finger Bay police station, his head still bowed, Gaston once again found himself musing on tans. But not for long. He raised his head only to be met by Cailason’s intimidating gaze.

			“I’m so sorr—” he began to say.

			But he didn’t get to finish an apology. Annoyed that his conversation with Winston had been interrupted, Sergeant Cailason silently lifted his finger to his lips, the loud menace in his face enough to instantly silence Gaston.

			“Now, as I was saying, Harriet was telling me that Gaston used to be a very happy, talkative kid, but in the last month, he’s gone really quiet and she was sure he was getting into drugs,” Cailason said.

			“She asked me to look out for him, but I haven’t seen him for a while until now. So, what’s he done?”

			Winston outlined the morning’s events to Cailason, who kept nodding his head while reflecting on the narrative but never looking directly at Winston. When Winston had finished, Cailason instinctively took hold of Gaston’s arms to check for puncture marks on the veins. He seemed relieved when he found none. He would be able to tell Harriet that Gaston, although he’d been a naughty boy for pissing in a public place, at least he was no drug addict. A little overindulgence on rum now and then was nothing to really worry about, although as he pondered this, his thoughts turned to Harriet’s tragic loss of her husband.

			




Chapter VI
Planet Utopia

			During their mid high school years, Gaston and Patrick became inseparable, spending much of their after-school leisure time together, jogging. Gaston would meet Patrick at the bridge near the bus depot that was roughly halfway between their respective homes. From there, their usual jogging route took them past their school and the local Catholic church, on their way to the local football grounds next to the former army barracks, which military folk from the colonial powers once called home. Since the island gained independence from its British colonial masters, however, the barracks locally known as Casuarina (because of the magnificent casuarina trees which graced the once luscious, landscaped gardens) had been sold off as cheap communal housing and were now a haven for drug addicts and assorted thugs. The dying casuarinas looked on in despair while the thick layer of mulch which once encircled the base of their trunks at the height of the colonial occupation was being replaced by an equally thick layer of bloodstained needles, vomit, used condoms, and assorted garbage thrown recklessly by the hapless population who now lived in equally hapless circumstances.

			In winter, it would often be dark by the time Gaston and Patrick arrived at the Casuarina sportsground. If Gaston’s mother, Harriet, knew the sixteen-year-old boys were loitering there after dark, she would have had a heart attack. But being full of youthful bravado, they never felt threatened when they stopped to catch their breath, share a laugh, indulge in school gossip, or sometimes discuss more serious issues as they lay on the grass staring at the star-filled sky. And away from the relatively bright lights of the village, they literally were overwhelmed by the stars in their eyes.

			“How many stars are up there, you reckon?” Patrick said to Gaston one evening.

			“Someone on the radio said there are more stars in the sky than all the grains of sand on all the beaches of the world,” Gaston replied.

			“Get out of it,” Patrick said incredulously. “That can’t be right. Have you ever tried counting grains of sand when you’re at the beach? I do sometimes when I’m bored. I plunge my hand in some wet sand and try to count each grain. It’s impossible. Wow. I just can’t get my head around that, Gaston. There’d be billions and billions and billions of stars.”

			“Makes you feel kind of insignificant, doesn’t it?” said Gaston. “I wonder if David Beckham ever looks at the stars like we do.”

			“Huh! What’s David Beckham got to do with us looking at the stars, Gaston?”

			“Oh, sorry, my friend, looking at stars like this always makes me think of aliens—” Gaston started to explain.

			Patrick, even more puzzled, interrupted with a laugh in his voice: “So that explains it! David Beckham is an alien. That’s why he’s such a freak on the football field!”

			“No, no, it’s not that. I know you’re joking but please bear with me,” Gaston continued in a cheerful tone.

			“Given there’s a gazillion stars and even more planets, there must be aliens out there. Now imagine if they’re aliens just like us, but—unlike us—they live a perfect life on a perfect planet. Let’s call it Planet Utopia, where everyone is truly equal. They all have enough to eat, a place to live, no wars, no misery, etcetera, etcetera. Now, these aliens from Planet Utopia also have super brains and they make a spaceship to explore the universe. First stop, our earth?

			“The Planet Utopia aliens have no idea how we organise our lives so when they get here, what would they think of us and the way we humans live, Patrick?”

