
Valmiki’s Daughter

Shani Mootoo



First published in Australia in 2009 by 
UWA Publishing 

Crawley, Western Australia 6009 
www.uwap.uwa.edu.au

 

Published by arrangement with House of Anansi Press, Toronto

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study, 
research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may  
be reproduced by any process without written permission. Enquiries should be made  

to the publisher.

 
Copyright © Shani Mootoo 2008 

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

A full Cataloguing-in-Publication entry is available from the  
National Library of Australia

 

Text design and typesetting: Ingrid Paulson

Printed by McPherson’s Printing Group



For SJD



|  v i  |



 Prologue

24	Seconds





|  3  |

she	is	seated	on	the	bed	in	a	sea	of	brilliantly	wrapped	presents.

He watches her, grinning, and he makes silly comments as if 
he fully agrees with all that is happening. The grinning hurts, but 
if he doesn’t grin he will cry. He’d rather switch off the light in the 
room, throw a net over her, wrap her tightly in his grip, and flee 
with her. Take her deep into one of the forests hunting with him. 
Just the two of them. Never to return. Instead he stands still, jokes 
about the presents. What he wishes he would or could do and 
what he actually does are related only by being perfect opposites.

Once, she doted on him. Then, suddenly it seems, she sees 
right through him. He is sure of it.

Suddenly. Everything has happened so suddenly.
His wife certainly saw through him long ago. But he credits 

Devika with a vision larger than that of his daughter. Devika’s 
vision encompassed her own long-term welfare as well as that of 
his two girls, their girls —  young women, rather. Devika’s vision, 
too, held dear nothing but respect, the utmost, for how things 
are expected to be. He and Devika have these values, if nothing 
else, in common.

Of course, it isn’t really so “suddenly” that his daughter reared 
up and threatened to undo them all. What is sudden is him seeing 
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her for who she is, as if for the first time. Even so, he has done 
not a damn thing to help her, he taunts himself, and now she is 
on the verge of leaving. He knows this is good for them all, or at 
least for those who will remain behind. He has no idea if it will 
be good for his daughter. If only he could take her away. Tell her 
his own story so that she might create a different one.

He can only hope. Such a frail thing, hope.
He needs, for his own sanity, to point to the moment, to the 

specific sliver of time when his eyes began, finally, to open, when 
he might have done something —  or everything —  differently. 
The point on which he might hang regret.

Regret is so much more palpable than hope.
Was it just that day, that rainy September day —  a year ago 

now —  that had begun with his daughter barging, even before he 
had fully awakened, into his and Devika’s bedroom, insisting on 
having her own way? He should have stood up, not to her, but to 
his wife. He should have let his daughter do all that she wanted, 
be all that she was. But in a place like San Fernando, that was 
impossible. 



I San Fernando

24	Hours
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j	Your	Journey,	Part	One

if	you	stand	on	one	of	the	triangular	traffic	islands	at	the	

top of Chancery Lane just in front of the San Fernando General 
Hospital (where the southern arm of the lane becomes Broadway 
Avenue, and Harris Promenade, with its official and public build-
ings, and commemorative statues, shoots eastward), you would 
get the best, most all-encompassing views of the town. You 
would see that narrower secondary streets emanate from the cen-
tral hub. Not one is ever straight for long. They angle, curve this 
way then that, dip or rise, and off them shoot a maze of smaller 
side streets.

There is, at that Chancery Lane intersection, a flow of traffic 
around the white-painted triangular concrete islands that involves 
some nudging, constant car-horn blaring, frantic bicycle-bell 
ringing, face-reddening expletives, and curses of one’s forefathers 
and progeny. Streams of cars jerk forward, halt too suddenly, 
and then as if by magic, flow forward effortlessly, traffic lights 
and wardens momentarily rendered unnecessary.

