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To my mother




Introduction

Black Britain: Writing Back is a new series I’ve curated with my publisher, Hamish Hamilton, at Penguin Random House. Our ambition is to correct historic bias in British publishing and bring a wealth of lost writing back into circulation. While many of us continue to lobby for the publishing industry to become more inclusive and representative of our society, this project looks back to the past in order to resurrect texts that will help reconfigure black British literary history.

The books included in the series are my personal choices, determined by my literary values and how I perceive the cultural context and significance of the books. The series is not to be regarded as an attempt to be definitive or to create a canon. Canons are by their very nature hierarchical and have traditionally been constructed by the prevailing white orthodoxies of academia. Black British writers rarely appear on these reading lists, are rarely taught to new generations of readers and unless they become commercial successes, their legacy very quickly disappears.

My aim is to present a body of work illustrating a variety of preoccupations and genres that offer important and diverse black British perspectives. Good books withstand the test of time, even if they are of their time. I am very excited to introduce these books to new readers who will discover their riches.

In 1986 I went to see a production of The Black Jacobins (1967), a play about Toussaint L’Ouverture and the Haitian Revolution by C. L. R. James, at the Riverside Studios in London. He was, at this stage, considered the elder statesman of black intellectuals and writers. Sadly, I never met him, but I knew that this impressive man was now frail, elderly and living in a flat above the offices of the radical Race Today collective at 165 Railton Road in Brixton. Its members included his nephew Darcus Howe, a familiar cultural figure on British television in the 1980s, and the dub poet Linton Kwesi Johnson.

A previous incarnation of the play, entitled Toussaint L’Ouverture: The Story of the Only Successful Slave Revolt in History, had been staged at the Westminster Theatre in 1936, starring the famous African American film star, theatre actor, baritone and left-wing political activist Paul Robeson.

Born in Trinidad in 1901, Cyril Lionel Robert James attended Queen’s Royal College, the country’s top school, where he became a keen cricketer and athlete. With aspirations to become a novelist, he had already published three short stories, La Divina Pastora (British Saturday Review, 1927), as well as Triumph and Turner’s Prosperity (both in Trinidad magazine, 1929), when he migrated to Britain in 1932, settling in Lancashire with his friend the great Trinidadian cricketer Learie Constantine, who was his mentor and sponsor. He eventually took up the post of cricket correspondent for the Guardian (a national newspaper based in Manchester then called the Manchester Guardian), which was an incredible achievement for a black man in Britain at that time. James became very involved in the Marxist left, anti-imperialism and especially Pan-Africanism, emerging as a powerful advocate for West Indian independence. He also helped found the International African Friends of Ethiopia when that country was attacked by the Italian dictator Mussolini. He moved in English literary circles and met the aristocratic writer and literary doyenne Edith Sitwell, in Bloomsbury, with whom he debated poetic form. His influential pamphlet, The Life of Captain Ciprani, was excerpted and published as The Case for West Indian Self-Government (1933) by Virginia and Leonard Woolf’s Hogarth Press. He was a Trotskyist for many years, visiting Trotsky at his home in Mexico where they discussed ‘the Negro question’, and where he also met Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera.

James lived in the States from 1938 to 1953, finally rejecting Trotskyism in 1951. He was imprisoned on Ellis Island in 1953 for overstaying his visa, afterwards leaving the country before he was expelled. He voluntarily moved back to Britain in 1953 and returned to Trinidad for the new West Indian Federation celebrations in 1958, where he edited the People’s National Movement pro-Independence newspaper, the Nation. In Britain, he lived in Hampstead and Willesden, and eventually in Brixton, where he died in 1989. A blue plaque was erected outside the Brixton house in 2004.

