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him invalid for work two years earlier, Arjen
was out on hisway to look for fodder for the
goats before sunrise. He was not far from
home, on the long and winding lane bearing
deep marks of cart wheels of decades of their
use transporting sugarcanes to the nearby sugar
factory which were drawn by brahmans.

Delighted by the sight of a nice bunch of
acacialeaves, on which thrived histiny goats
in the middle of alarge wild berry bush, the
boy, barely eight years of age then, approached
the thorny plant carefully. While parting the
thin, twiggy branches of the berry tree and
utterly avoiding the needle-sharp thorns, (one
prick of which could easily make a grown-up
dizzy), the little fodder-seeker heard a faint
chirping noise. At first he did not mind the
noise, thinking that it was probably a small red
canary, a species of bird very common around
his native village, Goodlands, four miles off
the Northern coast.

Soon he realised how mistaken he was.
Bending down and poking his head through the
prune leaves, he gasped when he saw a
beautiful black chick, about two month old,
huddled against some dry leavesin ahole
below afair-sized rock. He was delighted and
perplexed too to see the newly-found feathery
creature in such a place, at such atime. He
scrambled on all foursto reach out and drag
the creature out of its hiding place.

By then little Arjen had lost count of time.
Engrossed in thoughts, his mind was working
asto what to do next.

"No school today?' asked afamiliar voice
from a distance and, without turning his head,
the boy recognised Grand-dad Rubein on one
of hisdaily morning trips to those untended
fields, to pasture his ox during intercrop
Season.






"We shall sell the cock," she said very gently
to Jen as he was about to go to sleep in his
corner of the floor, replenished over the years
by repeated layers of mixture of soil, cow dung
and water.

The meal of that evening was terribly
disappointing and meagre, consisting of boiled
manioc from the next-door garden and green
tomato and chilli chutney. The pang of hunger
was clearly visible in the eyes of her growing
young man of the house. She was moved by
the sight, and realised quickly the sheer
heartbreak Arjen would have been going
through at the thought of losing the only thing
in the world that he might call hi own.

"My dear son, we shan't do it. | know how
much you love Chance. And of course, without
him, none of us would get up on timein the
morning."

Her tactful retraction, from the initial decision,
wiped out the pain from the boy's face. Chance
stayed with the Daves, safe and sound.

Just to show how right Sheila's decision had
been, the old rooster kept on announcing the
dawn of the day every twenty-four hours, just
as he did that particular Friday morning. The
time was about five o'clock; still more than an
hour to go before the first rays of the sun
would appear behind the group of mango trees
by the narrow asphalt road, full of potholes
caused by the recent, torrential downfalls that
had lasted for days.

Arjen moved across the room, taking due care
not to walk over his father who was soundly
asleep. There dlept avery poor and bitter man.
When Arjen was two, his father was avery
envied man, envied by his peers and envied by
theyoung woman of the village. Standing five
feet and ten inches tall, always clean shaven
and spruced, he gave the impression of amovie



star of James Bond calibre. But since some
times earlier, a series of bad luck seemed to
have taken hold of him.

When Nathan Dave and Sheila faced each
other for the first time, at a distant cousin's
wedding reception, in Factory Road,
Goodlands, they felt an instant, magnetic
effect. There was no holding back their
infatuation, and consequently, they were joined
in Holy Matrimony a few months later. Instead
of marital bliss, it appeared that Fate reserved a
streak of ill-luck for the newly-wedded couple.

Within months, Mr. Dave lost his socially
uplifting job as an overseer on a sugar estate
near Mahebourg, a South-Eastern ancient port-
town. Together with the well renumerated job,
he also lost the fully furnished staff-bungal ow
and all the perks that went with it.

Far from exasperating them the Daves kept up
appearance till Arjen was born. The birth of
their son called a short truce with Fate, giving
enough time to Nathan to leave the south of the
iIsland and move to the north near Goodlands,
where he got ajob with amuch smaller pay, in
asmall sugar estate. This time there was no
furnished house to go with it, neither were
there any perks. After the lapse of degrading
unemployment, the new changein therelife
was greeted with ample satisfaction. They
resumed their living at the previously
accustomed rate.

The newly found happiness was but short-
lived. The worst was still in store. One bright
sunny morning when the world outside wasin
full gaiety, their world crumbled. Nathan, all
happy and ready to leave for work, felt a
sudden sharp pain on the left side of his chest.
He fell down on the doorstep. He had an acute
stroke. Since that day, he had become an
invalid, suffering from right hemiplegia, his
rights limbs almost useless. Had he had
suicidal tendencies, he would have done away









He was having difficulty in reaching the used
sardine-tin, his make-do ashtray left a bit
further away on his left, purposely to avoid any
accidental dropping of cinders, or lit cigarette
on the fire-prone materials, on which he was
lying. It was a wise precautionary measure on
behalf of hisfamily.