Imagine you are a tourist let down from the sky, blindfolded, 
in the middle of a weekday, onto one of those traffic islands. Your 
senses would be bombarded at once. You would descend into a 
cacophony of sound, and a cacophony, yes, of smell. Car horns 
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would hoot and toot in varying lengths and tones, sounding, with 
a little imagination, like a modernist noise symphony that would 
include outbursts of the nut seller’s arcing melody, “Nuuuuhts, 
nuts, nuts, nuts, nuuuuhts, fiiiif-ty cents a baaahg.” You’d hear 
theatrical steupses, and people hawking unabashedly, dredging 
the recesses of their craniums before spitting —  should you open 
your eyes prematurely —  amphibian-like yellowish or greenish 
globs hard onto the sidewalk. You might be lucky enough, if you 
arrive at the right time of the day, to hear rounds of clarion bells 
on a descending partial scale. The church’s organ would no sooner 
soar upward than the choir would be heard in practice: short 
bursts of a phrase repeated, repeated, repeated until it is mastered, 
then longer sections practised until the entire hymn is finally 
belted upward ever more. Outside the church, people would be 
hurling greetings at one another. Some would be hailing taxis, 
and at least once a day there is bound to be the theatre of a 
spurned lovers’ quarrel, all the better when not two but three are 
involved. The taxi drivers at the several stands in the area, and 
the nut sellers perched like ground-bound gargoyles at every 
intersection, could probably intervene as witnesses or judges, for 
from their positions they might well have seen the affair unfold 
from beginning to end. But in the interest of business as well as 
their own longevity they stay out of the fracas, which sometimes 
involves knives or cutlasses that make the proximity of the emer-
gency ward useful. From many sources you will hear radio 
commentary on a cricket match. Sailing in on a breeze from one 
of the side streets, the faint music of a steel-pan orchestra might 
also be discerned. Human-like cries overhead might startle you 
at first, but you would soon easily distinguish the sounds of 
greedy competitive seagulls from those of agony and despair 
emanating night and day from the various wards at the hospital.
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Despite the aural melee, what might well overwhelm you are 
this intersection’s odours. Before you remove the blindfold and 
see the blue haze caused by the exhaust fumes of cars, scooters, 
and trucks, your nostrils will have stung from it, and your skin 
will have tingled and turned greasy. The aroma of roasting pea-
nuts, of corn boiling in garlic-infused water, of over-used vegetable 
oils in which split-pea fritters with cumin seeds have been fried, 
of the cheery, spicy foreignness of the apples and grapes being sold 
in the open-air counter on the corner, would activate your taste-
buds, and in spite of the surrounding unpleasantness, even if you 
had eaten not long ago your stomach would argue that it was 
ready and able again. A person might pass near enough for you to 
be assailed by his or her too-long unwashed body. And you might 
well be assaulted by the equally offensive fragrance of another 
passerby’s underarm deodorant, which, having been called upon 
to do its duty, swelled uncontrollably in the heat. The stink of 
urine would, of course, be there, and surprisingly, that of human 
excrement, rising high on crests of wind and then thankfully 
subsiding. And sailing in, all the way up to this high point, on a 
breeze from the Gulf not too far away, would be the odours of oil-
coated seaweed, dried-out barnacles that cover fishing vessels 
beached at the wharf below, and scents from foreign ports. If this 
olfactory mélange were audible, it would indeed be cacophonous, 
made more so by the terrible nostril-piercing stench of inciner-
ated medical wastes and bed linens, intermittent effluxes from 
two tall chimney stacks set at the rear of the hospital. Your stom-
ach, opened up moments before in greedy receptivity, might feel 
as if it had been tricked and dealt a dirty blow. Then again, it 
might be the season when the long, dangling pods of the samaan 
tree (the unofficial tree of the city, planted and self-sprouted 
everywhere), which resemble a caricature-witch’s misshapen 
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fingers, split —  and the entire town is drenched in an odour akin 
to that of a thousand pairs of off-shore oil workers’ unwashed 
socks, an odour as bad as, but more widely distributed than, the 
effluvia from the medical waste incinerator.

The air temperature would be high, as befits an equatorial 
midday. If you remained standing on that exposed traffic island 
too long, your skin would redden and become prickly in no time, 
as if it had been rubbed with bird-pepper paste.

so,	take	the	blindfold	off.	open	an	umbrella	against	the	sun	

and have a look around. But where to begin your visual intro-
duction? The long view in any direction seems better than the 
one before, especially if you ignore the closest —  that of a row of 
beggars sitting on their haunches on the sidewalk, with arms 
outstretched, reaching for, but not touching, the clothing of the 
passersby. Those beggars attempt to hook pedestrians’ eyes with 
their own, muttering their plaintive invocations: “God bless, 
God bless.”

You might or might not have noticed, depending on where 
you have dropped from, that the people on the streets are mostly 
of Indian and of African origin. Indian or black. You’d likely 
notice that most of the beggars are Indian. But you might not. 

