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_nothing, Ilooked at Masood and saw that his eyes were darting -

about tq left and right like two mice that have lost their way
home.

‘You're s pounds in debt to me,’ said my grandfather
to Masood. ‘ talk about it later.’ '

Hussein called hig assistants and they brought along don-
keys, the two strangers produced camels, and the sacks of
dates were loaded on to them. One of the donkeys let out a
braying which set the camels frothing at the mouth and com-
plaining noisily. I felt myself drawing close to Masood, felt my
hand stretch out towards him as though I wanted to touch the

hem of his garment. I heard him e a noise in his throat like .

the rasping of a lamb being slaughteged. For some unknown
reason, | experienced a sharp sensatioq of pain in my chest.

I ran off into the distance. Hearing my Jrandfather call after
me, I hesitated a little, then continued on mY way. I felt at that
moment that I hated him. Quickening my ‘Race, it was as
though I carried within me a secret I wanted to tid myself of. I
reached the river bank near the bend it made behing the wood
of acacia trees. Then, without knowing why, I put Iy finger
into my throat and spewed up the dates I'd eaten.

- A Conversation from the
- Third Floor

Mohamed El-Bisatie

trdnslated by Denys Johnson-Davies

‘She came to the place for the second time. The policeman

stared down at her from his horse. -

The time was afternoon. The yellow-coloured wall stretched
right along the road. Inside the wall was a large rectangular
three-storey building; its small identical windows looked more
like dark apertures. The woman stood a few paces away from
the horse. The policeman looked behind him at the windows,

‘then at the woman. He placed both hands on the pommel of

the saddle and closed his eyes. After a while the horse moved.
It was standing halfway down the street. Then, a moment
later, it made a half-turn and once again stood itself at the top
of the street. '

The woman came two steps forward. The horse bent one of
its forelegs, then gently lowered it. o

‘Sergeant, please, just let me say two words to him.’

His eyes remained closed, his hands motionless on the
pommel. '

Above the wall stretched a fencing of barbed wire at the end
of which was a wooden tower. Inside there stood an armed
soldier. : , '

‘The woman tooK another step forward.

“You see, he’s been transferred. . .’

The sun had passed beyond the central point in the sky.
Despite this the weather was still hot. A narrow patch of shade
lay at the bottom of the wall. '

The woman transferred the child to her shoulder.

When she again looked at the policeman'’s face, she noticed
thin lines of sweat on his forehead. ,
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Quietly she moved away from in front of the horse and
walked beside the wall. About halfway along it she sat down
on aheap of stones opposite the building.

The prisoners’ washing, hung by the arms and legs, could
be seen outside the bars of the windows. Mostly it was
completely motionless, even with the breeze that blew from
time to time.

The woman whispered to herself: “They must be wet.’

She placed the child in her lap. For a moment her eyes
fastened on a djellaba that gently swayed to the movement of
the wind. She stretched out her leg and gazed at her toes and

the dried mud that clung to them. She rubbed her feet .

together, then gazed at them once again.

Putting back her head, she looked up at the windows of the
third floor with half-closed eyes.

The soldier in the tower took a step forward. He rested his
head against the edge of the wooden wall.

He looked at the sky, at the roofs of the houses, at the street,
then at the head of the white horse.

Suddenly a shout broke the silence. The woman quickly
drew back her leg. She caught sight of a bare arm waving from
between the bars of a window on the third floor.

‘Aziza! Aziza! It's Ashour.’ _

She moved a step nearer to the wall and stared in silence at
the window.

‘It's Ashour, Aziza. Ashour.’

She saw his other arm stretching out through the window.
She searched with her eyes for something between the two
arms and succeeded in making out a face pressed between the
two bars. Other faces could be seen above and alongside him.

‘Aziza, I've been transferred. Did you get my letter? In four
days I'll be transferred. Did you prune the two date palms?
Where are Hamid and Saniyya? Why didn’t you bring them
with you? I'm being transferred. Where’s Hamid?’

He turned round suddenly, shouting:

‘Stop it, you bastards!’

She heard him shouting and saw the faces disappear from
the window. After a while his face was again looking out
through the bars, then the other faces looked out above his.

‘Aziza!’
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- Shelooked at the policeman on the horse, then at the soldier
in the tower. -

‘Who are you holdmg? Shaer? Aziza!” She shook her head
twice.

~Lift him up. fot him up high.’

She took the child between her hands and hfted him above
her head.

She noticed his arms suddenly bemg withdrawn inside and

‘his hands gripping the iron bars of the window. Then his face

disappeared from view. For a while she searched for him
among the faces that looked down. She lowered her arms a
little and heard shouts of laughter from the window. She
spotted his arm once again stretching outwards, then his face
appeared clearly in the middle. :

_‘Up, Aziza. Up. Face him towards the sun so I can see him.’
She lowered her arms for a moment,.then raised him up again,
turning his face towards the sun. The child closed his eyes and
burst out crymg

‘He’s crying.’
He turned round, laughing.
‘The boy’s crying! The little so-and-so! Aziza, woman, keep
him crying!’
He cupped his hand round his mouth and shouted: ‘Let him
'l

Again he laughed. A few shouts went up around him. She
heard their words and shoutings. Then she saw his large nose
poking out through the bars.

‘Woman! Don’t be silly, that’s enough! Cover the boy—he’ll
get sunstroke!’

She hugged the child to her chest and saw the soldier
withdrawing inside the tower.

‘Did you prune the two date palms?’

She shook her head.

‘Why not? Why don’t you talk? I'm being transferred. Pass
by Abu Ismail and tell him I send him my best wishes—he’lldo
it as a favour and prune the trees, then you can bring along a
few dates. Did you bring the cigarettes?’

She made a sign with her hand.

‘Talk. What are you saying?’

‘You've got ‘em.’ :
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‘Louder, woman.” .
‘You've got ‘em, I sent them to you.” - =~~~
* ‘Just now.” A . L

‘Just now? Here, hang on—don’t move.’ .

He disappeared suddenly. Two faces remained at the win-
dow. One of them stretched out his arm; he made an obscene
movement in the air with his hand. She lowered her eyes, then
went back to the pile of stones.

‘Azizal’ ,

Though she did not recognise the voice, she looked up at the

window. She saw the man was smiling, his arm still moving .

about. The second man was kneeling, having raised his djella-
ba above his thighs. She heard him call out:

‘Aziza, look! ' :

She smiled. The policeman was still sitting on his horse as

though asleep. From the side window of the tower she had
a partial view of the soldier's head. He had taken off his
helmet. :
" She heard several voices calling her. She listened attentive-
ly, concentrating her gaze on the soldier’s head as he moved
within the opening of the window. The calls were repeated,
interspersed with abuse. The soldier put on his helmet, but
remained inside the tower. :

Suddenly the voices were silent and some moments later
there came to her the breathless voice of her husband:

'Aziza? I said five—didn’t I tell you five packets?’ She stared
up towards him in silence. -

‘Woman, what’s the use of three packets?” She gestured to
him with her hand. - ' : :

‘What are you saying?’

“Five—I sent five.’ o S
 ‘Five? he shouted fiercely. ‘The bastards!”

He disappeared suddenly, then leant out-again shouting:

‘Wait! Don’t go!’ '

She turned her face towards the window of the tower. He
was away for a while, then he returned.

“It's all right, Aziza. Never mind. Five—yes, there were five.
Never mind, a couple got taken, it doesn’t matter. Listen—
what was I going to say?’ Silence. She saw him staring out in
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silence from the window. She shook out her black djellaba and
walked forward towards the wall. He smiled. .

