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It was evening. The sun had gone down from behind the high
peaks. The deep shadow of the forest was closing in around
Akomo. Flocks of toucans cut the air with great wingbeats and
their plaintive calls died slowly away. The last night of my
holiday in Spanish Guinea came stealthily down. Soon I would

~be leaving this country used by us ‘Frenchmen’ from Gabon
and the Cameroons as a place to slip away for a break when-
ever things became a little strained between ourselves and our
white compatriots.

It was the time of day for the customary meal of fish and
cassava sticks. We eat in silence, for while the mouth speaks it
does not serve for eating. The eyes of the housedog sprawled
between my legs followed, full of envy, piece after piece of fish
down the throat of his master, my host. We all ate our fill. At
the end of the meal with our little fingers we scratched our
bellies each in turn.* The mistress of the house thanked us with
a smile. The evening would be full of merriment and forest
stories. We pretended to forget that I was soon going away. I
gave myself up to the spontaneous gaiety of my hosts whose
only thought now was to gather round the fireside and tell over
the endless adventures of the tortoise and the elephant.

‘There is no moon,’ said my host, ‘or we would have danced
in honour of your departure.’

‘We could make a bonfire in the courtyard,” suggested his
wife.

‘I did not think of it during the day, there is no more
wood.’

His wife sighed. Suddenly there was a sinister roll of drums. I
could not understand the drum language used by my Spanish

* A polite indication that one has eaten well



friends but I knew from the troubled looks on their faces that
the drums spoke of some misfortune.

‘Madre de Dios,’ said Anton, crossing himself.

His wife turned up her eyes until the pupils vanished. She too
crossed herself. Without thinking I brought my hand up to my
forehead.

‘Madre Dios,” said Anton again. He turned towards me.
‘Another poor Frenchman ... it says a Frenchman is very ill.
They do not think he will last the night.’

This man was nothing to me. I did not even know him. Yet
my mind was deeply disturbed. It is strange. A message of
death like this in the Cameroons would have woken no more
than a shadow of emotion in me - the distant pity we feel when
the hour of death has come for someone else. Here, on Spanish
soil, I was overwhelmed.

‘The drum comes from M’foula, which is very strange,’ said
my host. “There are no Frenchmen at M’foula that I know of.
The dying man must have come this morning. We shall know
tomorrow.’

I felt them all watching me with that look of silent com-
passion which our people can give their eyes. I stood up and
asked Anton if M’foula was very far.

‘Just the other side of the great forest ... the lamp is full of
paraffin.’

He saw into my heart and read what was written there.

We set out armed with spears. A boy went in front with an
old hurricane lamp that threw a pale and feeble light on our
path. We passed through two villages. The people we met who
recognized Anton asked what it was that called us out to travel
at night. They spoke a jargon of Spanish mixed with Pahouin.
Several times I caught the word ‘frances’. Everyone crossed
himself. Then as they left us, they suddenly forgot these dra-
matics and shouted a jovial ‘Buenas tardes’ after us. Our path
went deeper into the forest.

‘Tired already?’ said Anton to me. ‘The journey is just start-
ing’
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At last our path left the forest and wound its way across a
heath among tall essessongo trees. The sound of the drum grew
more and more distinct. We came out into a clearing. The
gloomy hoot of an owl broke one of the intermittent silences
that followed the muffled beating of the drum. Anton gave a
great shout of laughter that echoed and re-echoed among the
giant forest trees. He began to hurl insults after the bird as if he
were abusing another human being.

‘It’s poor Pedro,” he said, between gusts of laughter. “The
dog. He died a fortnight ago. When we fetched a priest to save
his soul, he told him to fuck off. His wife even burnt his finger-
nails to try and bring him round to a conversion. But nothing
doing. The old bugger stuck it out. He died a heathen. Now
he’s turned into an owl and he’s dying of cold in the depths of
this forest. Only the priest can do anything now, if his widow
decides to have a Mass said after all. . . . Poor old Pedro!’

I made no reply to this lesson in metempsychosis delivered
in the night, deep in an equatorial forest. We skirted a bush fire
and arrived. M’foula was like all the other villages we had
passed; huts thatched with raffia, with whitewashed walls,
arranged around a courtyard foul with the droppings of
animals. The dark mass of the aba* stood out against the night.
There was a great bustle and disturbance. We went inside.