You will realize that some of the teeth-sucking you’ve been 
hearing came from pedestrians on the hospital side of the inter-
section forced to cross over the sleeping body of a homeless man, 
or having come upon the pee-sodden body of a young and out-
cold drunk woman. 

Well, perhaps it’s not all that difficult to know where to begin 
your introduction. If you can lift your head up, away from the 
beggars, the homeless, and the drunk on the sidewalks and take 
in the six-storey buildings of the General Hospital, you will see 
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that they form an imposing and eerily beautiful backdrop to one 
side. Painted stark colonial white, the hospital rises higher than 
any other building in view, yet each section is capped with the 
traditional V-shaped roof of a simple family house, a shape 
meant to quell its simultaneous grandeur and foreboding.

Outlining the edges of the hospital property is a low white 
concrete fence topped with tall silver-painted iron spurs, V-ed 
like the blades of an overly long sword. There is a formal entrance, 
with a sentry’s concrete hut dividing entry and exit lanes. The 
sentry box is often empty, and cars and pedestrians usually 
come and go at will. But the sentry is there today. He is outside 
of the box, dressed in his uniform of starched and pressed kha-
kis, with a khaki cap pulled low on his forehead. He leans —  only 
his shoulders touch —  against the side of the box, his sole focus 
the young woman in front of him, with whom he chats through 
pursed lips. Only she can hear what he utters. One of his legs is 
raised back, its foot bracing against the wall. His arms are folded 
high on his chest. If his eyes were fingers the young woman 
before him would be at his knees. Cars still come and go at will.

At this entrance, also, is a group of men huddled over a radio. 
It is from here you heard the cricket commentary, and the men 
who listen seem, from their clothing and demeanour, to have 
nothing in common but their interest in cricket.

Because you can still hear it, you look around trying to spot 
where the sound of the steel-pan band comes from. The music 
seems to come from one side of the town one minute and then, 
whipped away on a breeze, from another direction. You try to 
hold on to the mellifluous sounds, but they float in and out 
quickly. Behind the entry and fencing, well-tended lawns spread 
out and surround the hospital, and lush islands of Calla lily —  
reds, yellows, purples —  direct the flow of pedestrian traffic. The 
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driveway that cuts through the hospital grounds is bordered by 
a single row of palm trees whose trunks, from the ground to a 
height of about six feet, are washed in the same white paint as the 
fence and the buildings, a holdover from colonial days when 
paint was thought to deter destructive bugs. Some concrete 
benches in a semicircle, painted that white again, are set on the 
lawns under the spreading shade of flamboyant trees whose 
trunks were not spared the whitening either. The benches were 
originally meant for use by patients and their visitors, but serve 
more often, day and night, as beds for the homeless and the 
uncared-for insane. Across each and every one lies a spectre of a 
figure, a body bound in rags that reek, knees pulled up to chest, 
one arm pillowing the head against unyielding concrete. 

The regulars at the hospital, in addition to some long-term-
care patients who won’t be going anywhere in a hurry, or ever, 
include nurses, and Drs. Peters, Rajkumar, Krishnu (who also has 
a private practice in the town centre), Tsang, Chu, and Mahabir. 
Turn around now and face the north. Your perch, after a spread 
of some ten yards or so, drops down a steep road, Chancery Lane. 
The slope is like the long handle of a ladle. To one side at the bot-
tom, the ladle’s bowl, is the hospital’s and shopping district’s 
principal parking lot. On the other side is a descending row of 
colonial-style buildings, the offices of lawyers and notary publics. 
The commercial main street begins at the base. There, just before 
the main street turns and disappears, you can see a gas station, 
its red-and-white Texaco sign spinning, The Chase Manhattan 
Bank, Khan’s Clothing and Household, Bisessar’s Furniture and 
Rug Emporium, and part of Samuel’s Sporting Goods Store. Then 
the street curves away and disappears around a bend. If you 
were to continue around that bend you would find a supermarket, 
a building of doctors’ private offices —  Dr. Krishnu has his there, 
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and a hairdressing salon is on another floor —  Maraj and Son’s 
Jewellers, and the city’s only bookstore.