One of James’s most celebrated books was The Black Jacobins (1938), the history of the Haitian Revolution which abolished slavery, and the inspiration for the two plays. He’d wanted to write a social history that showed black empowerment and Africans with agency in their own lives and futures, as opposed to being victims of oppression. His other highly celebrated work was Beyond a Boundary (1963), a book about cricket but which mixed memoir, sports commentary and social history with a focus on class. In 2005, it was ranked by the Observer as the third best book on sport ever written. He also published a book about Kwame Nkrumah, the first post-independence leader of Ghana, whom he had known as a student. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution (1977) was published by Allison & Busby, co-founded by Margaret Busby, Britain’s first black publisher.

James only ever wrote one novel, Minty Alley (1936), although as the first novel by a black Caribbean writer to be published in England it was an historic achievement. One can imagine how hard it was for him to publish a book about black Caribbean people all those years ago. He wasn’t part of the wave of Windrush-era writers such as Wilson Harris, George Lamming, Edgar Mittelholzer, V. S. Naipaul, Andrew Salkey and Samuel Selvon, who benefited from being part of the larger movement of Caribbean migration to Britain. James had been a lone pilot in the 1930s.

Minty Alley, a social-realist novel, never made its mark when it was first published and while it was republished by New Beacon Books in 1971, it is still not widely discussed or acknowledged, even though it definitely deserves to be. The only black British book to have received a degree of sustained interest from the twentieth century to today is Samuel Selvon’s immigrant caper The Lonely Londoners (1956), about black Caribbean men newly arrived in London. Selvon and his generation are indebted to James for breaking new ground with the way in which he validated ordinary, working-class Caribbean experiences and his groundbreaking use of the vernacular.

Minty Alley was written in 1928 and set in Port of Spain, the capital of Trinidad. It centres on Haynes, a twenty-year-old middle-class black man who can no longer afford to stay in the house his deceased mother purchased and has had to downsize to a rented room in lodgings at No. 2 Minty Alley, a rundown ‘barrack-yard’. There, he gets to know the people living in the property and we experience them through him. Haynes is a reclusive, friendless, essentially spineless figure who has led an uneventful life. First his mother looked after him and planned his future; then the family servant, Ella. However, through staying at No. 2, his hitherto empty life soon fills up with the whirlwind of dramas, conflicts, subterfuge, entanglements, rages and desires that storm around him while he remains the still centre of the house – quiet and observant, a listener rather than a speaker; in fact, so unassuming that the other characters are magnified and intensified in comparison. Light-hearted, comic, occasionally sobering, always engrossing, the novel is a lovely and captivating read. It feels like eavesdropping on history, a sensation at once intimate and distant. Class features strongly, with the protagonist, in effect, slumming it with the lower classes but being deeply enriched and enlivened by the experience. The author pays attention to skin tone, describing the colouring and race of the characters, and through this he creates a microcosm of the pigmentocratic Caribbean long before racism and colourism began to be widely deconstructed and contextualized for debate. It’s a colonial novel rather than a post-colonial one, written thirty-three years before Trinidad gained its independence in 1962, but the British imperial power structures that governed this country are not the focus of the novel. This is a story about a Caribbean community in relationship with itself; about life on an island before the mass movement of people to either the United States or the United Kingdom. They are not foreigners in a hostile environment struggling to be accepted, although many of them have the ambition to migrate, but right now they are among their own and leading ordinary lives within a complicated web of entertaining relationships. I would argue that it laid the foundations for Naipaul’s most celebrated novel, A House for Mr Biswas (1961). For the contemporary reader, we are allowed a peek into a society of nearly one hundred years ago, which shows us that while the circumstances are different, our essential passions, preoccupations and ambitions remain the same.
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Chapter One

Haynes concluded his calculations and decided that he could not continue to live in the whole house. He would occupy two rooms and let the rest as soon as he could; but leave the house, that he would not do.

He would tell Ella. As soon as he called, she came. He never had to call Ella twice. Wherever she was, whatever she was doing, she seemed to have one ear open in case Haynes called. Her fat black face shone with perspiration and good nature.

‘Sit down, Ella. I want to have a long talk with you.’

‘That’s all right, sir. What is it, sir?’

‘Sit down, Ella.’