The dying man lay on a bamboo bed. His eyes were haggard.
He was curled up, folded into himself like a huge antelope. His
shirt was covered with blood. -

“This stench will make us ill,” someone sald.

I had never seen a man die. There was a man before me, in
pain, and I saw him utterly untransfigured by any glimmer of
the after-life. He looked as if he might still summon the stub-
born energy not to go on the great journey.

He coughed. Blood ran out from between his lips. The boy
who had come with us put down his lamp beside the dying
man. With a superhuman effort he struggled to cover his eyes.
I moved the lamp away from him and turned down the wick.

_* The hut used for discussions,
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The man was young. I bent over and asked him if there was
anything he wanted. There was a nauseating stench of decay. I
lit a cigarette. The man turned towards me. As he took me in
detail by detail he seemed to come out of the coma he had been
in when we arrived. He smiled faintly and then coughed again.
He stretched out a trembling hand and stroked the knee of my
trousers. ‘

‘A Frenchman, a Frenchman,’ he panted. “You are from the
Cameroons . ..?’

I nodded.

‘I knew it, I recognized you were, brother, by your face. ...
Some arki, I want some arki.’ ‘

A woman passed me a cup full of a kind of rum smelling of
smoke. I poured it into his mouth. He was a connoisseur. In
spite of his pain he gave me a wink. He.seemed to have gath-
ered strength again. Even before he had called -out to me to
help him sit up he had begun to lift himself on his elbow. I put
‘my arm round his shoulders and drew him up so that he could
lean his back against the wall. His vacant eyes suddenly shone.
They never left me. .

‘Brother,” he said. ‘Brother, what are we? What are we
blackmen who are called French?’

His voice grew bitter. I had never asked myself the question.
I was young then and thoughtless. I felt myself grow stupid.

‘You see, brother,” he went on, ‘I’m finished . .. they’ve got
me ..." He showed me his shoulder. ‘Still I’'m glad I'm dying
well away from where they are. My mother always used to say
what my greediness would bring me to in the end ...If I had
known it would bring me to my grave ... She was right, my
poor mother.’

A hiccup shook him and his head dropped on to his shoul-
der. He cleared his throat.

‘T am from the Cameroons, my friend, I am a Maka ... I’d
have made old bones if I'd been good and stayed at home in the
village.’

His mind began to wander. He was interrupted by a fit of
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coughing, then once more his breathing grew normal. I helped
him to lie down again. He drew his wasted arms on to his breast
and crossed them. We were soon forgotten as he contemplated
the mats of the roof, blackened by soot. I turned up the wick of
the lamp where the flame had begun to flicker. It lit up the side
of the bamboo bed on which the dying man lay. His shadow
was thrown on to the cracked wall of the aba. Two spiders were
running over it. Their enormously exaggerated shadows looked
like two octopuses whose tentacles hung down like the
branches of a willow tree weeping over the ape-like shadow of
the dying man’s head. Spasms seized him. He shuddered and
expired. He could not be kept till morning and they buried him
directly, that night. He was already rotten before he died.

I learnt that they had found him unconscious close to the
frontier in the Spanish zone. A khaki bundle was handed over
to me.

The man who had found it said gravely, ‘He must have been
uno alumno.’

I opened the packet. Inside there were two worn exercise
books, a toothbrush, a stub of pencil and a large native comb
made of ivory.

That was how I came to read Toundi’s diary. It was written
in Ewondo which is one of the main languages of the Cam-
eroons. In the translation which I have made and which you
are about to read, I have tried to keep the richness of the orig-
inal language without letting it get in the way of the story
itself.






First
Exercise Book






AUGUST

Father Gilbert says I can read and write fluently. Now I can
keep a diary like he does. Keeping a diary is a white man’s
custom and what pleasure there is in it I do not know. But I
shall try it out.

While my master and benefactor was hearing confessions, I
had a look into his diary. Ah, it is a grain-store for memories.
These white men can preserve everything. In Father Gilbert’s
diary I found the kick he gave me when he caught me mim-
icking him in the sacristy. I felt my bottom burning all over
again. It is strange, I thought I had forgotten all about it. ...

