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Quotes

Every secret of a writer’s soul,

every experience of his life, every 

quality of his mind is written large in his works. 

—Virginia Woolf
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I see myself forever and ever as the ridiculous man, the lonely soul, the wanderer, the restless frustrated artist, the man in love with love, always in search of the absolute, always seeking the unattainable.
— Henry Miller 
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ONE EARLY EVENING IN the heart of winter, twenty-year-old Betty was on her way home from work when her eyes saw the plight of a black puppy and reached a standstill. The puppy scurried amid a traffic jam on a North London Road. The young woman said, ‘O, how awful!’

Betty stood there with both hands in the pockets of a grey winter coat and a white handbag hanging from her wrist. ‘Can’t someone do something?’ she said. ‘How awful it is for the wee thing!’ She shuddered as her chin nuzzled to a vile wind, and her voice extended beyond whispering. ‘People can be uncaring at times.’ 

Pedestrians rushed by as if they desired to be undisturbed. Was she prepared to do something for the puppy or limit herself to an outcry? 

Betty appeared unsure and watched here and there. 

As the cold seeped into her bones, Betty ventured after the black puppy. She rescued the puppy despite the animal’s erratic movements and traffic congestion.

Safely on the pavement, she cuddled the animal and whispered words of comfort in a soft Scottish cadence. She continued her way home.

When Betty arrived, she was alone, and her boyfriend’s absence made her uncomfortable.  

David rarely was in a pleasant homecoming mood. He was peevish, lamenting an incident at work or in rush hour traffic on the underground. David did not get along well with two of his colleagues. He considered one of the men biased and “enjoyed making derogatory remarks about people of colour.” With the other colleague, also male, the matter was different. David avoided him because of “the smell of stale sweat.” 

Then there was the crudeness and rudeness of some commuters “wilfully mashed my feet or pushed me, nothing to offer but insincere apologies annoyed him to distraction.”

Betty condemned Londoners for lacking civility as she prepared a ready-made dinner for both. Dinner came from canned meat or Freddie’s Fish & Chips shop round the corner. David would turn his attention to the Evening Standard or The Telegraph after dinner, make comments and laughter, and recover his usual self, cheerful and content with his lot. Record playing music would be loud. David relished West Indian music as if life in English society would be unbearable without it. 
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BOTH BETTY MACINTOSH and David Jones worked as civil servants in different departments. Betty held a minor position in the Ministry of Defence, while David was a senior clerk in the Internal Affairs. They met at a private party. 

David was twenty years older than Betty. He hailed from British Guiana and entered Britain at twenty-eight, leaving behind a spouse and three children. After two years, he sent for his family. 

But things got worse. David’s wife deserted him for another man and took the children with her. He was shocked and shattered by the desertion and humiliated when he discovered the other man was a close friend of the family. 

Six months later, Dora, the wife, returned to her husband. The man met the woman’s request with mixed feelings of love and hate. In the end, appeasement came. But after many quarrels and long periods of not speaking, they parted. 

David Jones, medium height and well built, carried a dark complexion; he often sported a pencilled moustache. His wide eyes gave the impression of being kind and good-natured and appeared neat, often in a suit. 

Betty Macintosh was pretty, short, and slim. Her girlish, freckled face carried an innocent glow and ginger-coloured hair she wore long. Her protruded lips suggested sensuality or rudeness. It was easy to appeal to her sense of humour. 

She was the youngest of three siblings, two boys and a single mother. Betty had had a go at matrimony and was still legally married. She was defensive about her broken marriage to Sean, the eldest of seven sons in a small village outside Glasgow. 

Betty told David about growing up and being far from clear-headed about life. She had never felt Scottish, nor was she happy in the small village. But meeting Sean, the grocer’s son, was a dream fulfilled. She believed she had found the man to share her vision of long life and far away from Scotland. Sean felt the same about their small town and Scotland. They married and were happy for a while. 

Then the reality of everyday life began to impose itself. Sean and Betty worked long hours in the grocery store. With everyone’s expectation of becoming a mother of several children, Betty, the wife, soon became disgruntled and disenchanted. The feeling of being a prisoner in her life saddened her. She had seen her dream of a future beyond Scotland’s borders vanish from Sean’s heart. After a Sunday church service, Sean told his wife a future in Scotland was as good as anywhere else. He sounded as if the Lord had spoken to him. Betty recounted to David. 

Betty felt betrayed but did not blame God or the Devil. She directed her wrath at her father-in-law. She believed he bullied her husband into remaining in Scotland and breaking up her marriage. Securing Sean as an heir to the business was of much concern to Sean’s father. She felt enough was enough and left Scotland. Betty hoped to reach New Zealand or South Africa one day and vowed never to return to her little village. Her departure led to much gossip amongst the village population. 
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BETTY SAT WAITING FOR David to appear, hoping he would understand her good deed. Her decision to bring the puppy home and maybe for it to stay the night in the apartment until... 