‘Aziza, | was thinking of saying something to you.” "

Again there was silence. She turned away her head so that
part of her face was against the sun. She shifted her head-veil
slightly from her head. o o

“They took a couple of packets. Never mind, Aziza. Never
mind.’ . - v - o

He laughed. His Voice had become calm. The other faces
disappeared from above him, only a single face remaining
alongside his.

‘Did you build the wall?’

‘Not yet.” - '

‘Why not?’ ,

“When Uncle Ahmed lights the furnace, I'll get some bricks
from him.’

‘All right. Be careful on the tram. Look after the boy.’

She remained standing.

‘Anything you want?’

IN 0.l -

She gazed at his face, his large nose, his bare arms. She
smiled. The face next to his smiled back.

Suddenly he shouted. ‘Did you get the letter? I'm being
transferred.’ : :

‘Where to?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘When?’ :

“You see, they’re pulling down the prison.’

‘Where will you go?’ :

‘God knows—anywhere. No one knows.’

‘When?’ : ) -

‘In two or three days. Don’t come here again. I'll let you
know when I'm transferred. Has the boy gone to sleep?”

‘No, he’s awake.’ :

He stared back for a while in silence.

‘Azizal’ : :

. Again there was silence. The face alongside his smiled, then
slowly slid back inside and disappeared. Her husband re-
mained silent, his arms around the bars.

Suddenly he glanced behind him and quickly drew in his
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arms. He signalled to her to move away, then disappeared
from the window.

She stepped back, though she remained standing looking
up at the window. ‘

After a while she seated herself on the stones and stretched
out her leg. Taking out her breasts, she suckled her child.

The shadow advanced halfway across the street. She saw
that its fringe was touching her foot. She drew her foot back a
little. The place was quiet and the washing that had been hung
out gently swayed in the breeze.

When she looked at her foot again, she saw that the shadow -

clothed the tips of her toes. She stood up.

The soldier was still inside the tower; the toe of his boot
could be seen at the edge of the wooden platform. Before
reaching where the horse stood she glanced behind her, but
the window was empty.

She looked quietly at the policeman: his eyes were closed,
his hands on the pommel of the saddle. The horse stood
motionless.

She walked down the narrow passageway towards the main
street.

SOUTHERN AFRICA
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‘As we drink rophetess’s water,” said MaShange, ‘we want to
say how grateful we arethat we came to see for ourselves how you are.’ T 2o

‘I think I feel better alréady. This water, and you ... I can feel a SRR NADINE GORDIMER
soothing coolness deep down.’ i "

As the boy slowly went out of the.bedroom, he felt the pain in his
leg, and felt grateful. He had healed his mother. He would heal her ] Amnesty
tomorrow, and always with all the water in“the world. He had healed
her.

When we heard he was released I ran all over the farm and through

ol the fence to our people on the next farm to tell everybody. I only saw
afterwards I’d torn my dress on the barbed wire, and there was a

scratch, with blood, on my shoulder. B

He went away from this place eight years ago, signed up to work in g

town with what they call a construction company — building glass walls &
up to the sky. For the first two years he came home for-the weekend
once a month and two weeks at Christmas; that was when he asked my
father for me. And he began to pay. He and I thought that in three
years he would have paid enough for us to get married. But then he
started wearing that T-shirt, he told us he’d joined the union, he told
us about the strike, how he was one of the men who went to talk to the
bosses because some others had been laid off after the strike. He’s
always been good at talking, even in English — he was the best at the
' farm school, he used to read the newspapers the Indian wraps soap
and sugar in when you buy at the store.
E - There was trouble at the hostel where he had a bed, and riots over
& paying rent in the townships and he told me — just me, not the old ones
: — that wherever people were fighting against the way we are treated
they were doing it for all of us, on the farms as well as the towns, and
the unions were with them, he was with them, making speeches,
marching. The third year, we heard he was in prison. Instead of getting
married. We didn’t know where to find him, until he went on trial. The
case was heard in a town far away. I couldn’t go often to the court
because by that time I had passed my Standard 8 and I was working
in the farm school. Also my parents were short of money. Two of my
brothers who had gone away to work in town didn’t send home; I
suppose they lived with girlfriends and had to buy things for them. My
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father and other brother work here for the Boer and the pay is very
small, we have two goats, a few cows we’re allowed to graze, and a
S?tch of land where my mother can grow vegetables. No cas’h from
at.
When I saw him in the court he looked beautiful in a blue suit with
a striped shirt and brown tie. All the accused — his comrades, he said —
were well dressed. The union bought the clothes so that the ;'udge and
the prosecutor would know they weren’t dealing with stupid yes-baas
black men who didn’t know their rights. These things and everything
elsc-a'bout the court and trial he explained to me when I was allowed
to visit him in jail. Our little girl was born while the trial went on and
| when I brought the baby to court the first time to show him, his
[[ co.mradcs hugged him and then hugged me across the barrier of the
| prisoners’ dock and they had clubbed together to give me some money
\as a present for the baby. He chose the name for her, Inkululeko.

Then the trial was over and he got six years. He was sent to the
Island. We all knew about the Island. Our leaders had been there so
long. But I have never seen the sea except to colour it in blue at school
an.d I couldn’t imagine a piece of earth surrounded by it. I could onl):
th'mk of a cake of dung, dropped by the cattle, floating in a pool of
rainwater they’d crossed, the water showing the sky like a looking-
glass, blue. I was ashamed only to think that. He had told me how the
glass walls showed the pavement trees and the other buildings in the
street and the colours of the cars and the clouds as the crane lifted him
on a platform higher and higher through the sky to work at the top of
a building.

He was allowed one letter a month. It was my letter because his
parents didn’t know how to write. I used to go to them where the
worked on another farm to ask what message they wanted to send. Thz
mother always cried and put her hands on her head and said nothing
and the old man, who preached to us in the veld every Sunday, said’

tell my son we are praying, God will make everything all right for him.

Once he wrote back, That’s the trouble — our people on the farms
they’re told God will decide what’s good for them so that they won’;
find the force to do anything to change their lives. '

After two years had passed, we — his parents and I - had saved up
enough money to go to Cape Town to visit him. We went by train and
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slept on the floor at the station and asked the way, next day, to the
ferry. People were kind; they all knew that if you wanted the ferry it
was because you had somebody of yours on the Island.

And there it was — there was the sea. It was green and blue, climbing
and falling, bursting white, all the way to the sky. A terrible wind was
slapping it this way and that; it hid the Island, but people like us, also
waiting for the ferry, pointed where the Island must be, far out in the
sea that I never thought would be like it really was.

There were other boats, and ships as big as buildings that go to other
places, all over the world, but the ferry is only for the Island, it doesn’t
go anywhere else in the world, only to the Island. So everybody waiting
there was waiting for the Island, there could be no mistake we were
not in the right place. We had sweets and biscuits, trousers and a warm
coat for him (a woman standing with us said we wouldn’t be allowed
to give him the clothes) and I wasn’t wearing, any more, the old beret
pulled down over my head that farm girls wear, I had bought relaxer
cream from the man who comes round the farms selling things out of a
box on his bicycle, and my hair was combed up thick under a flowered
scarf that didn’t cover the gold-coloured rings in my ears. His mother
had her blanket tied round her waist over her dress, a farm woman,
but I looked just as good as any of the other girls there. When the ferry
was ready to take us, we stood all pressed together and quiet like the
cattle waiting to be let through a gate. One man kept looking round
with his chin moving up and down, he was counting, he must have
been afraid there were too many to get on and he didn’t want to be left
behind. We all moved up to the policeman in charge and everyone
ahead of us went on to the boat. But when our turn came and he put
out his hand for something, I didn’t know what.