‘It’s all right, sir. The dinner is cookin’, sir, and I have to go at once.’

The influence of his dead mother still dominated the house. She was a perfect mistress, but never would she have asked Ella to sit down. And Ella remained standing.

‘I have worked it all out carefully, Ella, and shall live in half the house and let the other half. I shall take my mother’s bedroom and the study. I shall have a door cut to connect them. I don’t want to move. And with the rent from the house and the rooms in George Street and with my salary, I can just manage. That settles it.’

‘You think you will manage, sir?’

‘We’ll have to manage.’

She made no reply, but she turned her head sideways and looked at him questioningly. He knew what that meant.

‘Look here, Ella. We can get eight dollars a month for the rest of the house.’

‘I doubt it, sir. If you let the whole house you can get sixteen dollars or even sixteen-fifty. But if you let half, even if you get seven it means you payin’ nine-fifty for these two rooms, sir. And then you have to pay a servant. It’s a lot of expense, sir.’

‘But—’

‘You see, sir. I have been thinking it over, sir, and as I told you the other day, the best thing for you is to go and board and lodge with a family.’

‘And do what with you?’

‘I will go and get other work, sir.’

‘No, no, no. You are going to stay with me.’ He looked at her apprehensively. ‘You don’t want to leave me, Ella?’

‘No sir. I don’t want to leave you.’

‘Well, what were you saying?’

‘If you don’t want to board and lodge and you want me to go on seeing after things, sir, get a room, sir, a large room. It will cost you about four or five dollars. All I will want is a place to cook. You can take in your own things from here, sir. We can sell the piano and the furniture and use the money to repair the kitchen and the fence and help to pay some of the mortgage. I was talking to the man from Price & Co., sir. They will auction the things, sir, and take on the repairs and give you the balance. You can leave that to me, sir. They wouldn’t cheat me, sir.’

‘God, I wish I were rid of all this bother.’ He put his elbows on the table and rested his face on his hands.

‘Don’t let it trouble you, sir. You need a change, sir. You should move from this place.’

‘But where shall I go? The month will end in four days. If I don’t move it means another long month here.’

‘I thought that perhaps you would want to move and I’ve been looking, sir. There is a room vacant in a house in Charles Street, Mr. Newstead, the solicitor and his wife.’

‘I know them. They come to the shop. I don’t want to go and live near those people, Ella.’

‘There is another one, sir. It’s not nice, sir. I pass up and down there every day, and I saw the notice. It’s in Minty Alley, the second street from here. They are ordinary people, sir. Not your class of people.’

‘Who are they?’

‘A Mrs. Rouse, sir. She makes cakes for sale, and she lives with a man who helps her. She has a very large kitchen where I could cook. But I don’t think you’ll like the place, sir.’

‘How much is it?’

‘Very cheap, sir. Two dollars and fifty cents.’

‘Well, let’s take it then, Ella.’

‘You had better go and see it first, sir.’

‘If I am to move I had better move quickly.’

‘Go and see it, sir.’

‘I’ll go and see it.’

‘All right, sir. And meanwhile, I’ll look for another place. Tell me when you want your dinner, sir.’

Haynes tore up his calculations and threw them in the wastepaper-basket. The short tropical twilight had departed and it was already dark.

Ella came back in.

‘You want the light on, sir?’

‘No, thank you, Ella.’

‘You want your dinner, sir?’

‘No, Ella, not yet. I am not hungry.’

She did not go.

‘Perhaps you want to stay here, sir?’

‘No, Ella, no. It isn’t that. You go on. I’ll call you in a few minutes.’

Yes, Ella was right. He wanted a change. It was better that he should move. Most of his childhood and his youth had been passed here, untroubled about anything except his own adolescent dreams. He had spent seven years at the secondary school, a shy, solitary boy, doing his lessons, playing games but making few friends, no friends – no, not one. (There was Boyce, but Boyce was not a friend.) He had grown up under the shelter of his mother, to whom he was everything and who was everything to him. Ever since he had known himself, he had known and accepted her plans for his future.