* * *

My name is Toundi Ondoua. I am the son of Toundi and of
Zama. When the Father baptized me he gave me the name of
Joseph. I am Maka by my mother and Ndjem by my father,
My ancestors were cannibals. Since the white men came we
have learnt other men must not be looked upon as animals.
They say in the village that I was the cause of my father’s
death because I ran away to a white priest on the day before
initiation when I should have met the famous serpent who
watches over all the men of my race. Father Gilbert believes it
was the Holy Spirit that led me to him. In fact I just wanted to
get close to the white man with hair like the beard on a maize
cob who dressed in woman’s clothes and gave little black boys
sugar lumps. I was in a gang of heathen boys who followed the
missionary about as he went from hut to hut trying to make
converts to the new religion. He knew a few words of Ndjem
but his pronunciation was so bad that the way he said them,
they all had obscene meanings. This amused everybody and his
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success was assured. He threw the little lumps of sugar to us like
throwing corn to chickens. What a battle to get hold of one of
those little white lumps! They were worth all the scraped knees,
swollen eyes and painful cuts. Sometimes these distributions of
sugar turned into brawls between our parents. One day my
mother got into a fight with the mother of my friend Tinati
because he had twisted my arm to make me let go of two lumps
of sugar which I had won at the cost of a bleeding nose. That
battle nearly came to bloodshed. My father had to be re-
strained by the neighbours from splitting open the head of
Tinati’s father, while Tinati’s father was threatening to put his
assegai through my father’s stomach. When they had both been
calmed down, my father, armed with a cane, invited me to
follow him behind the house.

‘You, Toundi, are the cause of this whole business. Your
greediness will be the ruin of us. Anyone would think you
don’t have enough to eat at home. So on the day before your
initiation you have to cross a stream to go begging lumps of
sugar from some white man-woman who is a complete stranger
to you.’ '

My father however was not a stranger and I was well ac-
quainted with what he could do with a stick. Whenever he went
for either my mother or me, it always took us a week to re-
cover. I was a good way from his stick. He swished it in the air
and came towards me. I edged backwards.

‘Are you going to stop? I’'ve not got legs to go chasing you.

"You know if I don’t get you now I will wait for you for a
hundred years to give you your punishment. Now come here
and get it over with.

‘I haven’t done anything to be beaten for, father,” I pro-
tested. v

‘Aaaaaaaaaaakiaaaaay!’ he roared. “You dare to say you
haven’t done anything? If you weren’t such a glutton, if you
hadn’t the blood of the gluttons that flows through your
mother’s veins you wouldn’t have been in Fia to fight like the
little rat you are over the bits of sugar that cursed white man
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gives you. You wouldn’t have got your arm twisted, your
mother wouldn’t have had a fight and I wouldn’t have wanted
to split open Tinati’s old father’s head. . . . I warn you, you had
better stop. If you go one more step backwards, that will be an
insult to me. I will take it as a sign that you are capable of
taking your mother to bed.’

I stopped. He flung himself on me and the cane swished
down on to my bare shoulders. I tw1sted like a worm in the
sun.

‘Turn round and put up your arms. I don’t want to knock
your eye out.’

‘Let me off, father,” I begged, ‘I won’t do it again.’

‘You always say that when I start to give you a thrashing.
But today I’'m going to go on thrashing and thrashing until
I’m not angry any more.’

I couldn’t cry out because that might have attracted the
neighbours. My friends would have thought me a girl. I would
have lost my place in the group of ‘boys-who-are-soon-to-
be-men’. My father gave me another blow that I dodged
neatly.

‘If you dodge again it means you are capable of taking my
mother, your grandmother, to bed.’

My father always used this blackmail to stop me from get-
ting away and to make me submit to his blows.

‘T have not insulted you and I am not capable of taking my
mother to bed or yours and I won’t be beaten any more, SO
there.’

‘How dare you speak to me like that! A drop of my own
liquid speaking to me like that! Unless you stand still at once, I
shall curse you.’

My father was choking. I had never seen him so furious. I
went on backing away from him. He came on after me, down
behind the huts, for a good hundred yards.