We didn’t have a permit. We didn’t know that before you come to
Cape Town, before you come to the ferry for the Island, you have to
have a police permit to visit a prisoner on the Island. I tried to ask him
nicely. The wind blew the voice out of my mouth. Mehact K

We were turned away. We saw the ferry rock, bumping the landing
where we stood, moving, lifted and dropped by all that water, getting
smaller and smaller until we didn’t know if we were really seeing it or
one of the birds that looked black, dipping up and down, out there.

The only good thing was one of the other people took the sweets and
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biscuits for him. He wrote and said he got them. But it wasn’t a good
letter. Of course not. He was cross with me; I should have found out, I
s.hould have known about the permit. He was right — I bought the train
tickets, I.asked where to go for the ferry, I should have known' about
the. permit. I have passed Standard 8. There was an advice office to go
to in town, the churches ran it, he wrote. But the farm is so far from
| town, we on th.e farms don’t know about these things. It was as he said;
our ignorance is the way we are kept down, this ignorance must go. ’
’ W? took the train back and we never went to the Island — never saw
him in the three more years he was there, Not once. We couldn’t find
the money for the train. His father died and I had to help his mother
from my pay. For our people the worry is always money, I wrote
WhCl,l will we ever have money? Then he sent such a good lettcr.
That’s what I’m on the Island for, far away from you, I'm here so tha;
one day our people will have the things they need, land, food, the end
?f 1gno’rance. :I’here was something else — I could just read t’he word
power the prison had blacked out. All his letters were not just for fne‘
the prison officer read them before I could. ,

H«::r ;’:s coming home after only five years!
t’s what it seemed to me, when I heard - the fi
1 me, - ve years was
suqdenly disappeared — nothing! — there was no whole year still to
;vm:i I sl:owed.my = our - little girl his photo again. That’s your
laddy, he’s coming, you’re going to see him. She told the other children

at school, I've got a daddy, just as sh :
she had a’t home, Just as she showed off about the kid goat

. We wanted him to come at once, and at the same ti
time to prepare. His mother lived with one of his unil::lit::: g:::1 ::elc:
father was dead there was no house of his father for him"to take me to
as soon as we married. If there had been time, my father would have
cut poles, my mother and I would have baked bricks, cut thatch, and
bu;lvt a house for him and me and the child. ’ ’
Y€ were not sure what day he would arrive. We on,
radio his name and the names of some others who were;:',e::;saz.o'lllhrx

-at the Indian’s store I noticed the newspaper, The Nation, written by
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black people, and on the front a picture of a lot of people dancing and
waving —~ I saw at once it was at that ferry. Some men were being
carried on other men’s shoulders. I couldn’t see which one was him. .
We were waiting. The ferry had brought him from the Island but we
remembered Cape Town is a long way from us. Then he did come. On
a Satuiday, no school, so I was working with my mother, hoeing and
weeding round the pumpkins and mealies, my hair, that I meant to
keep nice, tied in an old deck. A combi came over the veld and his
comrades had brought him. I wanted to run away and wash but he

. stood there stretching his legs, calling, hey! hey! with his comrades

making a noise around him, and my mother started shrieking in the
old style aie! aie! and my father was clapping and stamping towards
him. He held his arms open to us, this big man in town clothes;
polished shoes, and all the time while he hugged me I was holding my
dirty hands, full of mud, away from him behind his back. His teeth hit
me hard through his lips, he grabbed at my mother and she struggled
to hold the child up to him. I thought we would all fall down! Then
everyone was quiet. The child hid behind my mother. He picked her
up but she turned her head away to her shoulder. He spoke to her
gently but she-wouldn’t speak to him. She’s nearly six years old! I told
her not to be a baby. She said, That’s not him. :

The comrades all laughed, we laughed, she ran off and he said, She
has to have time to get used to me.-

He has put on weight, yes; a lot. You couldn’t believe it. He used to
be so thin his feet looked too big for him. I used to feel his bones but
now — that night — when he lay on me he was so heavy, I didn’t
remember it was like that. Such a long time. It’s strange to get stronger
in prison; I thought he wouldn’t have enough to eat and would come
out weak. Everyone said, Look at him! — he’s a man, now. He laughed
and banged his fist on his chest, told them how the comrades exercised
in their cells, he would run three miles a day, stepping up and down

! on one place on the floor of that small cell where he was kept. After we

were together at night we used to whisper a long time but now I can
feel he’s thinking of some things I don’t know and I can’t worry him
with talk. Also I don’t know what to say. To ask him what it was like,

- five years shut away there; or to tell him something about school or

about the child. What else has happened, here? Nothing. Just waiting.
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Sometimes in the daytime I do try to tell him what it was like for me,
here at home on the farm, five years. He listens, he’s interested, just
like he’s interésted when people from the other farms come to visit and
talk to him about little things that happened to them while he was
away all that time on the Island. He smiles and nods, asks a couple of

5 questions and then stands up and stretches. I see it’s to show them it’s
{ enough, his mind is going back to something he was busy with before

they came. And we farm people are very slow; we tell things slowly, he
used to, too.

He hasn’t signed on for another job. But he can’t stay at home with

us; we thought, after five years over there in the middle of that green
and blue sea, so far, he would rest with us a little while. The combi or
some car comes to fetch him and he says don’t worry, I don’t know
what day I’ll be back. At first I asked, what week, next week? He tried
to explain to me: in the Movement it’s not like it was in the union,
where you do your work every day and after that you are busy with
meetings; in the Movement you never know where you will have to go
and what is going to come up next. And the same with money. In the
Movement, it’s not like a job, with regular pay — I know that, he
doesn’t have to tell me — it’s like it was going to the Island, you do it
for all our people who suffer because we haven’t got money, we haven’t
got land — look, he said, speaking of my parents’, my home, the home
that has been waiting for him, with his child: look at this place where
the white man owns the ground and lets you squat in mud and tin huts
here only as long as you work for him — Baba and your brother planting
his crops and looking after his cattle, Mama cleaning his house and
you in the school without even having the chance to train properly as a
teacher. The farmer owns us, he says. I’ve been thinking we haven’t
got a home because there wasn’t time to build a house before he came
from the Island; but we haven’t got a home at all. Now I’ve understood
that. '

I’m not stupid. When the comrades come to this place in the combi
to talk to him here I don’t go away with my mother after we’ve brought
them tea or (if she’s made it for the weekend) beer. They like her beer,
they talk about our culture and there’s one of them who makes a point
of putting his arm around my mother, calling her the mama of all of
them, the mama of Africa. Sometimes they please her very much by
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telling her how they used to sing on the Island and getting her to sil}g
an old song we all know from our grandmothers. Then they join In

* with their strong voices. My father doesn’t like this noise travelling:

across the veld; he’s afraid that if the Boer finds out my man is a

political, from the Island, and he’s holding meetings on the Boer’s

land, he’ll tell my father to go, and take his family with him. But.my
brother says if the Boer asks anything just tell him it’s a prayer n.\eetmg.
Then the singing is over; my mother knows she must go away into the

house. .
I stay, and listen. He forgets I'm there when he’s talking and arguing

about something I can see is important, more important than anything

* we could ever have to say to each other when we’re alone. But now and

then, when one of the other comrades is speaking I see him look at me
for 2 moment the way I will look up at one of my favourite children in
school to encourage the child to understand. The men don’t spea-k. to
me and I don’t speak. One of the things they talk about is organising
the people on the farms — the workers, like my father and brotl}el.', and
like his parents used to be. I learn what all these things are: minimum
wage, limitation of working hours, the right to strike, annual leave,
accident compensation, pensions, sick and even maternity leave. 1 ar,n
pregnant, at last I have another child inside me, but that’s women’s
business. When they talk about the Big Man, the Old Men, I know
who these are: our leaders are also back from prison. 1 told him about
the child coming; he said, And this one belongs to a new country, he’ll
build the freedom we’ve fought for! I know he wants to get married but

! there’s no time for that at present. There was hardly time for him to

make the child. He comes to me just like he comes here to eat a meal
or put on clean clothes. He picks up the little girl and swings her round

and there! — it’s done, he’s getting into the combi, he’s already .tuming \
to his comrade that face of his that knows only what’s inside his head, |!

those eyes that move quickly as if he’s chasing something you can’t se:a.
The little girl hasn’t had time to get used to this man. But I know she i}
be proud of him, one day!