‘You are black, my boy. I want you to be independent, and in these little islands for a black man to be independent means that he must have money or a profession. I know how your father suffered, and you are so much like him that I tremble for you.’

In the West Indies, to get a profession meant going to England or America, and his mother had decided she would send him to England. She was a headmistress and in her spare time taught unwearyingly. First she had bought the house on a stiff mortgage. Haynes was to work in the island for a year or two and then, when the mortgage had been paid off, she would send him abroad and keep him there. Medicine it was to be. ‘Law wouldn’t suit you, my child. You are your father’s son.’ She got a job for him in the only book shop in the town, and Haynes worked in the day and came home and read the books in the evenings. For all the change it made, he might have been still at school. And then, suddenly, his mother had fallen ill, and after months of wearisome illness which had cost hundreds of dollars, she had died. Ella, the servant, who had been with them about a year before she fell ill, took charge of the house, and had continued as housekeeper for the helpless Haynes. Relations he had none that mattered. He shrank from his mother’s middle-aged friends. From sheer inertia he had continued living in the house. But he knew, long before Ella hinted it to him, that a change had to be made.

Yes, he would leave and go and live somewhere else, save some money and do something. It was time. He was twenty. Twenty – and his life still a blank page.

It would be best to take the cheap room. If he lost his job, what would he do? He wasn’t trained for anything. The book business, such as it was in that small island, he knew inside out. But if he should displease old Carritt all his knowledge would go for nothing and he would have to begin again elsewhere. The mortgage swallowed up a good portion of his small salary. There would be rent from the house, and there was the rent from two or three rooms in the slum quarter. But there were rates and constant repairs and the rent was irregular. Ella was right. It would be better to live cheaply, for a time at least. As long as Ella was there he would not suffer any inconvenience. And at the back of his mind unformulated, but nevertheless a steadily growing influence, was the desire to make a break with all his monotonous past life, school, home and the drowsy book shop. His mother was no more than a memory, a tender memory, but nevertheless only a memory. His life was empty. He did not think these things out clearly, but he knew them as people are aware of things without putting them into words. The sea of life was beating at the walls which enclosed him. Nervously and full of self-distrust, he had been fighting against taking the plunge, but he would have to sometime. Better now. He looked round at the pleasant furniture, the mahogany sideboard with its spotless china and the silver pieces. He could barely see them, but he had lived with them so long that they were stamped on his mind. The silver he would keep, but the rest would go. Ella was right. He must move. He had promised his mother to keep the house and he would keep it at whatever cost. He would marry some day and bring his bride home. But till that time, anywhere except staying there.

He rose and turned on the lights.

‘Bring my dinner, Ella,’ he said, and when she brought in the first dish he smiled at her.

‘Where did you say that room was, Ella?’

‘Two streets from here, sir. No. 2, Minty Alley. It’s a very short alley.’

‘Well, we’ll go there.’

‘But you haven’t seen the place, sir. I don’t think you’ll like it. There are a lot of people there, sir. Ordinary people.’

‘So much the better. I am sure I will like it. 2, Minty Alley. It sounds good. I shall go down and look at the room tomorrow.’
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Chapter Two

Minty Alley was not two hundred yards away and the house was one on which his glance must often have rested. But it was only now when he approached it as a prospective lodging-house that he took particular notice of it. No. 2 stood at a corner, far in from the street. He walked down the yard, mounted a few steps, knocked and waited. The yard was quite clean; so was the front of the house, though badly in need of a coat of paint. Through the open jalousies he could see a neat little drawing-room, centre-table, bentwood chairs, antimacassars, what-nots and china ornaments. Among the pictures was one of Christ with a bleeding heart.

Haynes knocked again, and then he heard a voice, a woman’s voice.

‘Maisie! Somebody knocking. Go and see who it is. Don’t keep the person waiting.’

But nobody came.

The same voice spoke again, more sharply.

‘But, girl, you didn’t hear me? The bigger you grow, the lazier you getting. Go at once.’