Raise your eyes; keep looking out into the distance to where 
the yellow and silver waters of the Gulf of Paria are studded with 
red-and-black oil tankers awaiting their turn at the refinery’s 
docks. Between that high horizon and the town at the bottom, 
you see a sea of green —  the fronds of palm and coconut trees 
mixed with sampan, flamboyant, Pride of Barbados, mango trees —  
dotted with a confetti of colourful roofs —  reds, greens, silvers, 
blues. These mark the residential neighbourhood of Luminada 
Heights. It is here you find the residences of the city’s more pros-
perous citizens, including Dr. Krishnu —  who, with his wife and 
their two children, lives in an architect-designed house —  and 
the Prakashs. When the Prakashs bought land here several years 
ago —  their son, Nayan, had just become a teenager —  they built 
a mansion Ram Prakash had sketched out on a foolscap sheet 
one sleepless night: four bedrooms for his family of three, and 
three baths. The Morettis (not rich, but white) still own a house 
in Luminada Heights even though they long ago returned to 
wherever it was they sprang from in search of paradise and inde-
pendence. Their house, just up the way from the Krishnus, is 
leased now to an off-shore drilling company, and in it lives a 
single American man who makes good money working in the 
Gulf on one of the rigs he can see from the patio of the house.

Look behind you, to the south, down Broadway Avenue. The 
avenue is wide, divided by a high island of tended grass, down 
which runs an uninterrupted row of Pride of Barbados trees. On 
the left and the right sides you will see two-storey concrete 
houses, all set behind concrete walls whose paint has long washed, 
or been peeled, away. The shoemaker, some of the hospital’s 
nurses and workers, clerks in the law courts nearby, some taxi 
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drivers, teachers, servants, an ironer, the piano teacher who has 
her “school” in the living room of the top floor of the house she 
rents, an ageless man who lives by himself and wears dresses (he 
had ambitions to be a fashion designer and dressmaker but was 
unable to find clients and sews only for himself now), and a mid-
wife are among those who live on Broadway. As that avenue 
curves off and disappears, taking with it an old, once-prosperous 
neighbourhood, your eyes are naturally carried eastward toward 
a narrow band of more private houses and more trees. The lush-
ness and the randomness of vegetation suggest that much has 
sprung up of its own accord, without discouragement. Behind 
and between are snippets of yet more houses, but you are unable 
to see clearly the shape and nature of all that lies there, so you 
gravitate right back to the busyness of your intersection. All 
around you, cars, mostly simple compacts, some held together, it 
seems, by duct tape, slide around the islands, near accidents only 
just avoided by the long, hard, loud engagement of horns.

Unexplored as yet is Harris Promenade. You have to step off 
the island and make your way very, very quickly, across the 
street, making sure to catch the eyes of the drivers as you do so. 
The sun, however, almost directly overhead, reflects and glints 
wickedly off the cars’ windshields. If the tinted windshields and 
windows —  purple is the fashion here —  ward off glare and heat 
for those inside the cars, they make it doubly difficult for a 
pedestrian to see if she or he has caught the eyes of the drivers. 
So take extra care in crossing.

Even as you cross, you will notice off to your right, which is 
also to the right of the promenade, several policemen, and you 
will wonder why none directs traffic. The police mill about the 
mouth of the police station, which yawns wider as you approach 
the promenade proper. Groups of them seem to be waiting for 
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something, anything, to happen, and so to be called for an assign-
ment, but they do not act unless ordered by their superiors.

The promenade is a remarkably wide thoroughfare that 
shoots off the intersection in a relatively straight line toward the 
east, and is flanked on either side by churches —  first, on one 
side, the Anglican Church with its modern bell tower; then the 
fire station; followed by the Town Hall, a long, three-storey 
building that houses the offices of aldermen and the local offices 
of the Ministry of Health (the main offices are in the capital of 
the country). There are some other government buildings in the 
colonial style, but these are not open to the public, and no one 
knows what really goes on inside them. Past these are St. Patrick’s 
Catholic Church and a colonial-style house that is the adminis-
trative home of the diocese, a home for the local officiating priest, 
and the Catholic Church library, and past this, a building that 
houses several government licence-granting offices: hunting, 
fisheries, vehicles, vending, births, deaths, marriages. Here, just 
after the Woolworth Store, the promenade ends. Traffic follows 
this course in one direction. An island as wide as a three-lane 
city street divides the flow.