How can you tell that to a chiid six years old? But I tell her about -

the Big Man and the Old Men, our leaders, so she’ll know that her
father was with them on the Island, this man is a great man, too.
On Saturday, no school and I plant and weed with my mother, she
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sings but I don’t; I think. On Sunday there’s no work, only prayer
meetings out of the farmer’s way under the trees, and beer drinks at
the mud and tin huts where the farmers allow us to squat on their land.
1 go off on my own as 1 ysed to do when I was a child, making up
games and talking to myself where no one would hear me or look for
me. I sit on a warm stone in the late afternoon, high up, and the whole
valley is a path between the hills, leading away from my feet. It’s the
Boer’s farm but that’s not true, it belongs to nobody. The cattle don’t

- know that anyone says he owns it, the sheep — they are grey stones,
 and then they become a thick grey snake moving — don’t know. Our

huts.and the old mulberry tree and the little brown mat of earth that
my mother dug over yesterday, way down there, and way over there
the clump of trees round the chimneys and the shiny thing that is the
TV mast of the farmhouse — they are nothing, on the back of this earth.
It could twitch them away like a dog does a fly.

I am up with the clouds. The sun behind me is changing the colours
of the sky and the clouds are changing themselves, slowly, slowly. Some
are white, blowing themselves up like bubbles. Underneath is a bar of
grey, not enough to make rain. It gets longer and darker while the
other clouds are all pink, it grows a thin snout and long body and then
the end of it is a tail. There’s a huge grey rat moving across the sky,
eating the sky. '

The child remembered the photo; she said, That’s not him. I'm
sitting here where I came often when he was on the Island. I came to
get away from the others, to wait by myself.

I’m watching the rat, it’s losing itself| it’s shape, eating the sky, and
I’m waiting. Waiting for him to come back. :

Waiting. I’'m waiting to come back home.

i
i

. FOR HER

LINDIWE MABUZA

Wake...

FOR THEM: NAME DAY GRAVE IN JUNE 1976:

NOW AND AFTER
BECAME FOREVER

i became aware: wakeup to
ii became congcious: i.e. after sleep

This was funeral day in Soweto. One day was an eternity to forget all

- other days leading to it. People had emerged to pay their last pretext

to it. Respect was no longer spoken of. On such a day everyone has
written permission to pretend the dead have always been alive. Yet
even the womb of the earth knew by the smells and languages of
Johannesburg that every African hand represented charged wires of
dead labour. .

Thina Silangazela
Ikhaya Laphezulu

The drums and chorus of the Zion Christian sects competed with
penrywhistle cries of reed and rib ingenuity. There was smoke and
dust too, even in these early hours, vainly rising and slithering to choke
the various hints of township jazz. Thokozile had been first at fat-cake
auntie’s house. Now, the greased newspaper rested peacefully under
the eight-year-old armpit. One would have thought tears had'drowned

(We crave
that home above)




BLACK GIRL

Translated ﬁom the French by Ellen Conroy Kennedy .

It was the morning of the 23rd of June in the year of Our Lord nineteen
hundred fifty-eight. At Antibes, along the Riviera, neither the fate of the
French Republic nor the future of Algeria nor the state of the colonial
territories preoccupied those who swarmed across the beaches below La
Croisette.

Above, on the road leading to the Hermitage, two old-style Citroéns, one
behind the other, were moving up the mountain. They stopped and several
men quickly got out, rushing down the gravel walk toward a house on which
a worn sign spelled out VILLA OF GREEN HAPPINESS. The men were the police
chief of the town of Grasse, a medical officer, and two police inspectors
from Antibes, flanked by officers in uniform.

There was nothing green about the Villa of Green Happiness except its
name. The garden was kept in the French manner, the walks covered with
gravel, set off by a couple of palm trees with drooping fronds. The chief
looked closely at the house, his eyes stopping at the third window, the
broken glass, the ladder.

Inside were other inspectors and a photographer. Three people who
seemed to be reporters were looking with rather absentminded interest at
the African statues, masks, animal skins, and ostrich eggs set here and there.
Entering the living room was like violating the privacy of a hunter’s lair.

Two women were hunched together, sobbing. They looked very much
alike, the same straight forehead, the same curved nose, the same dark circles

‘no answer. Then I phoned our neighbor, the Commodore . . .
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about eyes reddened from crying. The one in the pale dress was speaking:
“After my nap, I felt like taking a bath. The door was locked from the
inside”’—blowing her nose—‘‘and I thought to myself, it’s the maid taking
her bath. I say ‘the maid,” * she corrected, ‘‘but we never called her any-
thing else but her name, Diouana. I waited for more than an hour, but didn’t
see her come out. I went back and called, knocking on the door. There was

She stopped, wiped her nose, and began to cry again. Her sister, the
younger of the two, hair cut in a boyish style, sat hanging her head.

*“You're the one who discovered the body?”’ the chief asked the Com-
modore.

“Yes . . . that is, when Madame Pouchet called and told me that the
black girl had locked herself in the bathroom, I thought it was a joke. I spent
thirty-five years at sea, you know. I've roamed the seven seas. I'm retired
from the Navy.”

“Yes, yes, we know.”’

“Yes, well, when Madame Pouchet called I brought my ladder.’

“You brought the ladder?’’

“No. It was Mademoiselle Dubois, Madame’s sister, who suggested the
idea. And when I got to the window, I saw the black girl swimming in
blood.”’

“Where is the key to the door?”’

““Here it is, your honor,” said the inspector.

’

““Just wanted to see it.”’

“I've checked the window,’” said the other inspector.

“I'm the one who opened it, after breaking the pane,” said the retired
Navy man.

“Which pane did you break?’’

“Which pane?”’ he repeated. He was wearing white linen trousers and a
blue jacket.

“Yes, I saw it, but I'd like to ask precisely.”

““The second from the top,”” answered the sister.

At this, two stretcher-bearers came down, carrying a body wrapped in a
blanket. Blood dripped on the steps. The magistrate lifted a corner of the
blanket and frowned. A black girl lay dead on the stretcher, her throat cut
from one ear to the other.

‘It was with this knife. A kitchen knife,”’ said another man, from the
top of the stairs.
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“Did you bring her from Africa, or did you hire her here?”’

“We brought her back from Africa, in April. She came by boat. My
husband is with aerial navigation in Dakar, but the company only pays air
passage for the family. She worked for us in Dakar. For two and a half or
three years.”’ '

‘“‘How old is she?”’

“I don’t know exactly.”’

““According to her passport, she was born in 1927.”

‘‘Oh! The natives don’t know when they are born,”’ offered the naval
officer, plunging his hands in his pockets.