There was the sound of bare feet in the room behind the drawing-room. The blind opened, a good-looking young face, presumably Maisie’s, appeared and asked sourly:

‘Anybody there?’

‘Yes,’ said Haynes, ‘I want to see Mrs. Rouse, the owner of this house, about a room she has to let.’

‘Wait, please,’ said the young woman and turned back inside.

‘Tante, it’s somebody come to see about the room.’

‘Who is it?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Jesus give me patience with this child!’

There were rapid footsteps and a slight scuffle. A short, stout woman came quickly to the door, opened it, and said:

‘Come in, Mr. Haynes. We know you. We see you passing up and down.’

‘Yes,’ said Haynes, ‘and you are Mrs. Rouse, I expect. My servant told me you had a room here to let and I have come to have a look at it.’

‘Yes, sir … You must excuse my appearance. I make cakes for sale, you know, and I am busy in the kitchen with them.’

She had no need to apologize for her appearance. She was a woman somewhere in the forties, fat, yet with a firmness and shapeliness of figure which prevented her from looking gross. Her face was a smooth light-brown with a fine aquiline nose and well-cut firm lips. The strain of white ancestry responsible for the nose was not recent, for her hair was coarse and essentially negroid. Her apron was dirty, but the dress below was clean.

‘Will you follow me, sir?’ She made a slight bow and turned and led the way, carrying herself erect with a mature grace and dignity which Haynes thought assumed for the occasion but which he learnt to know later were natural to her.

In the dining-room they met Maisie – the same girl whose face had peeped through the blind, only now her hair was smoother. Though not as light in colour as the aunt, she also was smooth-skinned and brown. Haynes looked at her, but saw her smiling at him and turned his eyes away.

‘You want the key, Tante?’ she said.

‘I don’t wish anything,’ said Mrs. Rouse, and descended four or five steps into the yard.

The house was built in a simple style, square and containing five rooms, drawing-room and dining-room on one side and three bedrooms on the other. But at some time after it had been built, two rooms had been added to the original structure on the side opposite the kitchen, which was a separate building about ten feet away.

‘This room is tenanted already, sir,’ said Mrs. Rouse, pointing to the first, ‘and this is yours.’

The room was small, but clean, with two large windows. Haynes knew that he would take it, had, indeed, decided to do so from the time Ella had mentioned the place, but he did not say so at once. He stole a glance at the kitchen and saw a number of people.

‘No one will disturb you here, you know, Mr. Haynes. You’ll be quite private,’ said Mrs. Rouse. ‘Any – er – friend of yours you want to come and see you at any time, you will be able to have them.’

Haynes felt the blood in his face, but that decided him.

‘You think it will suit you, sir?’

‘Yes, madam. I think it will … And the price is two dollars and fifty cents?’

‘Yes. Two dollars fifty.’

‘Well, I’ll pay you now and come on the first.’

‘Thank you. But if you want to move in now you can, you know, Mr. Haynes. That will be all right.’

That would suit Haynes very well. He would move at once.

‘You are a bachelor, Mr. Haynes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, if you like we can board you, you know. All your meals, clothes, washing, you can get everything done here.’

She smiled at him hopefully.

‘Thank you very much, Mrs. Rouse. But Ella, my servant, is in charge of everything. She washes the clothes, cooks all my meals and so on. I could not think of carrying on without Ella, she has been with me so long and understands me so well.’

‘I only thought as you were giving up house you wouldn’t keep a servant. That’s why I asked.’

‘But if I do make a change, of course, I’ll board with you,’ said Haynes.

‘Thank you,’ said Mrs. Rouse, smiling happily.

At the front door she paused.

‘I hope you’ll be comfortable with us, sir,’ she said.

‘I am sure I will be, madam,’ replied Haynes. He stood for a second uncertainly, and then, quite spontaneously, offered her his hand. She took it with a little start of surprise, and looked at him so kindly and with such a gratified smile that he could see he had made a good impression on his future landlady.