Beginning on the hospital end again, on the other side now, 
are more buildings that harken back to the town’s colonial past. 
On the corner, there is a row of lawyers’ offices. Clerks and cli-
ents mill about the narrow doorways of the two-room offices 
built in the late 1800s, structures that are falling apart —  their 
filigree woodwork broken and dangling in places —  and are not 
being modernized. Yes, there is still no running water, and the 
lawyers and their modest staff are obliged to walk to the updated 
law courts to use the public facilities there. Farther along is the 
police station. The scene before you, of three prisoners hand-
cuffed together, being led barefoot along the scorching asphalt 
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by eight police officers carrying guns, is not uncommon. These 
men have likely just been arrested and are being taken to the 
short-term cells next door. Pedestrians, hecklers, and concerned 
citizens alike, among them relatives of the prisoners or of their 
victims, line the street and watch the spectacle with a mix of awe 
and fear. Past the short-term gaol is the police barracks, followed 
by the law courts building (with public toilet facilities), more 
lawyers’ offices, and then, stretching for a good distance, the 
lands of the Sisters of The Immaculate Conception, which 
includes one of the town’s major secondary girls’ schools, and 
finally the Convent of the Sisters of the Immaculate Conception. 
The convent itself shares a wall, but only that, with an Indian 
movie theatre. The movie theatre is at the end of the promenade, 
directly opposite the town’s public library.

The promenade itself is a pedestrian-only island. Its asphalt 
paving is brilliant orange, carpeted with newly fallen flowers 
from the trees planted along its length. Walking in the shade of 
the trees, on this hushing carpet of bright colour, one encoun-
ters first a raised, roofed bandstand, with ample room around it 
for an audience. A railing runs around the platform, which is 
accessed by a wide staircase that faces the Town Hall opposite. A 
police officer stands on the platform of the bandstand. He wields 
a baton in one hand. The baton is aimed at a body prostrate, and 
in deep sleep, on the ground. The young officer, a thin man of 
African origin, seems unsure of what to do. The person on the 
ground is clearly homeless, but there is a “no trespassing” sign on 
the railing of the stairway. The policeman walks around the body, 
and his gait, if you were to force a reading on it, seems to say, “Let 
the man sleep, na. But, then again, this is the only work I might 
get. Also, if anyone is looking on, getting the man to move might 
look as if I were doing my job well. On the other hand, if I wake 
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the man up, who knows what might happen. If he is mad, it might 
cause a bigger problem than there is now. If he is just sleeping 
and I awaken him, where is he to go?” The policeman turns his 
back to the man and walks, baton still gripped, to the railing. He 
leans on it and looks out toward the busy intersection. 

Beyond the bandstand is a paved area. A bronze box, like an 
overturned orange crate, is anchored in the centre of this area, 
known as speaker’s corner. A tall thin man, of Indian origin but 
with pale yellowish skin, circles the box. He walks with his head 
bent, as if looking at the reddish clay tiles of the area, his hands 
clasped behind his back. He is balding. And he appears to be talk-
ing to himself. He is not like the other people who make Harris 
Promenade their home, but he is often found here. He travels by 
taxi from his house in a nearby town to spend the day walking 
around the speaker’s box. He arrives at the square at 8:30 a.m. 
sharp, and leaves by taxi again at three in the afternoon —  the 
hours of the school at which he once taught. He had been a bright 
young English literature teacher who wrote what some people 
called poetry —  two of his acquaintances who also wrote what 
looked like poetry called his writing this —  and, indeed, a for-
eign magazine had published some lines of his writing, and paid 
him, too. The editor of the magazine had contacted him later 
and requested more of these poems, and had suggested he think 
about submitting a manuscript for publication. He put his mind 
to the task of producing such a thing and the other teachers at 
his school ridiculed him, his family teased him, and his students 
lost respect for him. They joked behind his back that he was a 
mamsy-pamsy writer of flowery lines. He wrote and wrote and 
wrote, never satisfied with what he had written, and the editor 
of the foreign magazine eventually changed, and no one from 
that magazine was ever in touch with him again. He remained 
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unpublished thereafter, and the staff and students of his school, 
and his own family, who had worried about their welfare had he 
decided to turn writing poems into a career, were pleased about 
this. The man, however, left his job to polish lines such as “River, 
oh river rise, and quell the fields of bellies emptied.” His family 
gasped, snickered, and then left him. But that was more than 
twenty years ago. No one in the square remembers his name, but 
he looks up and then quickly turns away if he is called “Sir,” 
which is how his students once addressed him.