“I don’t know why she killed herself. She was well treated hei'e, she ate
the same food, shared the same rooms as my children.”’

““And your husband, where is he?”’

““He left for Paris the day before yesterday.”’

““Ah!”” said the inspector, still looking at the knickknacks. ‘‘Why do you
think it was suicide?”’ :

“Why?”’ said the retired officer . . . ““Oh! Who do you think would make
an attempt on the life of a Negro girl? She never went out. She didn’t know
anyone, except for Madame’s children.”’

The reporters were getting impatient. The suicide of a maid—even if she
was black—didn’t amount to a hill of beans. There was nothing newsworthy
in it.

““It must have been homesickness. Because lately she’d been behaving very
strangely. She wasn’t the same.”’

The police magistrate went upstairs, accompanied by one of the inspec-
tors. They examined the bathroom, the window.

““Some boomerang, this story,”” said the inspector.

The others waited in the living room.

“We’ll let you know when the coroner is finished,”” said the inspector,
on his way out with the police magistrate an hour after their arrival.

The cars and the reporters left. In the Villa of Green Happiness the two
women and the retired naval officer remained silent.

Bit by bit, Madame Pouchet searched her memory. She thought back to
Africa and her elegant villa on the road to Hann. She remembered Diouana
pushing open the iron gate and signaling to the German shepherd to stop
barking.

It was there, in Africa, that everything had started. Diouana had made
the six-kilometer round trip on foot three times a week. For the last month
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she had made it gaily—enraptured, her heart beating as if she were in love
for the first time. Beginning at the outskirts of Dakar, brand-new houses
were scattered like jewels in a landscape of cactus, bougainvillea, and jas-
mine. The asphalt of the Avenue Gambetta stretched out like a long black
ribbon. Joyous and happy as usual, the little maid had no complaints about
the road or her employers. Though it was a long way, it had no longer
seemed so far the past month, ever since Madame had announced she would
take her to France. France! Diouana shouted the word in her head. Every-

* thing around her had become ugly, the magnificent villas she had so often

admired seemed shabby.

In order to be able to travel, in order to go to France, since she was
originally from the Casamance, she had needed an identity card. All her
paltry savings went to get one. ““So what?”’ she thought. “I'm on my way
to France!”’

“Is that you, Diouana?”’

“‘Vige, Madame,”’ came her answer in the Senegalese accent. She spoke
from the vestibule, nicely dressed in her light-colored cotton, her hair neatly
combed.

“Good! Monsieur is in town. Will you look after the children?”’

““Viye, Madame,’’ she agreed in her childish voice.

Though her identity card read ‘“‘Born.in 1927,” Diouana was not yet
thirty. But she must have been over twenty-one. She went to find the chil-
dren. Every room was in the same condition. Parcels packed and tied with
string, boxes piled here and there. After ten whole days of washing and
ironing, there wasn’t much left for Diouana to do. In the proper sense of

~ her duties, she was a laundress. There was a cook, a houseboy, and herself.

Three people. The servants.

‘“Diouana . . . Diouana,”” Madame called.

““Madame?’’ she answered, emerging from the children’s room.

Madame was standing with a notebook in her hands, making an inventory
of the baggage. The movers would be coming at any moment.

“‘Have you been to see yoﬁr parents? Do you think they will be happy?”’

“‘Viye, Madame. The whole family is agreed. I tell Mama for myself. Also
tell Papa Boutoupa,’’ she said. _

Her face, which had been radiant with happiness, fixed on the empty
walls, and began to fade. Her heartbeat slowed. She would be ill if Madame
changed her mind. Diouana’s ebony-black face grew gloomy; she lowered
her eyes, ready to plead her case.
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“You're not going to tell me at the last moment, on this very day, that
you're leaving us in the lurch?”’

“No, Madame, me go.”

They were not speaking the same language. Diouana wanted to see France,
this country whose beauty, richness, and joy of living everyone praised. She
wanted to see it and make a triumphal return. This was where people got
rich. Already, without having left African soil, she could see herself on the
dock, returning from France, wealthy to the millions, with gifts of clothes
for everyone. She dreamed of the freedom to go where she wished without
having to work like a beast of burden. If Madame should change her mind,
refuse to take her, it would truly make her ill.

As for Madame, she was remembering the last few holidays she had spent
in France. Three of them. And then she had had only two children. In Africa,
Madame had acquired bad habits when it came to servants. In France when
she hired a maid not only was the salary higher but the maid demanded a
day off to boot. Madame had had to let her go and hired another. The next
one was no different from the first, if not worse. She answered Madame tit
for tat. “Anyone who is capable of having children should take a turn with
them herself. I can’t live in. I have my own children to take care of and a
husband, too,”’ she declared.

Used to being waited on hand and foot, Madame had yielded to her
wifely duties, and clumsily fulfilled the role of mother. As for a real vaca-
tion, she had hardly had any. She soon persuaded her husband to return to
Africa,

On her return, grown thin and thoroughly exasperated, she had conceived
a plan for her next vacation. She put want ads in all the newspapers. A
hundred young girls answered. Her choice fell on Diouana, newly arrived
from her native bush. Producing two more children during the three years
that Diouana worked for her, between her last holiday and the one to come,
Madame sang the praises of France. For three thousand francs a month, any
young African girl would have followed her to the end of the earth. And to
top it off, from time to time, especially lately, Madame would give Diouana
little gifts of this and that, old clothes, shoes that could be mended.

This was the insurmountable moat that separated the maid and her em-
ployer. .

“Did you give Monsieur your identity card?’’

“Vige, Madame.”’
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““You may go back to your work. Tell the cook to give the three of you
a good meal.”’

““‘Merci, Madame,’’ she answered, and went off to the kitchen.

Madame continued her inventory.

Monsieur returned on the stroke of noon, his arrival announced by the
barking of the dog. Getting out of his Peugeot 403, he found his wife,
indefatigable, pencil in hand.

‘‘Haven’t the baggage men come yet?’’ she said nervously. .

““They’ll be here at a quarter to two. Our bags will be on top. That way
they’ll be out first when we land in Marseilles. And what about Diouana?
Diouana!”’

The eldest of the children ran to fetch her. She was under the trees with
the littlest one.

““Viye, Madame.”’

“It’s Monsieur who was calling you.”

““That’s fine. Here are your ticket and your identity card.”

Diouana held out a hand to take them.

" ““You keep the identity card, I'll take care of the ticket. The Duponts are
returning on the same ship, they’ll look after you. Are you glad to be going
to France?”’

‘‘Viye, Monsieur.”’

““Good. Where are your bags?”’

‘At Rue Escarfait, Monsieur.”’

““After I've had lunch, we’ll go fetch them in the car.”

““Bring the children in, Diouana, it’s time for their nap.”’

“‘Viye, Madame.”’

Diouana wasn’t hungry. The cook’s. helper, two years younger than she,
brought the plates and took the empty ones away noiselessly. The cook was
sweating heavily. He wasn’t happy. He was going to be out of work. This
was how the departure affected him. And for this reason he was a bit re-
sentful of the maid. Leaning out the wide window overlooking the sea,
transported, Diouana watched the birds flying high above in the immense
expanse of blue. In the distance she could barely make out the Island of
Gorée. She was holding her identity card, turning it over and over, exam-
ining it and smiling quietly to herself. The picture was a gloomy one. She
wasn’t pleased with the pose or with the exposure. ‘“What does it matter?
I'm leaving!”’ she thought.
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““Samba,’’ said Monsieur, who had come to the kitchen, ‘‘the meal was
excellent today. You outdid yourself. Madame is very pleased with you.”’

