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example, is especially significant 
here because she is drawing from 
an entirely different (Jamaican) 
story vernacular to build and/or 
shape her narratives, and look 
how powerful they are. I dare say 
that as Caribbean writers, we are 
extremely fluent in the shapes and 
short story procedures absorbed 
largely from an English-focused 
curriculum; and later, from our 
exposure to narratives outside 
of the Caribbean. In fact we 
excel at them, much as we used 
to do in cricket. If people don’t 
know it yet, the Caribbean is the 
dominant producer of world-class 
contemporary short fiction in the 
Commonwealth, I’m thinking in 
particular of Trinidad and Jamaica. 
There’s absolutely nothing wrong 
with that. But I do contend that 
the caribbeaness of the Caribbean 
short story remains under-
exploited, although I’ve begun 
to see the emergence of writers 
who are reaching past the creole 
language to explore ‘folk’ tropes 
and structure. In my mind it is 
not an either or choice – I’m not 
suggesting that at all. It is more 
about the awareness of another 
very rich seam to draw from.

One thing that stands out, time and 
time again in these stories, is a sensitive 
treatment to the plight of women and 
children. You pay attention to details in the 
lives of women and children, which could so 
easily be overlooked. Why do you single out 
these two groups for added consideration in 
your work?

This is a question that comes 

up quite frequently. You will 
also notice that most of these 
characters have to find the 
resources within themselves in 
order to rise up to – and hopefully 
– overcome the life challenges 
that confront them. If there is one 
conviction I’ve carried all my life 
from observing our society which 
is still so hung-over with the 
violence of its formation, is that 
poverty – and the indifference 
of the privileged who look down 
on it – is a form of violence. It is 
a kind of brutalisation. And it is 
the women and their offspring 
who are most exposed to that 
brutality. Women single-handedly 
or together still find a way (with 
the burden of children they often 
conceive with the assurance of 
some form of stability) to shape 
a vision of a better future for their 
children and themselves. It sits 
at the heart of my first novel and 
I challenge anybody to read that 
book and tell me that it doesn’t 
feel true.

Walter Rodney spoke of the 
miracle of our survival in a system 
that was essentially designed to 
kill. I think we can extend that 
miracle to women bringing up 
children in a system designed to 
crush. And you know what? They 
often succeed. Why do I dedicate 
so much of my writing time to 
this? I can’t pretend I don’t give a 
damn. I do.

One of the stories in the collection that 
has remained with me quite resonantly is 
“De Laughin Tree.” I find I simply cannot 
get this story and those characters out of 
my mind. Please tell our readers, briefly, 
what this story is about. Then speak about 
how you came to write it. For example, is it 
based upon actual events? Is it based upon 
something you’ve heard about? Is there 
such a thing as a Laughing Tree, outside of 
the world of the story?

The story is over 20 years 
old and it is largely based on 
observation. I remember writing it 
out of a sense of indignation and 
unease. It is told from the point of 
view of a young girl who fancies 
herself a wordsmith, much of 
which drives the humour of the 
story. De Laughin Tree  sits on the 
very important issue of land and 
land ownership in the Caribbean 
–  the ease with which we sell 
off prime property to foreign 
developers, who build their hotels 
or holiday homes there, employ 
a domestic and a ‘watchman’ 
to guard the property and turn 
it into prohibited territory. The 
story is about the psychological 
battle between an Englishman 
who wants to build a hotel resort 
on a piece of land with a lovely 

sea view, and the narrator’s 
grandmother. He buys up all the 
property in the area with the 
support of the government but 
the girl’s grandmother will not 
sell. The Englishman makes the 
typical mistake of thinking that 
these people are uneducated and 
therefore naïve, if not downright 
stupid. He brings with him that 
old attitude of entitlement, re-
enforced by the government.  The 
grandmother eventually explains 
to her granddaughter why she will 
not sell ‘de property’ by showing 
the child a sunset from their 
window. It is something the young 
girl has never paid any attention 
to before, and it becomes an 
epiphanic moment for the child. 
We suspect that moment will 
never be forgotten by the girl 
because her grandmother teaches 
her another way of valuing things 
which have much greater worth 
than money. In that sense, it is 
somewhat cautionary and I make 
absolutely no apologies for that 
because caution and protest are 
important functions of the short 
story too.

I spent many months 
researching trees that possessed 
the qualities of the one I described 
in the story. Interestingly, I 
found quite a few with individual 
characteristics but none that had 
all of them. So I created a sort of 
composite tree!

For many readers, it’s a laugh-
out-loud story but it sits on the 
serious issue of land ownership 
and boundaries. These have been 
the source of many murderous 
family feuds in the Caribbean. 
It is rooted in  our history of 
disenfranchisement – being 
owned rather than owning – and 
not having something permanent 
to pass on to those who may 
come after. Land ownership has 
deep symbolic importance in 
the Grenadian psyche, and I’m 
pretty sure it is similar in the 
other islands. I’m not the only 
writer who has been sensitive to 
that. I later read Olive Senior’s 
short story, “Arrival of the Snake 
Woman”, which is very much 
about our attitudes to land and 
wealth also. Like I said, I wrote 
the story more than 20 years ago 
and the issue of land-grabbing 
for the tourist trade, with the 
complicity of island governments, 
has emerged as a pressing 
problem in the Caribbean today. 
In my view, it is a modern form of 
disenfranchisement.

I have similar questions about the short 
story “First Fruit”, in which a priest is 
sexually abusing children. When did you 

write the story and what ideas led to you 
writing it? It seems so prescient.

The seed of the story, ‘First 
Fruit’, was sown in my mind 
many, many years ago – long 
before the scandal broke about 
paedophilia among priests in 
Europe and the Americas. When 
I was growing up, a priest was 
God in human form. He could have 
gotten away with murder and I 
won’t swear that some of them 
didn’t. In retrospect, I have lots of 
little childhood memories in my 

head that coalesce 
now and form a clearer narrative. 
Like a woman in St Pauls who, 
having learned that her neighbour 
had just given her young son 
some fruits to take to the Catholic 
priest, left her pot on the fire and 
ran to the church, came back 
with her hand wrapped around 
the collar of her boy-child and, 
after giving him a good licking ‘for 
nearly letting people spoil ’im’, 
physically attacked the neighbour. 
I never forgot that. I struggled to 
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