She became of two minds. Was it wiser to take the puppy to the police station or await David’s reaction? She felt nervous.

She stood up, held the puppy, and made a few steps back and forth to calm her nerves, hoping David would appear soon. Betty looked through a window that gave only a partial view of the street but received no comfort and sat in another chair, did nothing but worry, and patted the little animal on its head as if lost in thought.  

Betty decided to make a cup of tea. The puppy seemed content to follow in her footsteps. 

The mood for tea was not there or for doing anything else, just waiting and worrying. The thought of preparing dinner was lost.

Growing up, she loved animals. Dogs, cats, rabbits, and horses. She was the village’s St Francis of Assisi; her mother teasingly described her to her father. 

Betty sat in the kitchen, sipping tea from her favourite red cup with golden stars. She had offered the puppy cold milk and pieces of brown bread in a bowl on the linoleum floor. 

The doorbell rang, and she rushed off in that direction, thinking David might have forgotten his keys since he was the first to leave for work.

It was a three-bedroom flat on the second floor with a small kitchen and a bath and toilet in another section. The tenement building was old, dating back to the First World War. The couple searched a lot before securing the flat and brightening it by painting the kitchen orange and turning the bedroom and sitting room brown.

Betty opened the door. Standing before her was a man in his early thirties, brown, tall, and muscular, with a big afro-hair like Jimi Hendrix. His face wore a bright smile.

‘Oh, hello’, her soft voice said. I’m afraid David hasn’t yet arrived. But it shouldn’t be long now.’ Her protruded lips curved into a smile. ‘You might as well come in and wait this time. If you want to, that is.’ 

‘Tank yo, madam. Tanks,’ said the muscular man in a high-pitched and friendly-like tone. ‘Yes, I tink I will do just dat. Bee-cause I want to see de man bad. In fact, over urgent matter,’ he said, stepping into the flat as Betty closed the door. She asked to take the heavy ladder jacket of the big man, and he offered it, smiling broadly. ‘Tank yo!’ He spoke West Indian Creole English. 

David rarely spoke Creole English, even in the company of his cronies, because it sounded outlandish to his ears after becoming class-conscious in Britain. He had gotten rid of his West Indian accent, replacing it with an elegant English middle-class accent. Some West Indians with radical left-wing views saw him derisively as an Englishman because of the accent. In his eyes, the perceived pronunciation (alias RP) helped him create the impression that he was a learned black person who stood out from many foreign menial workers. 

The tall and muscular man came from Guyana and was once a close friend of David’s. The two men trained in a weightlifting gym years before David drifted away after hooking up with Betty. 

‘Please make yourself at home,’ Betty said, guiding the visitor to a sofa in the living room. ‘I told David you wanted to see him on an important matter.’ 

‘I imagine he wonder wat it is.’ The big man chuckled, briefly running the palm of his hands along his thighs. 

‘Yes, David did,’ Betty said, paused, and summoned a thought. Then in one breath, she asked, ‘Could I offer you something? Tea, coffee or perhaps something cold?’ She stood with folded arms, her upper body tilted a bit and seemed to shiver as if the visitor brought cold air from a half-shut front door of the building. 

‘Tanks, but some-ting hot. Cof-fee wit milk and four sugars will be fine. Dat’s if it’s no trou-bell.’ 

‘None whatsoever,’ the nervous hostess heard herself say. The mood to be social was not there. She did what she felt was right, despite the worry and fear she carried within. 

‘Tanks, again,’ sang the big man’s high-pitched voice as he smiled. 

As Betty approached the kitchen, the visitor’s attention shifted to a stack of Time magazines. He reached sideways for one and began to browse its pages, wetting his right-hand middle finger at the tip of his tongue as he leafed through it.

Shortly afterwards, the black puppy made its way into the living room. First, a few steps forward, then stopped as if to observe the enormous human creature on a sofa that showed no attention. Then, with tentative movement forward, the black puppy began to sniff the big man’s shoes. And as it lifted its gaze, the visitor greeted the animal with a startled stir and a smiling face.

‘Eh, wait,’ the visitor exclaimed and paused with laughter. His eyes expanded in wonder, and his stare continued. ‘Wait—wat I see-in here? A dog in de house?’ He paused as if to make sense of his discovery. 

Bertie said, caressing his chin. ‘Since wen de man start keeping a dog in dis cunt-tree! Like Dave gone English.’ He chuckled, his big body vibrating somewhat. ‘Since wen, he be-come a dogman?’ Bertie seemed excited and no longer interested in the magazine. He spoke as if he had expected his hostess to hear. ‘I must say dis is one big news for me!’ The big man began stroking the puppy’s head and chuckling.  

A few minutes later, the hostess held a cup of coffee. She did not seem to register the visitor’s question. 

