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for Alan





Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.

Epistle of Paul to the Hebrews, xiii.l






CHAPTER 1

[image: image]
God puts His finger through the dust of the earth and into this channel He spits. His spit becomes the river. Because it is Godspit, life grows there, fish and crocodiles. Miraculous water! The fish grow feet and crawl out on to the land. Oh, my God, they are heartily sorry. They see only the dry, twisted leaves of the plants that grow in the salty damp of God’s footprint. If they eat the berries on the tree, they eat the seed carrier and the plant will die out. The world will come to an end. Sadly they eat the berries. In due course the wastes of their bodies bring nourishment to the dust of the earth. New plants grow, sweet fruit and yellow grain. More fishes climb out of the water to admire the beauty of the earth. New beasts are born and have no words to praise the wonder of the world. Seeking to praise, they rise above themselves. Some of them grow wings and become birds. Some of them grow souls and become men.

This is where we come from. The white mission sister told us this; some kind of story along this line. She never told us where she came from.

There is an uneasy moment after the translator has completed her casual adaptation of the story of creation and the nun explains that she is here to save their souls for Jesus. Grandma Adiaha, who has left three husbands to nourish the earth, speaks: ‘Why? Why we save our souls for this Jesus?’

‘Because without God you are savages,’ the sister says.

This causes shock. The men must fight and kill to be savage. The boys suffer pain and trial; but women are savage only because they do not save their souls for gentle Jesus, meek and mild.

‘How do we keep our souls safe from this Jesus?’ Grandma Adiaha calls out. She turns to the women. Oh, they all laugh, they hold themselves. They show their teeth, young and strong or burnt-out stalks of a long summer. The holy women look like birds around a dry lake.

Sister opens her black case. Here she keeps presents, beads and pictures, silver medals and miraculous water from which, perhaps, come fishes with feet. Jesus ju-ju. The women are baffled when she takes out only one thing and then the case is closed.

It is a picture, taken with a picture box, of two women: one is just old enough to marry, eleven or twelve, the other quite old, perhaps three lifetimes of the girl. They are dressed in lacy stuff and sit in a garden full of flowers on a seat which is also made of lace yet seems quite solid. Their faces are very still with only a little life in them, as if life was just a small ingredient in the ladies and not their whole force. Their bodies are solid pillars, their feet high hoofs. They are untouchable. No one would beat them or make them carry wood or water.

‘White ladies,’ says the sister: ‘when you are saved you will be like them.’

Grandma Adiaha, she grabs the picture. ‘Let me have this. In return you can have my soul for Jesus.’

The sister offers the memento to the old woman, but keeps it within her own grasp. ‘There is a baby,’ she says.

This is not a question. Only yesterday the baby has fallen fresh and whole from the guts of its mother into the hands of sister-doctor, whom the women call anwa adiong – the witch doctor. It is now in the shaggy yellow hut behind them, reunited with its mother at the drinking hole of her breast.

There is silence. Who knows what these people do to the child. Sister, believing the silence to be a bargaining one, says: ‘This young girl will be the spirit mother of the new baby. Already she has chosen her name.’

Grandma Adiaha looks again at the picture. Well, anyway, the baby is only a girl. ‘Bring the child,’ she says.

A tiny thing, shining like chestnut, is carried out. Black eyes blink slowly in the glare of the sun. The sister takes her in her arms, holds her experimentally close to her breast, longs to put a finger in her mouth. ‘How beautiful is the tree of the church when she puts on new leaves,’ she murmurs, rocking. The baby screws up its face, a sign which the women recognise and they laugh and one runs to fetch a banana leaf and then holds it deftly underneath the child as the infant, with a grunt, makes its first bodily function. The leaf is put on the ground in front of a yellow cur which laps up the newborn excrement. The women then take the child from the nun and hold its backside out to the dog and the dog licks it clean.

The nun offers up her nausea to God. ‘I shall tell the Father that you are ready for instruction and when the bishop comes he will baptise you.’

‘In the name of the Fadda. And the Sun. And the Holy Ghost,’ the women recite obediently and with amusement. They have all been baptised several times. Each time they are saved they are told a different story. ‘In my Father’s house there are many mansions,’ the first young mission father had told them. In each one perhaps, a different Jesus. In Heaven, no doubt, many wars.




CHAPTER 2
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The cat huddled beneath a golden fir. All morning Alice had been trying to ignore him. Cats were liars. She had been warned of this, but she felt a pang for the beast, having to invent on such a day. It had snowed and then frozen although it was not yet November. The ground was daubed with patches of hard white which squeaked when stepped upon. Outside, there was a high silence, as when a scream has died. The birds were brittle in their trees and did not come down to eat or be eaten.

It was his meekness that upset her. If he had swaggered she could have flapped a tea towel at him. He was big and had the marks of bad blood. It was the angle at which he lay that begged pity, as if his legs would not support him; the way he looked at her, blinking with sheep’s eyes as if to thank her, although she had done nothing but leave him.