[image: Penguin walking logo]

Chapter Three

Early next morning began the transfer of Haynes’s belongings. Ella remained at No. 9 to despatch and he went to No. 2 to receive.

He was down pretty early, about seven o’clock, but Mrs. Rouse and her household were already quite busy. Yesterday, while he was in the room making arrangements with her, he had been aware of people in the kitchen, but had no opportunity of noting more than that the majority were women. But now as he sat in his room facing the kitchen, idling, while Ella was packing things on the cart (and, no doubt, having stiff arguments with the man as to how much exactly constituted a load), as he sat there he could make a more detailed observation of his surroundings and his future neighbours.

The surroundings were nothing the eye would dwell on without reason. The yard was reddish dirt and bits of stone, but much more dirt than stone, so that on rainy days it would be a mass of slippery mud, treacherous to shoe and slipper, and needing care even from naked feet. Opposite his room was the kitchen, long, low and concrete-floored, with two doors that opened on to the yard and two windows that looked into the alley. As is usual in the tropics, all windows and doors were wide open and he could see straight into it. Joined to the kitchen was the bathroom, and in front of the bathroom but to one side was a pipe with a sink. For the rest there was nothing else to see but the encircling hedge and the upper portions of the neighbouring buildings. A dull enough prospect. But if the surroundings were drab, the inhabitants were busy.

First there was Mrs. Rouse, who gave him a fine good morning, but had no time for anything else. She concentrated on the contents of two or three pots on the fire, but at intervals turned to a table, where, unfortunately, he could not see what she was doing. She called frequently to one Aucher, a tall, heavily-built, quiet-looking youth of about twenty – dressed in a patched and dirty pair of blue trousers and an old jacket without shirt or merino. He seemed rather dirty to be making cakes. He put large sheets of tin covered with cakes into the stove and took them out for Mrs. Rouse to see if they were baked enough, meanwhile regulating the heat by attending to the wick, usually at the dictation of Mrs. Rouse, who from her frequent admonitions and exhortations to those around her was clearly the officer commanding. In the kitchen was another black man with curly hair, wearing socks and slippers, black trousers and a white jacket. He was kneading flour and never once did he turn his head. He had a good deep voice.

At first the yard was empty, but after a time a long, bony black girl came out of the kitchen and went to the sink, where she washed dishes; and not long after, a little boy, nearly white, came from inside the house. He played about in the yard with two marbles, stopping to take an interest in the contents of the first cartload which Ella sent down, only the first, because Mrs. Rouse, happening to see him, told him not to be fast, and to go inside and take his book. The boy, who at once obeyed orders, was about eight years old, unhealthy-looking but cute. It was his colour, however, which rather startled Haynes. He wondered at the presence of so fair a skin among all those dark people. Brownish though Mrs. Rouse might be it was inconceivable that she should be a party to any form of miscegenation which would produce offspring with hair so straight and complexion so fair.

He had not taken his book for ten minutes when Mrs. Rouse called to him by name, Sonny, and sent him to the front to see if Philomen and Maisie were coming. He came back and said ‘No.’ Mrs. Rouse said that she could not understand what was keeping them back, and added that it was the last day she would let Maisie go.

When Haynes went up for lunch, Ella came down. Haynes ate quickly and went back to release her. As soon as she had left, Mrs. Rouse came to the door of the room, followed by the black man.

‘Mr. Haynes, this is Mr. Benoit, your landlord.’

The man came in, and she went back into the kitchen.

‘I am Benoit,’ he said and shook hands.

He was rather a big man with a slight paunch. His very black face was undistinguished-looking, neither handsome nor ugly. The very dark skin and curly hair showed traces of Indian blood. The only thing one might have noticed was a rather cruel mouth below the sparse moustache. He might have been anything between thirty-five and fifty, perhaps somewhere in the forties. Benoit was very much at his ease at once, and, as he told Haynes not long afterwards, he knew from Mrs. Rouse’s description that Haynes was not one of those chaps who was stuck up.