Arjen, outside the house by then, gave abig
yawn, while stretching his arms from above his
head bringing then slowly down, bending
backward, to his sides.

"Come on, clean your teeth, son," the young
mother said, handing the youth atin can of
tepid water which she just took out from a
small pot on afire-wood stove, outside in the
open. The boy took a small piece of charcoa in
his mouth, crunched into bits with his teeth and
into afine gritty paste, just right to use his
forefinger to rub around histeeth with it. He
took a mouthful of water from the can, gargled
lengthily, and asif making facesto the
darkness outside, he was rolling the water in
his mouth. His cheeks, pouching from right to
left and right again, in time to spew the water
in astraight jet spray, hitting aroving stray cat
that had just appeared a metre away in the
dark.

The feline intruder backstepped in spontaneous
retreat, leaping over the makeshift goat barn
and disappearing without knowing what hit
him. The billy goat bolted in its harem, too
crowded for the eight concubines, who let out
several long loud bleats.

These goats were the reason why Arjen had to
get up so early each morning. Animals as they
were, they were obviously unable to realise the
daunting task it would be for a tender twelve
year-old to walk miles and miles, day in, day
out, fetching them their fresh grass.

Within afew minutes, four or five pinches of















along narrow dark paths through the sugar cane
fields. He had reached the first clearings before
getting awide stretch covered with tall filao
tress, over forty feet high, their long evergreen
spindle-like leaves swaying and whistling in
the breeze.

The pitch of the whistling noise varied
according to the strength of the wind. Under
the filao trees grew a kind of soft, cushion-like,
pale green grass where sea-goers were keen to
lie down and rest. That was exactly what the
boy wanted to do. He laid his gunny sack on
the grass between two thick roots above the
ground of an old tree, possibly the oldest,
growing for more than a hundred years, and sat
down in the snug place, asif on aarmchair. He
had been sleeping there for sometime. Arjen
was a good looking boy. A crop of black, thin
and dlightly greasy hair was just long enough
to cover his ears. He had a handsome face,
with matching nose and chin. Ha had silky,
light, brown skin.

Arjen was wearing an old khaki short-sleeved
shirt, and shorts, torn with little holes here and
there. His clothes had been mended on several
occasions. The lean right shoulder blade could
be seen through a large split in the top of the
shirt. The cloth round his trouser's pockets was
frilling, and a small hole near his groin
revealed that the boy did not have underpants.
There were several scars on hisright leg; abig
one just below his right knee, caused by an
abscess afew years earlier. The state of his
soles greyish and rough, indicated that the
young man had never worn shoes.

Arjen felt a cold wet thing touch hie toes.
Initially he thought that it was drop of rain. But
when hisright leg was touched by something
furry, he sprang to hisfeet. He beheld a huge
dog, akind he had never seen before, a
Doberman, sniffing everything in front of him.

The lone boy was almost frightened out of his






have been seven o'clock. He had plenty of time
and was not to hurry. He continued sitting and
admired the sceneries,

From the lofty place, above the limekiln,
Arjen surveyed the horizon. On his right was
Bassin Bel half full asthetide was at its
lowest. The water of the small bay was shallow
at that time; at most it was chest-deep in the
middle and pools of water formed on the dry
seabed. Between the muddy strip and the green
grassy bank, thousands of black boulders of all
Sizes were scattered around the ten or so
hectares-wide bay.

Those boulders formed the natural habitat for
the Mauritian crabs. The young lad thought
that he would have to go to catch some crabs
soon; the tide should be rising and Bassin Bel
would be full within the next hours. With that
thought, Arjen turned his glance to hisleft. The
lagoon was glistening like a sheet of glass.

Arjen was mesmerised and went into a
voluntary trace, sitting and looking over the
lagoon; it was like looking into a crystal ball.
Suddenly, some fifty metres from where he
was, he noticed a large spray of water, athin
transparent cloud, jetting upward from the sea.
It was a shoal of mullet fries darting out of the
water and diving back on their run to deeper
waters.

His hypnotic state did not last long! For soon
his attention was drawn to something shining
like amirror, over the top of the trees, behind
Amber Island. Minutes later, he found alarge
vessel, the type he could not make out at first,
which appeared on the horizon, coming from
behind the small island. From the little
knowledge Arjen had, he knew that that was
not a ship but rather smaller. In fact the vessel
was a cruiser, never seen or heard of in this
part of Mauritius before.