The cook’s helper stood at attention. Samba, the cook, adjusted his tall
white hat and made an effort to smile.

“Thank you very much, Monsieur,” he said. ‘I too am happy, very
happy, because Monsieur and Madame are happy. Monsieur very nice. My
family big, unhappy. Monsieur leave, me no more work.”

“We'll be back, my good man. And then, with your talent you'll soon
find another job!”’

Samba, the cook, wasn’t so sure. The whites were stingy. And in a Dakar
filled with country people each claiming to be a master cook, it wouldn’t
be easy to find a job. :

“We’ll be back, Samba. Maybe sooner than you think. The last time we
stayed only two and a half months.”’

To these consoling words from Madame, who had joined her husband in the
kitchen, Samba could only answer: ‘‘Merci, Madame. Madame very nice lady.”

Madame was glad. She knew from experience what it meant to have a
good reputation with the servants.

“You can go home this afternoon at four with Monsieur. I'll pack up the
rest. When we come back I promise to hire you again. Are you pleased?”’

““Merci, Madame.”’

Madame and Monsieur were gone. Samba gave Diouana a slap. She hit
him back angrily.

“Hey! Careful. Careful. You're going away today. So we shouldn’t fight.”’

‘“That hurt!”’ she said.

“And Monsieur, does he hurt you too?”’

Samba suspected a secret liaison between the maid and her employer.

“They’re calling for you, Diouana. I hear the car starting.”’

She left without even saying goodbye. :

The car moved along the highway. Diouana didn’t often have the privilege
of being driven by Monsieur. Her very look invited the pedestrians’ admi-
ration, though she dared not wave a hand or shout while going past, ‘“‘I'm
on my way to France!”” Yes, France! She was sure her happiness was plain
to see. The subterranean sources of this tumultuous joy made her a bit shaky.
When the car stopped in front of the house at Rue Escarfait, she was sur-
prised. ““Already?” she thought. Next door to her humble house, at the Gay
Navigator Café, a few customers were seated at the tables and several were

talking quietly on the sidewalk.
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“Is it today you're leaving, little one?’’ asked Tive Correa. Already tipsy,
he steadied himself, legs apart, holding his bottle by the neck. His clothes
were rumpled. )

Diouana would have nothing to do with the drunkard. She didn’t listen
to Tive Correa’s advice. An old sailor, Tive Correa had come home from
Europe after twenty years’ absence. He had left, rich with youth, full of
ambition, and come home a wreck. From having wanted evérytl'n'ng, he had
returned with nothing but an excessive love for the bottle. For Diouana he

* predicted nothing but misfortune. Once, when she had asked his advice, his

opinion had been that she shouldn’t go. In spite of his serious state of
inebriety, he made a few steps toward Monsieur, bottle still in hand.

“Is it true that Diouana’s leaving with you, Monsieur?”’

Monsieur did not answer. He took out a cigarette and lit it, blew the
smoke through the car doc;r, and looked Tive Correa over from head to
toe. What a bum he was, greasy clothes, stinking of palm wine.

Correa leaned over, putting a hand on the car door. ‘T was there. I lived
in France for twenty years,”” he began, with a note of pride in his voice.
“I, whom you see this way, ruin though I am today, I know France better
than you do. During the war I lived in Toulon, and the Germans sent us
with the other Africans to Aix-en-Provence, to the mines at Gardanne. I've
been against her going.”

‘““We haven’t forced her to go! She wants to,”” Monsieur answered dryly.

“‘Certainly. What young African doesn’t dream of going to France? Unfor-
tunately, they confuse living in France with being a servant in France. I come
from the village next to Diouana’s, in Casamance. There, we don’t say the way
you do that it is the light that attracts the moth, but the other way round. In
my country, Casamance, we say that the darkness pursues the moth.”

In the meantime, Diouana returned, escorted by several women. They
were chatting along, each begging for a little souvenir. Diouana promised
happily; she was smiling, her white teeth gleaming.

““The others are at the dock,”’ said one. ‘‘Don’t forget my dress.”’

““For me, some shoes for the children. You’ve got the size in your suit-
case. And remember the sewing machine.”

““The petticoats, too.”’

“Write and tell me how much the hair-straightening irons cost and also
the price of a red jacket with big buttons, size 44.”

“Don’t forget to send a little money to your mother in Boutoupa . . .

Each one had something to tell her, some request to make of her; Diouana

bR}
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promised. Her face was radiant. Tive Correa took the suitcase, pushing it
drunkenly but not roughly into the car.

“Let her go, girls. Do you think money grows on trees in France? She’ll
have something to say about that when she gets back.”’

Loud protests from the women.

“Goodbye, little cousin. Take care of yourself. You have the address of
the cousin in Toulon. Write to him as soon as you get there, he will help
you. Come, give me a kiss.”’

They all kissed each other goodbye. Monsieur was getting impatient. He
started up the motor to indicate politely that he wished they’d be done with
it.

The Peugeot was moving. Everyone waved.

At the dock it was the same—relatives, friends, little commissions. Every-
one pressed around her. Always under the watchful eye of Monsieur. She
embarked.

A week at sea. ‘‘No news,’’ she would have written if she’d been keeping
a diary, in which case she’d also have had to know how to read and write.
Water in front, behind, to port, to starboard. Nothing but a sheet of liquid,
and above it, the sky.

When the boat landed, Monsieur was there. After the formalities, they
quickly made their way to the Céte d’Azur. She devoured everything with
her eyes, marveling, astonished. She packed every detail into her head. It
was beautiful. Africa seemed a sordid slum by comparison. Towns, buses,
trains, trucks went by along the coastal highWay. The heaviness of the érafﬁc
surprised her.

“Did you have a good crossing?”’

“Viye, Monsieur,”” she would have answered, if Monsieur had asked the
question.

After a two-hour drive, they were in Antibes.

Days, weeks, and the first month went by. The third month began.
Diouana was no longer the joyous young girl with the ready laugh, full of
life. Her eyes were beginning to look hollow, her glance was less alert, she
no longer noticed details. She had a lot more work to do here than in Africa.
At first her fretting was hardly noticeable. Of France, la Belle France, she
had only a vague idea, a fleeting vision. French gardens, the hedges of the
other villas, the crests of roofs appearing above the green trees, the palms.

Everyone lived his own life, isolated, shut up in his own house. Monsieur
and Madame went out a good deal, leaving her with the four children. The
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children quickly organized a mafia and persecuted her. ‘“You’ve got to keep
them happy,”” Madame would say. The oldest, a real scamp, recruited others
of like inclination and they played explorer. Diouana was the “‘savage.”’ The
children pestered her. Once in a while the eldest got a good spanking. Having
picked up phrases from the conversations of Mama, Papa, or the neighbors
back in Africa—phrases in which notions of racial prejudice played a part—
he made exaggerated remarks to his pals. Without the knowledge of his
parents, they would turn up, chanting, “Black Girl, Black Girl. She’s as
black as midnight.”’

Perpetually harassed, Diouana began to waste away. In Dakar she had
never had to think about the color of her skin. With the youngsters teasing,
she began to question it. She understood that here she was alone. There was
nothing that connected her with the others. And it aggravated her, poisoned
her life, the very air she breathed.