Through the perspiring windows of the recklessly heated house next door she could see Mrs Willoughby smiling into the telephone, a leg extended and dangling a hairy pink slipper. She was a widow. Before that, so she told Alice, she had been a bird in a gilded cage. Since the failure of her husband’s heart she had lived life on a piercing note. She enjoyed the tailored vision of the romantic, could look out on such a day and see only the pattern of frost on the panes, a tiara of icicles glittering from the roof gutters. Alice had the sprawling vision of the solitary. Lacking the small social distractions that act as islands on the tide of life she quite often saw the unspeakable. And it saw her.

She was wearing her overcoat. It seemed even colder inside the house than out. Water rolled down the walls and some sort of vegetable had sprung up in the cracks. The ragged red lino looked like the rim of a volcano under a glowering light bulb, yellowly undressed. Gas and mould and mothballs uneasily coalesced their odours.

Alice looked in the fridge for something for the cat to eat. There was an egg, a tin of soup and some milk at the end of a carton. As she shook the carton to assess its content, she was confronted by a bulging jaw, the shape and colour of a Christmas pudding. It was Tiny, her own cat, who had heard the milky rattle as a summons to breakfast. Her mouth opened to a tragic little triangle, showing bottom teeth, and she uttered something trite. Tiny was a Victorian, petite in mind, vast in body and emotion. Alice had been brought up to believe that family came first, however badly they behaved, so she shut her mind and set the milk down for her pet.

She found herself thinking of poor Mama and Papa. They had been the furniture of the house. Each chair and spoon was labelled for their use. Without them, these utilities became merely the outlines of their will. She looked after her parents’ house without resentment, allowing herself a twinge of pity only at Christmas and on birthdays. Today was her birthday. She was sixty-seven. No one would come to see her, not even the children. She only saw them at Christmas and they never failed to disappoint. After her second sherry her cheeks would tremble and she would make her speech:

‘I am all alone in the world. I have neither chick nor child.’ ‘You have us, Auntie,’ the children would chorus. ‘Yes,’ Alice would concede as a fall of middle-aged lips pecked her hair in reproach.

Later, when she made herself a cup of tea, she looked out of the window and saw the stray, still in the same place in the garden. The animal impelled her with its saintly acceptance of suffering. She had been about to cook an egg for her tea but instead she whipped it up in a dish and brought it outside for the cat. It lapped up the yellow stickiness with ungainly speed and made a wobbly retreat to the trees. Alice was heading back inside with the dish when her eye was caught by some activity within the frame of Mrs Willoughby’s window. Her neighbour was getting ready to go out. She was always going out. She had a little yellow wasp-shaped car whose angry buzz detailed her lively social diary at all hours of day and night. Once Alice had seen her in it with a man, her leg stretched out as when she spoke on the telephone. The paleness of the limb was eerie in the harsh glare of a sodium lamp, full of little lumps and netted with blue veins like a cod’s roe.

Alice watched from behind her wall. Mrs Willoughby ran about the kitchen in a slip and high heels. She paused, pulled up the front of her slip and, in a dainty gesture, shook talc into her panties. She shimmied into a pair of matador trousers and engulfed herself in a fluffy sweater. Lastly, she gathered up some little furry corpse and flung its paws gaily about her shoulders.

Where did she go? What festivities beckoned on such a day? What would she do if Alice knocked and said, ‘Take me with you’?

Alice believed that the woman had not won her popularity alone; it had been in some way thoughtfully organised by her husband before he departed this life – a key to unlock the world of gaiety as well as release her from the gilded cage. Her life had not always been a party. During his lifetime her clothing had been sober, her expression resigned.

The window went dark. Alice felt a sense of loss. She stayed where she was until she heard a door slam and then the car snorting into life. She went back into the house and waited to see if the afternoon post might bring a card from the children, but nothing came. There was a caller, an old man who said he was an emissary of the Lord. ‘Hello,’ Alice said. ‘Are you ready to receive the word of the Lord?’ he wanted to know. ‘Oh, yes!’ He offered her a bar of milk chocolate. ‘I have expenses,’ he tipped her. He wanted to know if she was a virgin. ‘Of course I am,’ Alice said. ‘Pity!’ He seemed to lose interest then, or heart, and wandered off.

She ate the chocolate later, sitting by the fire. Because it was her birthday she beat the smoking coals with a poker, into flames. She did not turn on the radio in case she might miss the interesting trill of the telephone. ‘Next year, I must look up the girls,’ she mused. The girls were historic figures, single women with whom she had once gone to the pictures or to a hotel lounge bar for a ‘Rossiner’. She put on a frill of lipstick and waited tensely until a clock struck the half after eight. ‘Well,’ she said lightly to the cat, who extended a leg in the manner of Alice’s neighbour, and then fell into a torpor; ‘it seems they have all forgotten.’
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