Just before moving onward, you will be hit with a strong, 
sweet whiff of garlic, scallions, and ginger as they are sautéed, a 
street away, in peanut and sesame oil. You will smell, but you 
won’t see, The Victory Hotel, which houses The Golden Dragon 
Chinese Restaurant, the best hotel and the best restaurant this 
side of the oil refinery. The hotel is mostly used by visitors to the 
island, but it is known to be available on occasion to certain 
businessmen and professionals who are willing to pay the daily 
double-room rate for the privacy of their illicit pleasures. The 
Golden Dragon is where the aldermen, the mayor, and lawyers 
take their lunch, and where some of the doctors take theirs too. 
On occasion you will find Dr. Krishnu there. He usually requests 
one of several private dining suites at the back of the restaurant. 
He will, of course, not be alone, but the staff is discreet.

Despite the distraction of the aroma from The Golden Dragon, 
know that there is street food higher up, exceptional and unusual 
food, near the gates of the girls’ school. You will want to sample 
that, to buy it from the vendor there, so have courage and steer 
the promenade tour onward.

Behind speaker’s corner is a large, shallow, round pool, with 
a fountain at its centre, a bronze mess of scaly fish entwined and 
with open mouths that once spouted water. But the fountain has 
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not worked in years and its pool is empty of water. The ceramic 
blue-tile floor is covered in a carpet of freshly fallen orange petals. 
There are benches around the fountain, and these are occupied 
by court-hearing attendees, office clerks, and idlers. Nut vendors 
walk up and down the promenade, cream-coloured canvas bags 
slung from their shoulders. Their outstretched hands show off 
small brown-paper packages of unshelled peanuts. It is nearly 
the town’s official lunchtime, and the air is fragrant with the 
scent of foods from vendors’ outdoor cooking and from the jeeps 
parked near the promenade’s far end, out of which hot dogs and 
hamburgers are already being barbecued and sold. The scent of 
food rising up from all corners of the city is a blessing.

Huddled at the base of tall stately trees are people who have 
staked claim on these meagre spots and will ward off anyone who 
trespasses with shrieks, curses, and lunges, armed with frail fists 
and fearsome body odours. Even the police leave them alone. If 
you look closely, you will see sleeping figures in the densest sec-
tions of shrubbery planted by the town’s gardeners. Past the 
fountain is a towering bronze pedestal, on top of which is a dis-
proportionately smaller, pigeon-blessed statue of Mahatma 
Gandhi, dhoti-clad and stepping briskly forward. He seems about 
to step off his base and into the air. Behind the Gandhi statue, in 
the centre of the tree-shaded promenade, is the biggest statue 
of all, a full and highly detailed bronze of Queen Victoria in 
ample skirt, every fold rendered, sporting crown and sceptre, also 
streaked in dried-white pigeon droppings. Fading into the dis-
tance are more water features, none of which function, and more 
statues of past governors, past mayors, and business benefactors. 

The high school attached to the convent has just recessed for 
lunch. The electronic wrought-iron gate grates and rumbles as it 
slides open, and the girls, rowdy and excited, spill out. They head 



|  2 0  |

for the doubles vendor, whose daily intake revolves around this 
very moment. When they cross the boundary line of the gate 
that separates the world of commodities and desires from that, 
supposedly, of learning and restraint, the girls seem, one by one, 
to take a vertiginous step, to misstep, falter, and land a little off to 
the side, or illogically, too far forward. If you were to videotape 
their exit/entrance, and play back the moment in slow motion, 
you would discover the cause of that odd blip in the girls’ appear-
ance and gait: you would see their hands grabbing the waistbands 
of their skirts, and smart flicks of the wrist to turn the waistband 
under, once, twice, sometimes even three times, in order to 
shorten the skirts to well above the knees, a movement studied 
and practised until it is executed so swiftly that a casually watch-
ing eye sees a jump-cut in life. The collars of the girls’ white 
shirts are normally pinned tight at the neck with a brooch, but 
by the time the girls reach the food vendor, house badges have 
been whipped off and necks exposed.