It was time to get moving. The boy walked
down the broken steps from the top of the lime
kiln, taking care the stones do not move from
his weight. Just then he noticed another
unusual thing. A crumpled newspaper, with the
word "MIRROR" in big red letters, was thrown
at the bottom of the kiln.

Out of curiosity, he picked up the paper and
carefully opened it. He knew that it was not
part of alocal newspaper. Unlike ‘le Mauricien'
or '‘Advance, that one was in English. Arjen
was quite right in his deduction. The paper was
afront page of the British daily, the"THE
DAILY MIRROR". It was afew weeks old.

Arjen'stiny mind was intrigued by then. He
thought to himself.

"First there was a Doberman, then the vessel
and now this newspaper. There is something
strange about al this! It looks asif some
foreign people are present in thisarea. Ah
well! For al | know, they can just be some
tourists. | remember, last March, there was
some talk of rich people from overseas coming
to visit usastourists."

As he reached the dried-up shore of Bassin Bel
and stepped in, from one muddy pond to
another, the sight of crabs hastening to hide
under the rocks in the rippling waters, the boy's
thoughts vanished. Within afew minutes,
Arjen managed to catch akilo of crabs. He was
very pleased with his easy catch. Leilawould
be thoroughly spoilt by those delicious
crustaceans.

His gunny sack holding the morning catch,
dripping along the way, and his sickle resting
on hisleft shoulder, gripped to the khaki shirt

by its teeth. Arjen moved slowly to the
undergrowth among the filao trees. He began
to feel abit hungry. So he searched the berry
bushes for any odd fruits to eat. In the end, he



had a pocketful of semi-ripe fruits, of which
his mother had warned him not to eat too
many, because he would surely get constipated.

Having nothing else to eat, Arjen devoured the
wild berries one at atime, not heeding, really,
his mother's advice. He made his way towards
the clearings, before hitting the sugar cane
fields at the border of St. Antoine sugar estate.
From adistance, he saw alarge greyish white
animal grazing in the clearing. He did not have
much trouble recognising Granddad Rubein's
old ox, by the look of itslong thick and pointed
horns. It was unthinkable to find old Rubein,
still on round to graze his animal, especialy so
far out of hisway. The old man could not be
seen.

"Granddad! Granddad Rubein!," called out
Arjen, loudly, surprised to see the bovine
animal alone. There was no answer. He called
out again, thistime with all his might.
"Granddad! Can you hear me? It's me! Jen!"

He paused for afeedback. Still silence. Arjen
was worried for the old man; the oldest' whom
he had known since his childhood. Granddad
Rubein was in his early eighties. He stopped
being a cartman along time ago, but in order to
keep himself active, he has kept the habit of
taking the ox to the fields to graze every
morning, without fail.

Even though he had donated the animal to his
youngest son, he was faithful to his daily
chores.

In spite of all his calling out, there was still no
sign of the old Rubein. The sun wasfairly high
in the clear blue sky. The heat promised to be a
scourger, even for amidwinter morning. Arjen
decided to look for the old man whom he had
for so olng called and known as " Granddad".
He searched throughout the bushes in the area.
He was about to give up and seek help from the












the layer of skin and hair above her tail. The
familiar one, the one that Arjen saw first in the
morning, was pulling at he sack, with the crabs

inside, which he had left on the edge of the

spring.

Bending over and dipping both armsin the calf-
deep water, Arjen picked a couple of pebbles.
He flung one of them with all hisforce and
scored a bull's-eye, hitting the dog in the
middle of the neck. The dog let out aloud
painful cry and scampered over the reeds and
vanished. The other two dogs followed suit.

The unwelcome dogs gone, the boy sipped
some water with satisfaction. While he was
coming out of the water, he was gripped by a
strong sense of curiosity once again. He was
too puzzled by the presence of these dogs. He
decided there and then to find out what the
unfriendly canine beasts were up to. His
curiosity was such that he thought to himself
that he could forget about his goats for now.

Arjen's young mind was bubbling with
preoccupations about what he had, only the day
before, heard from his school mate, Shaun.
They were sitting and talking cosily under a
century-old tamarind tree, spreading its
clustered branches, full of pea-sized |eaves and
casting a wide shadow around its trunk, in the
mid-afternoon sun. Shaun had mentioned about
something he had overheard his father, a
watchman at St. Antoine sugar estate, telling
his mother that there were rumours about some
strangers having been found lurking in the
fields. Nobody seemed to know who they were
and where they had come from.

It was a beautiful time to play detective, a
tempting idea for young Dave, who could
recount his adventure to his friends, on
Monday morning, when school would resume.
For a change, he could be the focal point in the
class, especialy if he could solve the mysteries
of those intruders, just like Sherlock Holmes



did in the Hound of the Baskervilles, afilm of
that name he had seen at the village picture-
hall recently.

