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“Sometimes there were trips to somebody's cousin's friend's plot of land by the black-water creeks off the highway, trips that killed me with nostalgia even while I lived them, driving aback a pickup, silvery rain pelting bare backs, leaves dancing on the mud trail, branches snapping back onto faces, puddles like lakes forded in the sinking vehicle, bushcook and red rum and drenched cricket, jamoon splattered purple upon the wet soil - the remarkable freedom of a forgotten and irrelevant place on earth.”
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1. RAINY SEASON
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Nights turned cooler.

Dark clouds sailed restlessly 

across the bright, silvery moon.

Crickets chirped ceaselessly, 

calling out Quick-Quick, Quick-Quick.

Legions of crapoud​[1] croaked interminably,

a bellowing, pulsating cacophony 

reverberating throughout the night. 

Swarms of candle-flies fluttered

through the darkness in the Backdam​[2].

*
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It started with lightning. 

Not broken strings of jagged forks 

arcing across the dark sky leaving

flickers of luminescence in their wake.

But bright bursts lighting 

up the entire sky from the Demerara

to the Backdam, from the Atlantic to

the cane fields of Ruimveldt. 

Blinding light suspending 

images for disquieting interludes. 

A passing cyclist hurrying home.

A whimpering dog tied under a tree.

Deafening clangs of thunder 

split the air. A pitter-patter on the leaves. 

A drumming on the zinc sheets. 

The roar of the wind crashing 

branches together.

The rainy season had finally started.
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2.  THE BONDED
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Five years or ten?

A contract devised by the 

white Plantocracy in far off British Guiana

and the Caribbean. Not too far from India, 

they were told. 

They traveled from Kolkata​[3]. 

Across the Atlantic. Surviving 

on a daily allowance of rice and dholl. 

Two ounces of salt fish, onions, and garlic, 

spiced with four drams of turmeric.

Meals cooked in mustard oil and ghee. 

Sprinkled with chillies and black pepper. 

Flavoured with coriander and mustard seeds. 

Served in a tin-plate. Water in a tin-cup 

to wash it down.

He wore a trowser​[4] or a dhotee​[5].

A chupkun​[6] or coat to protect him 

from storm, a white calico cap to shield 

from the blazing sun and a 

woolen red one when the sun went down.

She wore one of the two printed sarries​[7]

with a woolen petticoat when night fell. 

Her son wore a linen dhotee and Madras 

Cloth to cover at night. Her daughter wore 

a chintz gown woven and cut in Hyderabad. 

They crossed the Kalapani​[8] for six weeks.

Oh Ram, He cried as the storm lashed 

the fragile vessel. Why did we ever leave Mother India? 

Oh Ram, She cried when the girl was cut down 

by dysentery, buried at sea, lost forever. 

They worked on the sugar plantation.

Cane cutters. Bundlers. Porters. 

The absentee Massa​[9] snug in bed in Liverpool 

sipping tea from Darjeeling, sweetened with sugar.

Drinking rum from Demerara.
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3.  THE TOWN CRIER
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The town-crier came around late in the afternoon, 

paused in his stride, held his brass gong up by the rope handle, hit it with the small wood mallet. Bong. Bong.

Vishnu Singh. Funeral tomorrow afternoon

four o’clock at the temple. Vishnu Singh. 

Funeral tomorrow afternoon four o’clock...

He was a small man, dressed in his white dhoti

and kurta​[10], leather sandals flapping on his feet, 

the words spat out through his thick black 

moustache and well-spaced rabbit teeth.

A hush descended over the neighbourhood. 

No dogs barked. The chickens in the yard 

didn’t cluck. The breeze didn’t whisper 

in the trees. My mother paused at the washstand. 

The town-crier moved on down the road and stopped

again, three house-lots away. 

Vishnu Singh. Funeral tomorrow afternoon

four o’clock at the temple. Vishnu Singh. 

Funeral tomorrow afternoon four o’clock...

His voice receded down the road 

as he paused again and again, 

until it was a mere whisper 

in the far-off distance of the Backdam. 

Who will make his announcement 

when his time comes?
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4.  LINCOLN
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Cussbird Lincoln was his false name​[11].

And from his mouth streamed a litany

of obscenities that could make a grown-up

recoil in horror.

No school for Lincoln. He roamed 

the neighbourhood and was wise 

to the ways of the world. 

Like the time he came across the two dogs 

locked in a copulatory tie, chased them

down Middle Road and pelted them with stones. 

Or when he came across a lizard, cut the tail off with his penknife and tied it to a post to see if it would eventually grow back. 

A wayward lock of hair hanging in front,

beak nose protruding from his slender face,

cat-eyes shining brightly through narrowed slits, 

Lincoln cavorted in the The Punt Trench outside his front yard, stole sugarcane and molasses from the passing punts heading from the estate to the factory. 

Until one day he was caught between two punts

and Lincoln was no more.
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5.  NIGHTMARES
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There was no light in the hall but the slanting 

rays of the sinking sun set the slats 

of the jalousie windows aglow.  

Pools of darkness: in front of the door to the portico; 

behind the settee in the gallery. 

below my mother's cabinet in the dining room.  

The kitchen door was ajar and through it

floated faint sounds of the wind rustling 

through the Genip tree at the back; 

voices that came from afar, children laughing 

and playing, mocking, and calling to me.

My head grew larger with every passing second; 

the hair on my scalp bristled, my eyes felt 

as if they were about to pop in their sockets.  

And what was that odour clinging to me. 

I could smell it in my nostrils, the ever present, 

ever destructive smell of death.  

Everything around me assumed unfathomable 

proportions: I was in a room with the ceiling inclined 

to meet the floor at the far end and all the furniture

piled up against the furthest wall. 

As the afternoon sun crept through the jalousie windows, 

shadows detached themselves from the dark corners, 

assumed shapes of moving objects and mocked me 

from the far end of the room.  

Cussbird Lincoln died as he lived. 

Doing what he liked to do.

Swimming in the Punt Trench. 

Those cat-eyes will haunt me forever.
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6.  REDS THE SCALPER
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Get yur tikkets before the show start, Reds cried,

a wad of tickets in his hand.

Twenty-five, Fifty, he shouted.

Should I pay the extra five cents 

and get the ticket from Reds?

The windows inside the cinema closed. 

In a few minutes advertising slides 

would start, followed by the first movie

of the double bill. 

Should I pay the extra five cents 

and get the ticket from Reds?

The rush outside the booth intensified.

The crowd pushed harder to get to the slot 

to buy a ticket at the regular price.

Get your tikkets. The show about to start, Reds cried. 

You don’ wan’ to miss de opening.

Should I pay the extra five cents 

and get the ticket from Reds?

The last time I did this, the ticket turned out 

to be for yesterday’s showing!
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