Everything grew blunt—her old dreams, her contentment eroded. She
did a lot of hard work. It was she who did all the cooking, laundry, baby-
sitting, ironing. Madame’s sister came to stay at the villa, making seven
people to look after. At night, as soon as she went up to bed, Diouana slept
like a log. )

The venom was poisoning her heart. She had never hated anything. Every-
thing became monotonous. Where was France? The beautiful cities she had
seen at the movies in Dakar, the rare foods, the interesting crowds? The
population of France reduced itself to these spiteful monsters, Monsieur,
Madame, and Mademoiselle, who had become strangers to her. The country
seemed limited to the immediate surroundings of the villa. Little by little
she was drowning. The wide horizons of a short while ago stopped now at
the color of her skin, which suddenly filled her with an invincible terror.
Her skin. Her blackness. Timidly, she retreated into herself.

With no one from her universe to exchange ideas with, she held long
moments of palaver with herself. A week ago, Monsieur and Madame had
cleverly taken her along to visit their relatives in Cannes.

“Tomorrow we’ll go to Cannes. My parents have never tasted African
food. You’ll do us African honor with your cooking,”’ Madame had said.
She was nearly bare, and getting bronzed from the sun.

“‘Viye, Madame.”’

“I’ve ordered some rice and two chickens . . . You’ll be careful not to
spice it too much?”’

‘‘Viye, Madame.”’
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Answering this way, she felt her heart harden. It seemed the hundredth
time that she’d been trailed from villa to villa. To this one’s house and then
to that one’s. It was at the Commodore’s—everyone called him the Com-
modore—that she had rebelled the first time. Some silly people, who fol-
lowed her about, hanging on her heels in the kitchen, had been there for
dinner. Their presence was an oppressive shadow on her slightest movement.
She had the feeling of not knowing how to do anything. These strange, self-
centered, sophisticated beings never stopped asking her idiotic questions
about how African women do their cooking. She kept herself under control.

The three women were still chirping when she waited on them at the
table, testing the first spoonful on the tip of their tongues, then gluttonously
devouring the rest.

“This time, at my parents’, you must outdo yourself.”

‘“Vige, Madame.””

Restored to her kitchen, she thought of Madame’s former kindness. She
detested it. Madame had been good to her, but in a self-seeking way. The
only reason for her attentiveness had been to wind the strings around
Diouana, the better to make her sweat. She loathed everything. Back in
Dakar, Diouana used to gather Monsieur and Madame’s leftovers to take
home to Rue Escarfait. She had taken pride then in working for ‘important
white people.” Now she was so alone their meals made her sick to her
stomach. The resentment spoiled her relations with her employers. She stood
her ground, they stood theirs. They no longer exchanged any remarks but
those of a business nature.

“Diouana, will you do the washing today?”’

““Vige, Madame.”

“Last time you didn’t do a good job on my slips. The iron was too hot.
And the collars of Monsieur’s shirts were scorched. Do pay attention to
what you're doing, will you?”’

““Vige, Madame.”’

“‘Oh, 1 forgot. There are some buttons missing on Monsieur’s shirts and
his shorts.”’

Every little job was Diouana’s. And then Madame started speaking to her
in pidgin French, even in front of guests. And this was the only thing she
did with honesty. In the end, no one in the house ever spoke to the maid
anymore except in terms of ‘‘Missie,”” Senegalese pidgin talk. Bewildered
by her inadequacies in French, Diouana closed herself into a sort of solitary
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confinement. After long, lonely moments of meditation she came to the
conclusion first of all that she was nothing but a useful object, and further-
more that she was being put on exhibit like a trophy. At parties, when
Monsieur or Madame made remarks about ‘‘native” psychology, Diouana
was taken as an illustration. The neighbors would say: “‘It’s the Pouchets’
black girl . . .”” She wasn’t ‘“‘the African girl”’ in her own right, but theirs.
And that hurt.

The fourth month began. Things got worse. Her thoughts grew more
lucid every day. She had work and work to spare. All week long. Sunday
was Mademoiselle’s favorite day for asking friends over. There were lots of
them. The weeks began and ended with them.

Everything became clear. Why had Madame wanted her to come? Her
generosities had been premeditated. Madame no longer took care of her
children. She kissed them every morning, that was all. And where was la
Belle France? These questions kept repeating themselves. ‘‘I am cook, nurse-
maid, chambermaid; I do all the washing and ironing and for a mere three
thousand francs a month. I do housework for six people. What am I doing
here?”’

Diouana gave way to her memories. She compared her ‘‘native bush’’ to
these dead shrubs. How different from the forest of her home in Casamance.
The memory of her village, of the community life, cut her off from the
others even more. She bit her lip, sorry to have come. And on this film of
the past, a thousand other details were projected.

As she returned to these surroundings, where she was doubly an outsider,
her feelings hardened. She thought often of Tive Correa. His predictions had
come cruelly true. She would have liked to write to him, but couldn’t. Since
arriving in France, she had had only two letters from her mother. She didn’t
have the time to answer, even though Madame had promised to write for
her. Was it possible to tell Madame what she was thinking? She was angry
with herself. Her ignorance made her mute. It was infuriating. And besides,
Mademoiselle had made off with her stamps.

A pleasant idea crossed her mind, though, and raised a smile. This evening
only Monsieur was at home, watching television. She decided to take ad-
vantage of the opportunity. Then, unexpectedly finding Madame there too,
Diouana stopped abruptly and left the room.

“‘Sold, sold. Bought, bought,”” she repeated to herself. ‘“They’ve bought
me. For three thousand francs I do all this work. They lured me, tied me
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to them, and I'm stuck here like a slave.’”’ She was determined now. That
night she opened her suitcase, looked at the objects in it, and wept. No one
cared.

Yet she went through the same motions and remained as sealed off from
the others as an oyster at low tide on the beach of her native Casamance.

“Douna”’—it was Mademoiselle calling her. Why was it impossible for
her to say Di-ou-a-na?

Her anger redoubled. Mademoiselle was even lazier than Madame:
““Come take this away’’—‘There is such-and-such to be done, Douna’’—
“Why don’t you do this, Douna?”’—‘‘Douna, now and then please rake
the garden.” For an answer Mademoiselle would receive an incendiary
glance. Madame complained about her to Monsieur.

“What is the matter with you, Diouana? Are you ill or something?’’ he
asked.

She no longer opened her mouth.

“You can tell me what’s the matter. Perhaps you'd like to go to Toulon.
I haven’t had the time to go, but tomorrow I'll take you with me.”’

““Anyone would think we disgust her,”” said Madame.

Three days later Diouana took her bath.

Returning home after a morning of shopping, Madame Pouchet went in
the bathroom and quickly emerged.

“Diouana! Diouana!”’ she called. ‘‘You are dirty, in spite of everything.
You might have left the bathroom clean.”

‘“No me, Madame. It was the children, viye.”’

“The children! The children are tidy. It may be that you're fed up with
them. But to find you telling lies, like a native, that I don’t like. I don’t
like liars and you are a liar!”’

Diouana kept silent, though her lips were trembling. She went upstairs
to the bathroom and took her clothes off. It was there they found her, dead.

“Suicide,” the investigators concluded. The case was closed.

The next day, in the newspaper, on page 4, column 6, hardly noticeable,
was a small headline:

“‘Homesick African Girl Cuts Throat in Antibes.”’

—196§
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Luis Bernardo Honwana

(BORN 1942) MOZAMBIQUE

Luis Bernardo Hohwana, a journalist and newspaper editor in Beira, a major
city in Mozambique \knew poverty as a child in a large family in Lourengo
the capital. His father was a translator for the Por-

ile completing his studies, Honwana worked as

Marques, a village ne
tuguese administration.
a cartographer and subsequdqtly as a reporter and editor. His first stories
(including ‘‘Papa, Snake & I'’)
Tinhosa. Later stories have appe

ere published in 1964 as Nos Matdmos o Cdo-
d sporadically in international quarterlies
and anthologies.