‘Very well then,” he said. ‘We’ll see where you spend the
night. I will tell your mother you have insulted us both. Your
way back into the house will pass through my anus.’
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With that he turned his back. I did not know where I could
go. I had an uncle I did not like because of his scabies. His wife
smelt of bad fish and so did he. I hated going into their house.
It was growing dark. You could begin to see the flashing light
of the fireflies. The thud of mortars announced the preparation
of the evening meal. I went back softly behind our house and
peered through the cracks in the mud wall. My father had his
back to me. My unpleasant uncle was facing him. They were
eating. ... The aroma of porcupine made my mouth water. It
had been caught in one of my father’s traps and we had found
it half eaten by ants two days later. My mother was famous in
the village for her cooking of porcupine

“The very first of the season,” said my uncle with his mouth
full.

My father did not speak but pointed with his finger above his
head to where the skulls of the animals he had taken in his
traps were hung up in a row.

“You can eat it all up,’ said my mother, ‘I’ve kept some for
Toundi in the pot.’

My father leapt up, stammering with rage. I saw there would
be a storm.

‘Bring Toundi’s share here,” he shouted. ‘He’s not to have
any of this porcupine. I will teach him to disobey me.’

‘But he hasn’t had anything since this morning. What will he
eat when he gets in?’ '

‘Nothing at all,” said my father

“‘If you want to make him obedient,” added my uncle, ‘take
away his food. .. this porcupine is really delicious.’

My mother got up and fetched the pot. I saw my father’s
hand and my uncle’s hand go in. Then I heard my mother
crying. For the first time in my life I thought of killing my
father. . o

I went back to Fia ... and after hesitating for a long while I
knocked at the white priest’s door. I found him in the middle of
his dinner. He was very surprised. I tried to explain through
signs that I wanted to go away with him., He laughed with all
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his teeth so his mouth looked like a crescent moon. I stood
shyly by the door. He made signs that I should come closer and
he offered me what was left of his meal. I found it strange and
delicious. We continued a conversation by signs. I knew I had
been accepted. ‘

That is how I became Father Gilbert’s boy. -

My father- heard the news next day. I was afraid of how
angry he would be . . . I explained to the priest, still using signs.
He was amused. He gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder. I
felt protected. ’

In the afternoon my father came. All he said to me was that I
was still his son, the drop of his liquid and that he bore me no
grudge. If I came home, everything would be forgotten. I knew
just how much trust I could put in a speech like this made in
front of the white man. I put my tongue out at him. The look
came into his eye that always came when he was going to ‘teach
me how to behave’. But I was not afraid while Father Gilbert
was there. Father Gilbert’s eyes seemed to cast a spell over my
father. He lowered his head and went out crestfallen.

My mother came to see me that night. She was crying. We
cried together. She told me I had done well to leave my father’s
house and that my father did not love me as a father ought to
love his son. She said that she gave me her blessing and that if
ever I fell ill I had only to bathe in a stream and I would be
cured.

Father Gilbert gave me a pair of khaki shorts and a red
jersey. All the boys in Fia were so impressed by these that they
came to ask Father Gilbert to take them on as well.

Two days later Father Gilbert took me on his motor-cycle.
We spread panic through the villages by the noise we made. His
" tour had lasted a fortnight and now we were on our way back
to the Saint Peter’s Catholic Mission at Dangan. I was happy.
The speed intoxicated me. I was going to learn about the city
and white men and live like them. I caught myself thinking I
was like one of the wild parrots we used to attract to the village
with grains of maize. They were captured through their greedi-
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ness. My mother often used to say, laughing, ‘Toundi, what will
your greediness bring youto...?” -
My parents are dead. I have never been back to the village.

* * *

Now I am at the Saint Peter’s Catholic Mission at Dangan. I
wake up every morning at five o’clock and even earlier some-
times when all the priests are at the Mission. I ring the little bell
hung at the entrance to the sacristy, then I wait for the first
father to come for Mass. I serve up to three or four Masses
every day. The skin on my knees is now as hard as crocodile
skin. When I kneel down I seem to be kneeling on cushions.

I like the distribution of Communion on Sundays best of all.
All the faithful come up to the altar rail with their eyes shut,
and their mouths open and their tongues stuck out as if they
were pulling a face. The Europeans receive Communion sep-
arately. They haven’t got nice teeth. I like stroking the white
girls under the chin with the paten I am holding for them while
the priest pops the host into the mouths. The houseboy of a
priest from Yaoundé taught me that trick. It’s the only chance
we’ll ever get of stroking them. . ..

An old woman from the Sixa* gets our food. We prefer the
leavings from the priests’ meals. Sometimes we find scraps of
meat there.