			“Hmmm . . . I’m not sure. But is this where Beckham comes into it? I get it. They see him play football and see what a genius he is,” Patrick said excitedly, sure he’d solved the puzzle.

			“Ahh, that’s precisely the problem,” asserted Gaston.

			“Uhh! I don’t get it, Gaston!” Patrick said, once again perplexed.

			“Well, Beckham’s not a genius! But like you did just now, lots of people call him a genius. What he really is, is an example of some of the things we do on earth that the Planet Utopia aliens would think is absurd! Look, you know I love football and think players like Beckham have great skills, but he’s no genius. What does Beckham contribute to society besides entertainment and stinky perfume? Nothing. Nada. People who actually solve big problems in the world like doctors, scientists, inventors—they’re the geniuses.

			“Worse still, we make the stupid decision to pay Beckham, and others like him, obscene amounts of money. And for what? His skills at playing a game! Playing a friggin’ game! The rest of us are told that we need to work hard to make money, not play a game.

			“Yet, if, God forbid, people who actually make a real difference to society, the real geniuses, ask for a pay rise, we call them ‘greedy.’ It just doesn’t make sense.”

			“You have a point, Gaston. But that’s just the way it is . . . isn’t it?” asked a bemused Patrick.

			“No, no, that’s the way it is because we just accept that it’s the way it is. We don’t question anything anymore. We think it’s normal for Beckham to make obscene amounts of money. And for what? Not for saving lives. Not for making the world a better place! Not for coming up with new medicines. But for kicking a ball around the park.

			“We have the intelligence to change this and make our world more like Planet Utopia but we don’t. We’ve come to accept these things as natural that really aren’t natural at all but the result of our choices and stupid decisions.”

			“So, what can we do about it? You’ll never change the world.”

			“I know. I know it’s difficult. But not impossible. We can make the world better by doing very simple things. For example, what if we simply decided to start paying everyone the same and maybe a bit more—but just a bit more—to people who really make a difference to society and our quality of life, like doctors and nurses; surely, we’d have a better world. That’s what the aliens from Planet Utopia probably did to create their perfect world. I could go on—”

			“I’m sure you could go on . . .”

			Despite his tender young years, Gaston Le Clezio had already developed an astute but perhaps naïve sense of the way the world functioned and “dysfunctioned”. He had a ferocious appetite for books, especially the Tintin comics, which led him to continuously question the way humans organised society.

			Why, for instance, did the government spend lots of money on guns for the army when many people on the island lived in abject poverty? Why were “entertainers” like Beckham considered heroes?

			Gaston admired their skills but heroes, they weren’t.

			Now Tintin, he was a true hero, thought Gaston. He risked his life to fight evil criminals and sometimes saved people’s lives. When was the last time a football player saved a life?

			Since Tintin introduced him to a big wide world of stories, Gaston had devoured the written word, whether in books, newspapers, or magazines. And when he wasn’t reading, he was listening to the news and current affairs programs on his tiny portable transistor radio, which his uncle from England had given him for his tenth birthday. Six years later, that radio still worked, even though it was covered in paint stains and ingrained dirt, a testament to its use whenever Gaston was charged with doing some painting and other chores around the house and garden. But despite all the stories, news, and information that painted a grim picture of the world and very little hope of redemption for humankind, Gaston remained an idealist.

			His outwardly quiet persona also masked a strong sense of self and contentment with his place within that world. Gaston was able to defer to the big picture when considering his own seemingly poor life circumstance. He knew fully well that he could have little to no influence on that big picture until he found a way out of the day-to-day drudgery of life in a working-class family, eking out a meagre existence on an isolated Indian Ocean island. But while his belly was full and he had a roof over his head, he always felt his chance to escape would come and he would change the world. And in Patrick, he had found a true friend and an ally in the hunger for knowledge and the desire for a fairer, better world.

			Then, one night, almost two years to the day since they had started jogging together, Patrick had some bad news. Even by Patrick’s timid standards, he was unusually quiet and Gaston was quick to notice. And it wasn’t long before a tear started rolling down Patrick’s surprisingly pale cheek.

			“I’m going to live in Australia,” Patrick blurted out in between sobs.
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