All morning the vendor has been preparing for this lunch-
time crush by frying on the spot batches of split-pea flour patties, 
and heating up a large vat of curried channa she carted from her 
home. Buzzing around the vendor already are sixth-form stu-
dents from the boys’ college three streets away. They have come 
for the girls first, and the doubles as a kind of side order. And now 
the girls have arrived. Vashti Krishnu is here. Her parents, Dr. 
and Mrs. Krishnu, who consider themselves to be of high-calibre 
Indian ancestry, prefer not to know that their two daughters buy 
and eat street food. They know it is fashionable. The food section 
of the daily paper often praises the inventiveness and culturally 
hybrid taste of Trinidadian street food —  the doubles, aloo pies, 
tamarind balls, pone, sugar cake —  hailing it to be among the 
tastiest in the world. But still Dr. and Mrs. Krishnu can’t bring 
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themselves to eat food prepared by people whose sanitary habits 
are unknown, food served in the germ-filled and fly-infested 
outdoors. Pria Castano, whose father’s law office is at the top of 
the promenade, is here, too. And so is Felicia Clark, whose mother 
works as a clerk in the police station. Lloyd Gobin is also here. 
His mother teaches at the convent and his father is the manager 
of the furniture and rug store in the town centre. Being a more 
open-minded kind of Indian, Lloyd’s father would see nothing 
wrong with his son being here but would not contradict his 
wife’s judgment.

Prefects from the girls’ school have been stationed to make 
sure the girls do not stray. The rendezvous between students 
from the two schools, orchestrated to look like little more than 
coincidental line-ups of boys and girls who happen to find them-
selves elbow to elbow, lasts no more than ten minutes, that being 
too long even so for buying this quickly prepared street food, 
which the girls must take back behind the gates to consume. 
Boys and girls take care not to be caught chatting or directly 
facing each other or acting as if these meetings have been 
planned. But those ten minutes will be the stuff that keeps them 
from hearing anything that goes on in class that afternoon, and 
the stuff, too, of that evening’s, that night’s, confused and excited 
longings.

The vendor’s helper —  a girl, perhaps the vendor’s daughter —  
takes care not to look into the eyes of the students, many of 
whom are older than she is.

Vashti Krishnu knows better than to stand out here too long 
or to get caught chatting with the boys, so she orders her doubles —  
the vendor pulls a yellow chickpea-flour flap from a pile in a tea 
towel, readies a little square of greaseproof brown paper in the 
palm of the other hand, places the bara flat on top of that, then 
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slaps its centre with a tamarind paste, and in the cup she has 
made with the back of the paste’s spoon she slaps on top a heap-
ing tablespoon of curried channa and then pulls another flap 
over that, and folds the lot in two, and with a twist and flick of 
the paper’s ends she has created one order in less than fifteen 
seconds —  and Vashti pays the daughter and heads back to the 
gate. She is about to cross the street that separates the promenade 
from the school when a bedraggled woman who had been hid-
den in some shrubs nearby hobbles with surprising speed toward 
her. Vashti hears her name. She spins around, and when she sees 
the woman her heart thunders. The woman appears to be old and 
haggard, but Vashti knows she is only a handful of years older 
than she is. The woman is, in fact, the exact age of Viveka, Vashti’s 
sister. The woman is thin, with the depleted meagreness of the 
alcoholic. Her long black hair is oily and clumped. She wears 
what was once a white shirt, a school shirt from not too long ago, 
but it is yellowed and soiled, and the trousers she wears, men’s 
trousers, are covered in dirt, dust, urine. They are several sizes 
too big for her, held high above her waist with a belt and, as if that 
were not enough, a length of heavy rope. She is barefoot.

Vashti wants to pretend she can’t see who has called her. She 
wants to pick up her pace and hurry across the street and back 
through the gates. And as much as she wants to do these things, 
she also wants to go to this woman, stand with her and ask if she 
can do anything for her. But she does not want her friends, anyone 
on the promenade, even people who are strangers, to see that she 
knows this woman about whom rumours have spread far and wide. 
People have driven their cars here on a Sunday to see if they could 
spot this woman. She is said to give her body to men, right here on 
the promenade, behind statues at night and in the bushes in the 
day, in exchange for a cigarette or money to buy a flask of rum. It 
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is much discussed. Vashti hears the talk, and in this moment, as 
she lets her eyes meet the woman’s, it is as if she, too, is saying these 
things: “But if she is doing this sort of thing, what they say about 
her can’t be true then. It can’t be so that she is a buller. If is woman 
she like, how come she doing it with man? Well, maybe is not a bad 
thing, then. That might cure her. And from such a family, too. It is 
killing her parents. No wonder they put she out the house.”