Co% * *

Everything I am I owe to Father Gilbert. He is my benefactor
and I am very fond of him. He is cheerful and pleasant and
when I was small he treated me like a pet animal. He loved to
pull my ears and all the time I have been getting an education
he has loved to watch my constant amazement at everything.
He presents me to the whites who visit the Mission as his

* A kind of boarding house for women who are intending to become
Christians and for Christian women who have left their pagan families.
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masterpiece. I am his boy, a boy who can read and write, serve
Mass, lay a table, sweep out his room and make his bed. I don’t
earn any money. Now and then he gives me an old shirt or an
old pair of trousers. Father Gilbert knew me when I was stark
naked, he taught me to read and write. . . . Nothing can be more
precious than that, even if I have to go badly dressed.

* * *

Today Father Vandermayer came back from the bush. He has
brought five women with him. It seems they are Christians that
he has taken away from their polygamous husband. Five more
boarders for the Sixa. If they knew the work there is waiting for
them here, they would have stayed behind with their hus-
band.

Father Vandermayer is Father Gilbert’s assistant. He has the
best voice in the Mission so he sings Mass at the major feasts.
But he is rather a funny person, Father Vandermayer. On a
Sunday when he isn’t singing the High Mass he won’t let
anyone else take the collection. One day when I had taken it he
made me come to his room. Then he undressed me and.
searched me. He made one of the catechists stay with me all
through the day in case I had swallowed any of the coins.

He is censor for the houseboys and the faithful of the parish.
He has never managed to catch me out. I could never stand
what he does to people who have misbehaved. He loves to beat
the Christians who have committed adultery — native Chris-
tians of course. ... He makes them undress in his office while
he repeats in bad Ndjem, ‘When you were kissing, weren’t you
ashamed before God?’ Sunday after Mass has become a ter-
rible time for everyone who has Father Vandermayer as
spiritual director.
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I saw a very pretty girl at the blacks’ communion. I stroked her
under the chin with the paten like we do the white girls. She
opened one eye, then shut it again. She really must come to
Communion again.

* * *

Father Vandermayer has been down with a bout of malaria. He
shouted obscenities all night. Father Gilbert has told us not to
hang about near his room. ‘

* * *

My father, my benefactor, Father Gilbert is dead. They found
him bloody and crushed on his motor cycle by the side of a
branch from the giant cotton tree that the natives call the
‘Hammer of the whites’. They say two white men, Greeks, had
.already suffered the same fate as Father Gilbert. On a windless
day the cotton tree dropped one of its branches like a gigantic
club on the Greeks’ car just at the moment it was passing
underneath. All they found afterwards were two pulpy masses
in drill suits amongst the twisted metal. The Commandant who
was at Dangan at that time talked about having the cotton tree
cut down. But after the Greeks were buried the whole thing was
forgotten . . . until this morning.-

Every Thursday Father Gilbert used to go into Dangan so
that he could collect the mail for the Mission personally. How
pleased he used to be at the thought of a letter from home. As
soon as we had finished the inain service he would rush to the
garage to get out the motor cycle. Then he would call to me to
hold it while he tucked his cassock up to his waist, showing his
hairy legs and khaki shorts. When he was ready he would take
the machine and drop heavily into the saddle. I would push it
till the noise of the engine became steady. Then he would dis-
appear at high speed leaving behind a cloud of fumes and dust
and a smell of petrol that turned my stomach over.
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This morning, the motor cycle was more difficult than ever
to get started. Father Gilbert got off several times and fiddled
with something in the engine. I was bathed in sweat from push-
ing him. He was cursing and swearing and calling the motor
cycle names. I had never seen him so on edge. At last after-one
or two sudden starts and then a thunderous noise, he burst

“away and I caught a glimpse of him through the dust, his body
bent slightly forward disappearing at a speed like a thing be-
witched. . .. Who could have told me then that was to be my
last image of Father Gilbert? '

It was about ten o’clock when the head catechist, the one
Father Vandermayer had set to watch me, came howling up to
the gate of the priests’ villa. He rolled about on the ground
shouting ‘Father ... Father ...’ Out rushed Father Van-
dermayer with such a stream of abuse as only he could pro-
duce. I thought Martin must be drunk. They said he rolled
about like that in his hut when he had been drinking. Father
Vandermayer opened the gate swearing and grabbed Martin by
the coat.