‘You do a lot of reading, I see,’ he said, looking at the books.

‘Do you like books?’ said Haynes.

‘No time for that, man. Since I leave school I ain’t open a book.’

While he spoke he was eating ground-nuts which he took from his pocket and shelled expertly. He chewed with short quick bites.

‘Have a few,’ he said suddenly.

‘Thank you,’ said Haynes and took two.

‘Nuts is good things for men to eat,’ he observed. ‘You had lunch already?’

‘Otherwise I couldn’t eat these,’ Haynes said. ‘They would ruin my appetite.’

‘You different to me. I not going to eat till near two, but I will eat four cents nuts and roast corn, I’ll suck orange, eat fig, mango, anything, the whole morning; and that wouldn’t prevent me eating my regular.’

He laughed, shelled two nuts at once, blew the thin skin away, threw the kernels into his mouth and walked over to the window to look at something or someone in the street.

‘Ella is coming,’ he said. ‘You have a nice, fat cook, man. The first day she come here to ask about the room I like her, though I didn’t know who she was. Mrs. Rouse tell me you say she does everything for you, and you wouldn’t let her go.’ He laughed again. ‘Anyway, guard your property. I am a man girls like, you know. If she fall in my garden I wouldn’t have to lock the gate to keep her in.’

He laughed so heartily that Haynes was compelled to summon a sickly smile and ignore the shocking insinuation.

‘Well, I’ll see you later, Haynes,’ said Benoit, shaking hands again. ‘If you want any help in moving anything just call me.’
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Chapter Four

On the Saturday evening Haynes, his back to the yard, sat by the window smoking. The first exhilaration of newness had already worn off, and he contemplated his immediate future with a lack of enthusiasm almost amounting to gloom. The room was small and irksome after the luxury of five rooms in the other house; particularly one of the book-shelves was four inches too short to fit in with the other against the only available side. It stuck out at an offensive angle. From the open doors of the kitchen came an unwavering smell of baking and cooking. One door was directly opposite the door of his room, and so many people were up and down and taking a glance at him that he often had to keep his own door closed, a grave hardship in a tropical climate. And there were more people to come yet. In the room next to his was a Miss Atwell, who was in defensive confinement. She was kept by a Mr. Cross, who had not turned up for weeks, and Miss Atwell consequently owed. She owed rent, she owed for other things, and was in fear of seizure. So she preferred to stay inside, keeping door and window tightly closed, running a serious risk of suffocation in the terrible heat. He had been taken by Maisie’s face the first day, but whenever he looked at her she was looking at him and smiling, which discouraged him. Also she had a cold and spat voluptuously. Philomen, the Indian servant, who lived in the house, was fat and brown and pleasant-looking. Her masses of straight black hair banded down by a white cloth gave her a picturesque effect. She exuded good nature and smiled amicably, so that Haynes felt as much at ease with her as with Mrs. Rouse. But on the whole he wished he had not decided so precipitously.

Ella interrupted his reflections.

‘Good night, sir.’

‘Good night, Ella.’

But she did not go.

Haynes swung his chair round.

‘What is wrong, Ella?’

‘Nothing, sir. Good night, sir.’

Well, it wasn’t Ella’s fault. She had acted for the best.

In the kitchen the lights were bright. Everything had been washed and cleaned and put away, for tomorrow there would be no cakes to make. Supper would soon be ready. Sometimes the family ate in the dining-room, but more often they snatched their meals in the kitchen. Tonight, however, a large white cloth had been spread on the kitchen table. Wilhelmina was washing dishes at the sink. Philomen was out, probably buying the groceries for the Sunday cooking. Benoit was nowhere to be seen. John, the cake-seller, and Aucher were sitting on a little bench which faced the room, Aucher replying in monosyllables to John’s casual remarks.

Aucher was as taciturn as he looked and inspired a vague respect. John was quite unremarkable except for a prevailing simplicity of disposition and a fondness for cast-off garments.

Suddenly Maisie rushed round the house calling:

‘Sonny! Sonny! Look, your mother come.’