R

Honwana’s story ‘‘Dina” (“Dmné ) describes the oppressive condition
er. Although Donald E. Herdeck

does not compare it to Kafka’s ‘In the Penal Colony,” his comments about

of field workers for a Portuguese lando

the story imply a strong connection between, the two works: ‘“The story is
not brutally told, but rather, it is about the
peonized workers in the colony must perform,

most unendurable work the
the power of violence ex-
ercised by the Portuguese overseers and the loss \of self-respect by the Af-
ricans who are herded together for the long labors i in the blazing-hot fields.”
The story was included in African Writing Today (1967), edited by the South
African writer Es’kia Mphahlele (one of whose stories is included in the
present anthology).

From 1964 to 1967, Luis Bemardo Honwana was imprisoned because of
his nationalist ideas. At the time of his release, he stated that he intended
to study law. He currently lives in South Africa.
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A PRAYER FROM
THE LIVING

We entered the town of the dying at sunset. We went from house to house.
Everything was as expected, run-down, a desert, luminous with death and
hidden life.

The gunrunners were everywhere. The world was now at the perfection
of chaos. The little godfathers who controlled everything raided the food
brought for us. They raided the airlifts and the relief aid and distributed
most of the food among themselves and members of their clan.

We no longer cared. Food no longer mattered. I had done without for
three weeks. Now I feed on the air and on the quest.

Every day, as I grow leaner, I see more things around us. I see the dead—
all who had died of starvation. They are more joyful now; they are happier
than we are; and they are everywhere, living their luminous lives as if nothing
had happened, or as if they were more alive than we are.

The hungrier [ became, the more I saw them—my old friends who had
died before me, clutching onto flies. Now they feed on the light of the air.
And they look at us—the living—with so much pity and compassion.

[ suppose this is what the white ones cannot understand when they come
with their TV cameras and their aid. They expect to see us weeping. Instead,
they see us staring at them, without begging, and with a bulging placidity
in our eyes. Maybe they are secretly horrified that we are not afraid of dying
this way.

But after three weeks of hunger the mind no longer notices; you’re more
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dead than alive; and it’s the soul wanﬁng to leave that suffers. It suffers
because of the body’s tenacity.

We should have come into the town at dawn. In the town everyone had
died. The horses and cows were dying, too. I could say that the air stank
of death, but that wouldn’t be true. It smelled of rancid butter and poisoned
heat and bad sewage. There was even the faint irony of flowers.

The only people who weren’t dead were the dead. Singing golden songs
in chorus, jubilant everywhere, they carried on their familiar lives. The only
others who weren’t dead were the soldiers. And they fought among them-
selves eternally. It didn’t seem to matter to them how many died. All that
mattered was how well they handled the grim mathematics of the wars, so
that they could win the most important battle of all, which was for the
leadership of the fabulous graveyard of this once beautiful and civilized land.

I was searching for my family and my lover. I wanted to know if they
had died or not. If I didn’t find out, I intended to hang on to life by its last
tattered thread. If I knew that they, too, were dead and no longer needed
me, I would die-at peace.

All my information led me to this town. If my lover, my brothers, my
family are anywhere, they are here. This is the last town in the world.
Beyond its rusted gate lies the desert. The desert stretches all the way into
the past; into history, to the Western world, and to the source of drought
and famine—the mighty mountain of lovelessness. From its peaks, at night,
the grim spirits of negation chant their awesome soul-shrinking songs. Their
songs steal hope from us and make us yield to the air our energies. Their
songs are cool and make us submit to the clarity of dying.

Behind us, in the past, before all this came to be, there were all the
possibilities in the world. There were all the opportunities for starting from
small things to create a sweet new history and future, if only we had seen
them. But now, ahead, there lie only the songs of the mountain of death.

We search for our loved ones mechanically and with a dryness in our eyes.
Our stomachs no longer exist. Nothing exists except the search. We turn
the bodies over, looking for familiar faces. All the faces are familiar; death
made them all my kin.

I search on, I come across an unfamiliar face; it is my brother. I nod. I
pour dust on his flesh. Hours later, near a dry well, I come across the other
members of my family. My mother holds on tightly to a bone so dry it
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wouldn’t even nourish the flies. I nod twice. I pour dust on their bodies. I
search on. There is one more face whose beautiful unfamiliarity will console
me. When [ have found the face, then I will submit myself to the mountain
songs.

Sunset was approaching when, from an unfinished school building, I heard
singing. It was the most magical sound I had ever heard and I thought only
those who know how sweet life is can sing like that, can sing as if breathing
were a prayer.

The singing was like the joyous beginning of all creation, the holy yes to
the breath and light infusing all things, which makes the water shimmer, the
plants sprout, the animals jump and play in the fields, and which makes the
men and women look out into the first radiance of colors, the green of
plants, the blue of sea, the gold of the air, the silver of the stars. It was the
true end of my quest, the music to crown this treacherous life of mine, the
end I couldn’t have hoped for, or imagined.

It seemed to take an infinity of time to get to the school building. I had
no strength left, and it was only the song’s last echo, resounding through
the vast spaces of my hunger, that sustained me. After maybe a century,
when history had repeated itself and brought about exactly the same circum-
stances, because none of us ever learned our lesson, or loved enough to
learn from our pain, I finally made it to the schoolroom door. But a cow,
the only living thing left in the town, went in through the door before I
did. It, too, must have been drawn by the singing. The cow went into the
room, and I followed.

Inside, all the space was taken up with the dead. But here the air didn’t
have death in it. The air had prayer in it. The prayers stank more than the
deaths. But all the dead here were differently dead from the corpses out
side. The dead in the school were—forgive the paradox—alive. I have no
other word to explain the serenity. I felt they had made the room holy
because they had, in their last moments, thought not of themselves but of
all people who suffer. I felt that to be the case because I felt myself doing
the same thing. I crawled to a corner, sat against a wall, and felt myself
praying for the whole human race.

I prayed—knowing full well that prayers are possibly an utter waste of
time—but I prayed for everything that lived, for mountains and trees, for
animals and streams, and for human beings, wherever they might be. I heard
the great anguished cry of all mankind, its great haunting music as well. And

I, too, without moving my mouth, for I had no energy, began to sing in
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silence. I sang all through the evening. And when I looked at the body next
to me and found the luminous unfamiliarity of its face to be that of my
lover’s—TI sang all through the recognition. I sang silently even when a good-
hearted white man came into the school building with a television camera
and, weeping, recorded the roomful of the dead for the world—and I hoped
he recorded my singing, too. 4

And the dead were all about me, smiling, serene. They didn’t urge me
on; they were just quietly and intensely joyful. They did not ask me to hurry
to them, but left it to me. What could I choose? Human life—full of greed
and bitterness, dim, low-oxygenated, judgmental and callous, gentle, too,
and wonderful as well, but . . . human life had betrayed me. And besides,
there was nothing left to save in me. Even my soul was dying of starvation.

I opened my eyes for the last time. I saw the cameras on us all. To them,
we were the dead. As I passed through the agony of the light, I saw them
as the dead, marooned in a world without pity or love.

As the cow ‘;vandered about in the apparent desolation of the room, it
must have seemed odd to the people recording it all that I should have made
myself so comfortable among the dead. I did. I stretched myself out and
held the hand of my lover. With a painful breath and a gasp and a smile, I
let myself go.

The smile must have puzzled the reporters. If they had understood my
language, they would have known that it was my way of saying goodbye.

—1993