The visitor repeated himself. 

‘No,’ Betty’s anxious voice said. ‘David isn’t the owner.’ She sat in an armchair. ‘It belongs to neither of us. A complicated story’. 

She explained the circumstances that led to the little black puppy’s presence in the flat. 

The visitor nodded away in sympathy, punctuated by audible sips from his cup. 

She concluded, ‘So, there I was, not knowing what the most decent thing to do was.’

Bertie nodded in sympathy.  He said, ‘Ah see de predicament.’

‘By the way, what’s your name again?’ Betty said. ‘That’s one of my weaknesses: Not holding on to names.’ She offered the visitor a tiny smile. Betty seemed distant, which may have betrayed the sincerity her question carried. 

The visitor said, ‘Nuh, man—dat’s all right. Bertie is me name. Man-ny pee-pull call me Big Bertie.’ He smirked. ‘I guess pee-pull call me dat bee-cause of me training all dese years. I am bad me-self with names.’ He laughed, revealing his molars; he drank from his cup, slurping with each gulp. 

He continued, ‘Well’—reclining in his seat and wiping his mouth twice with the back of his left hand— ‘well, I sup-pose, dere is not-ting wrong wit wat you did. Af-ter all, yo was jus do-wing yo best.’ 

Betty suddenly appeared relaxed, pleased with the support these words carried. She said, ‘Exactly! That’s how I felt and why I reacted the way I did. But I’m not sure everyone would see it that way, Bertie.’ 

‘Dave is sure-lee go-ing to be sur-prise,’ said the man, smiling. 

‘That’s what I mean,’ Betty said, appearing worried. 

‘I can under-stand how yo mus bee wor-ri-ing bout it.’ He sipped his coffee without producing a sound, perhaps not to offend the young woman’s unsettled nerves. 

Betty – lifting the puppy into her lap and caressing its head – asked, ‘How is the coffee? I’m not good at making coffee. David prefers to make his own and says, ‘I’m hopeless too when it comes to making a good cup of coffee.’ 

She was smiling, partly over her last statement and effort to be sociable. 

‘De cof-fee is fine. It taste all right to me. Can you give me some more sugar?’ 

The hostess said, ‘No trouble’, appearing willing to please. With the little animal still in her embrace, she hurried off towards the kitchen. 
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ON HER WAY BACK, BETTY heard the apartment door open. Not looking up at her, yet sure of her presence, David mechanically muttered hello to her. And as his eyes noticed Bertie, the homecoming man of the house, came to life—much to Betty’s surprise. 

‘Hello, Bertie!’ he exclaimed. ‘How are you? It has been some time.’ He laughed heartily. 

Bertie stood up and said, ‘Well, wat can I tell yo. Not too bad, at-all! Can’t com-plane.’ He began to laugh. 

The two men greeted each other with back-slapping and arm-squeezing.  

Bertie said, How tings wit yo, Dave?’ 

‘Well, you know what life is like in the mother country. A constant struggle.’ David sounded tired and appeared so. ‘Heard you came around last evening. Sorry I wasn’t in.’ His face showed a fixed smile. 

‘Co-rect! Not-ting dat can’t wait. Relax fuss, man.’ 

With his coat on and briefcase in hand, David said, ‘Has the Missus offered you something stronger to drink?’ 

‘Tea was fine. Char-ming hos-tess yo lay-dee is!’ 

David seemed pleased with the complimentary remark. 

David still ignored Betty, who held the animal in her arms. He seemed to limit himself, with intent, to a partial awareness of Betty’s presence and, much to Betty’s apprehension.

‘So yo been work-in some ex-tra time at de work-place I not-tice. Yes-ter-day and to-day,’ remarked Bertie, smiling. 

‘Yes, I had to stay on at work. I’m not at all keen about working overtime. Three colleagues are away on account of the flu. And as a senior clerk, you know what it’s like.’ 

Bertie said he understood the situation. 

Then spontaneously, as if anxious to help or be mischievous, Bertie said, ‘Turn around and see watt de misses hav as a sur-prise fo yo,’ wiping his lips needlessly. 

Betty experienced increased fear. Could David understand the way Bertie did? 

Before turning to face her, David commented at the visitor’s remark, ‘I hope it’s a good surprise which will ease the burden of work fatigue off my shoulders.’ As he came face-to-face with Betty, his tired eyes showed confusion. He became speechless. David looked again at Bertie and smilingly asked, ‘Ha-ha, was this your surprise for me yesterday? 

Bertie said, ‘No man, another matter. Not me dog.’

Silence intervened as David looked at Betty and the puppy, and his face became serious. 

Before David could speak, Betty seized the moment. 

In her soft voice, she said, ‘Bertie’s right. It’s a surprise, dear. The puppy and my involvement with it.’ She glanced at the puppy. ‘My rescuing it seemed at the time to be the only decent thing to do
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