Mrs. Rouse came to the kitchen door. Sonny, who was in the kitchen waiting for his supper, dashed out, held hands with Maisie, and the two of them ran round the house to the front.

‘Our lodger has come, Mr. Haynes,’ said Mrs. Rouse.

‘Everybody seems very glad.’

‘Yes,’ said Mrs. Rouse. ‘We all like her. She is a nurse, you know, so that if you get sick you have somebody on the spot to attend to you.’

‘I hope I don’t get ill,’ said Haynes, for want of something to say rather than with any intention of mischief.

‘Oh, Mr. Haynes! I didn’t mean that. Nothing like that must happen to you while you are here,’ she said.

The dining-room door opened and a short, thin, fair woman in a nurse’s uniform came down the steps, her son holding on to one hand. Behind came Maisie with two or three parcels in her arms. The nurse went to the kitchen door, held Mrs. Rouse’s face in her hands and kissed her twice.

‘So you are back, nurse?’

‘Yes, Ma Rouse. And how you all pass the time? Everybody well?’

‘Everybody. Come in.’

Maisie had entered the kitchen by the other door and was opening the parcels at a table while John and Wilhelmina and even the solemn-faced Aucher crowded round her.

‘Come to the light, Sonny. Let me see you well.’ It was the nurse’s voice. ‘How is mother’s child? Come and kiss me again, child.

‘How did he behave, Ma Rouse?’

‘He behaved well, nurse,’ said Mrs. Rouse.

‘Good. There’s a kiss for that. Come and see what I have brought for you.’

‘But Maisie! What do you mean? Opening everything the nurse bring like that!’

Maisie danced gaily outside.

‘The nurse bring rum and wine and cherry brandy and cake. And garters for me and stockings for Mrs. Rouse and cloth to make a suit for Sonny; and a tie for Mr. Benoit … And when she opened her purse to pay the taxi-man was only notes. Big times!’

This she said partly to John and Aucher, who had followed her outside, and partly to nobody in particular.

‘I ain’t going home until I get two drinks o’ that rum,’ said John.

‘I ain’t goin’ till the bottle finish,’ said Aucher. ‘Wait till Mr. Benoit come.’

‘The boss mustn’t drink. It not good for ’im,’ said John.

‘Tell ’im that you,’ said Aucher. ‘If is the doctor ’e wouldn’t listen to, is you’e goin’ to hear?’

The two of them sat down on the little bench and the others began to eat inside. Philomen came in, on her arm a heavy basket.

‘Eh, nurse? You come, then. O Lord!’ and she started to laugh.

‘How are you, nurse? You lookin’ well,’ she laughed again.

‘But how is Miss A.?’ said the nurse during a pause. There was a burst of rippling laughter from Maisie.

‘Behave yourself, girl,’ said Mrs. Rouse, and there was some whispering. Nurse called out.

‘Good evening, Miss A.’

The door did not open, but a voice from inside replied, ‘How are you, nurse? I am glad you is back. I myself is not too well.’

There was some more talking, voices lowered. Haynes felt sure this was about him. The voices rose again. Aucher was sent for ice and there was drinking. He and John went inside and had a drink each. There were jokes about the amount John poured out.

‘You think is beer?’ said Maisie.

And again there was a general laughing.

The two men came back and sat on the bench. Mrs. Rouse called Wilhelmina to put out some supper for them, while she and the nurse sat talking. Philomen moved in and out, joining in the conversation and calling out bits of news to the nurse whenever she happened to remember them.

‘Eh, but nurse, you know we have a new cook? Mr. Haynes cook. Her name is Ella.’ This from the sink.

‘Eh, but nurse, you know my mother came down last week and brought some eggs? I remember you to her. She ask me for you too.’ This from the yard.

‘But, nurse, you mean you couldn’t get away even once? We all was so longin’ to see you.’ This from the dining-room.

Mrs. Rouse rebuked her, but without severity. Philomen only laughed louder. Maisie and
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