Arjen already had the lead, the dogs. All he
had to do was to find them and follow them in
their moves! The young lad sincerely wished to
find out something for himself. He knew he
would, he felt quite cionfident. The last time he
saw the Dobermans, they were leaping over the
reeds by the springside. They were not to be
seen now. Arjen hastened to get on their trail.

Holding his sicklein hisright hand and his
morning catch in his wet sack, he made across
the thick blades of reeds where the animals had
vanished. The sun, in its splendour, was high in
the spotless, azure-blue sky, spreading its rays
as amixture of golden and silvery alloy across
the silent green tropical landscape, stretching
right up to the Moka mountain range, with
Pieter Both standing majestically in the
Western horizon. It promised to be hot that
day.

Arjen did not want to spend too much timein
tracking down the animals. He tried to move
south fast but with not much success, as
finding suitable paths through the thickets, was
not easy. After al the difficulties, he managed
to reach alone mango tree, pruned off of its
branches and leaves for firewood.

As he was about to sit down on aflat and
smooth rock in the scanty shade of the abused
tree, a sudden sharp whistling noise, afew
stepsin front of him, startled him. A brace of
wild fowls flew off from their hiding place
under the growth, making loud flapping sounds
with their beating wings and simultaneously
giving out deafening, squeaking, throatful cries
in their flight.

The boy's accelerated heartbeat normalised
between seconds. He sat down to rest from the



morning heat, from the blazing sun, and most
of al, from all those exhausting movements of
the morning. He paused under the tree for
some minutes, chewing, one by one, at the
fruits he had picked up at Bassin Bel. While he
was there under the tree, he heard barking of
the dogs coming from a distance.

There was no doubt in his mind that the
barking was coming from the dogs, he was
trying to locate. Arjen rushed to climb the

partly hacked tree. From his position on the
tree, he could make out roughly the direction
and distance the sounds were coming from. It
was some five hundred yards on his |eft, in the
direction of the well, one of the several in this
region, where lay the memorial tombstone of a
little girl mysteriously murdered and the
slaughtered body dumped in the well, many
decades ago.

Mrs. Dave has advised and even warned her
SON 0N many an occasion never to go anywhere
near the well, locally known as the well-of -
death. The vicinitry of the well-of-death was a
no-go areafor all the kids of the neighbouring
villages of Madame Azor, Mélville and
Goodlands. Arjen was fully aware of this. But
the grip of curiosity had taken such atight hold
that there were no restraining him. He made his
way straight towards the spot ata hurried pace,
through the grassy paths.

Even though it was clear day-time, our boy
seemed to be under some unknown uncanny
spell to have erred so in his mind and decision,
to try to unravel the enigmatic phenomenon
that some grown-ups would neither wish nor
dare.

Within afew minutes, he had reached the place
he had spotted from the look-out post on the
tree. He could not see the well, but the
tombstone, marking the unique grave, was
there, itstop black and mouldy above the
indigenous shrubs. The tranquil, saft whizzing



sound in the air was once again disrupted by
the repeated sound of growls, right behind the
young 'Sherlock'.

The youth turned round instantly. There facing
him, was the now rather familiar Doberman,
eyeing him as a prey, head down, fore legs out-
stretched, and gaze fixed. Saliva was dripping
from the dog's blood-stained mouth and the
growling continued, displaying the blood
curdling jaws of finely pointed sharp teeth. The
boy stood still, unmoved.

Arjen knew that this dog was the leader of the
pack. The others should be around. He held the
handle of hissickle tightly for he sensed an
attack imminent. In aflash, the brute pounced
on Arjen. The brave boy stood firm on his feet
and kept his balance as the dog landed his front
claws on the small shoulders, piercing his shirt
and skin. In afraction of a second, before he
had the time to feel the pain from the claws and
before the dog had the chance of ripping his
face, Arjen stretched out hisarm and gave a
terrific blow with his sickle, digging the
instrument deep in the dog's neck, letting out a
spurt of blood. The animal yelped and ran
wildly past the tombstone, to the cane fields on
the other side.

Soon the excruciating pain from the savage
claws, from the wounds, (luckily not so bad)
was beginning to be felt. But Arjen was quite
resistant to these kinds of bodily pains, often
inflicted throughout hit time in the fields, in the
form of thorn splinters, or wasp, or bee stings.
He passed his hands beneath the collar and
rubbed gently over the wounds, to soothe away
the pain.

There was something manly about the boy.
Instead of trying to run away from the eerie
place, even in full daylight, Arjen was adamant
in his mind to pursue those animals, whatever
the cost. He had just missed being killed by the
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