But Vashti knows this woman. Merle Bedi. She used to come 
home to visit Vashti’s sister, Viveka, and Vashti and Viveka would 
sit in the living room and listen to this woman play Beethoven 
on the piano. And Debussy. “Clair de lune.” Their favourite. And 
when she played, she forgot the world around her. It was as if 
some unearthly understanding of the meaning of every note she 
played arched through her body, filled her lungs, and weakened 
her. Watching her made you breathless. Her fingertips touched 
each key, and the keys gave themselves up to her, as if they too 
had been waiting for her. Vashti and Viveka knew that Merle 
would be a great pianist one day. That is what Merle had wanted. 
But her parents insisted that the piano came too easily to her, and 
for that reason it should be her passion, not her job. They insisted 
that, since she did well also in the sciences, she was to study med-
icine. If only, Vashti finds her self wishing now, if only the other 
students, and the people staring as she walks slowly toward 
Merle, could know how brilliant and talented she is, and that 
playing the piano is her calling. Or was. 

“Vashti, can you spare some money?” Merle asks.
Vashti is taken aback. She thinks Merle might have asked 

how she is. She instinctively holds out her brown-paper package 
of doubles. “No, but you can have this.” 

Now that she has stopped and faced Merle, she wants to 
ask her something, to say something more, but her mind goes 
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suddenly blank. Merle does not reach for the doubles but says, 
“You don’t have any money? I need some money.”

Vashti says, “I don’t have more on me,” in such a soft, scared 
voice that Merle does not hear and comes closer.

“Vashti, listen, can you carry a message for me? Take a mes-
sage from me to Miss Seukeran, please.”

Vashti steps back in horror.
“Wait, Vashti, wait. Do this for me, please. I need you to tell 

Miss Seukeran something for me.”
Vashti shakes her head emphatically and hurries across the 

street, tears welling in her eyes. At the gate, before going through, 
she turns, but Merle has already disappeared.

The convent, oddly, shares a wall with the cinema next door 
and if you listen just now, you will hear the lunchtime program-
ming begin. The cinema’s walls are not soundproof, and in every 
direction the soundtrack of movie trailers can be heard above 
traffic sounds, and the laughter and chatter of students, vendors, 
and passersby. 

Across the road, a half-minute walk down the promenade, is 
the last of the official and once-grand buildings along this strip. 
This point is known as Library Corner. It is here that the prom-
enade’s glory peters out. It ends at a ragged intersection whose 
many converging streets and lack of traffic lights, and whose 
apparent system of blind trust, mirrors its more glorious front 
end. On either side of you now are private commercial structures 
that were built not to impress or to contribute culturally to the 
community in which they exist, but with materials and design 
meant purely to maximize the money-making potential of every 
square inch. A narrow roadway lined with dilapidated buildings 
leads to a public park that includes a football field, a running and 
cycling track, and several netball, volleyball, and basketball 
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courts. Bleachers encircle the park. Behind them is the foot of the 
San Fernando Hill, a once-magnificent natural promontory and 
wildlife paradise in the heart of the town, a forest of bamboo, silk 
cotton, poui, and flamboyant, a bird watchers’ haven, a reptile 
sanctuary, a nature lover’s refuge, disfigured now with treeless 
trails that ensnare it, tractors and trucks crawling up and down 
its raw bruised sides, moving whole cubic acres of its yellow and 
white bedrock daily, its most perfect beauty pulverized for a most 
singular profit.

if	all	you	do,	having	just	plopped	down	from	the	sky,	is	stroll	

down one of its streets, gawk at the buildings and monuments, 
and take cursory note of the local folk you pass and those who 
pass you by, a new place will reveal only so much of itself to you. 
A much better way —  one might even say a more responsible 
way —  to acquaint yourself so that you can truthfully proclaim: 
yes, I visited that place, I know it, is to move right into the homes, 
into the private and public dealings —  into the minds, even —  of 
some of its citizens.

You’ve met Dr. Krishnu and one of his daughters, Vashti. We 
might as well stay with them, meet the rest of the family and 
some of their friends. In due course —  no hurry; after all, you’re 
operating on Trinidad time now —  we ought also to pay a visit to 
at least one other part of the island, for to know one corner alone 
is not at all to know a place that is so miraculously varied geo-
graphically, environmentally, socially, linguistically. It sounds 
like a hodge-podge of a place, but it’s more like a well-seasoned, 
long-simmering stew.

For now, let’s just slip into the world of Dr. Valmiki Krishnu.
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