‘Father ... Father...is...is...dead,” stammered Martin,

..in...in...

Father Vandermayer stopped him short. He gave him a kick
and pointed to the path leading to the Mission workers’ com-

pound. :

‘Go and get drunk somewhere else! Go and get drunk at
home!’ roared Father Vandermayer giving him a push in the
back.

At that moment the hospital ambulance appeared in the
courtyard of the church, followed closely by all the cars in
Dangan. My blood drained away, my knees buckled. ...

No, it could not be true that Father Gilbert was dead. .. .

I ran towards the ambulance, towards the stretcher. The
white man who had been everything in the world to me lay
there. I collided with a white man with a long neck, then with
another, a hulking yellowish man. They pushed me back, one
with the whip he always carried, the other feinted a kick. ...

¢
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The whole of Saint Peter’s Mission was there. The Sixa
women had pushed their way through the old catechists and
surrounded the group of whites, weeping. Everybody ‘who
wanted to show how attached he had been to the dead Father
was there. Workers forcing out their tears. You could see their
contorted faces the difficulty they were having to make
their eyes wet. Stupid-looking catechists uncertainly stroking
their rosaries, starry-eyed catechumens hoping that perhapsthey
would be lucky enough to be present at a miracle. Labourers
who looked so miserable that Father Vandermayer would
hardly have the heart to stop them the day’s pay. But most of
the crowd was there because they had never had a chance
before to see a white man’s corpse - still less the corpse of a
white priest. All these people kept up a squealing round the
group of white men. The long-necked white man spoke to one of
the constables who was in his car. The constable counted out
ten paces walking against the crowd and the crowd fell back at
each step, once, twice, three times . . . up to ten. Two orderlies
carried Father Gilbert’s body into his room. The Europeans
followed it in. Father Vandermayer led them into the sitting-
room. A few moments later he came out again, down the steps
He spoke to the crowd. :

‘The Father of us all,’ he began, rubbing his fingers together,
‘the Father of us all is dead. Pray for him, my brothers, pray
for him, for God is just, he gives to every man his due. ...’

‘He stroked his hair, then went on to give his orders.

‘Go to the church ... Pray for him, my brothers. Pray for
him, the Father of all of us who will rest in this Mission, among
you all that he loved so much. ..’

He rubbed his eyes. The howls redoubled. -

‘God is just,” he went on. ‘He is everlastmg His will be
done.’

He made the sign of the cross and the crowd copied him. He
went up the steps. At the top step his hands came down to his
thighs and straightened his cassock.

Martin, the head catechist, was crying at my side. I do not
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know why he was there instead of leading the other catechists
in their prayers. He had unbuttoned his old coat and his tears
ran down his wrinkled belly underneath the knot he had tied in
his loin-cloth over his grizzled pubic hairs.

“There is nothing left for me but to go away,” he intoned.
“There is nothing left except to die. ... I knew someone was
going to die, the chimpanzees howled all night. There is
nothing left for me but to go away. Nothing except to
die....

The crowd was swallowed up in the church. The Europeans
went away. One stayed behind to supervise the carpenters who
came across the courtyard with planks and sheet-iron, Two
constables with fixed bayonets marched up and down the ver-
anda outside the room where the body lay.

The funeral will be at four tomorrow. Twice the constables
have made me move off. Father Vandermayer has not said any-
thing. ...
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AFTER THE FUNERAL

My benefactor was buried in the corner of the cemetery re-
served for Europeans. The grave of Father Gilbert lies next to
the grave of M. Diamond’s daughter — the one he had by his
mistress and acknowledged. Father Vandermayer said the
burial service. All the Europeans in Dangan were there, even
the Americans from the Protestant Mission.

It is only now that I realize that Father Gilbert is dead. I
have not heard his voice since yesterday. The Catholic Mission
is in mourning. But for me, it is more than mournmg I have
died my first death. .

I saw the girl from communion at the funeral. She shut her
eyes again. She is stupid.

* * *

The new Commandant needs a boy. Father Vandermayer told
me to report to the Residence tomorrow. I am glad because I
have not been able to bear life at the Mission since Father
Gilbert died. Of course it is a good riddance for Father Van-
dermayer as well.

I shall be the Chief European’s boy. The dog of the King is
the King of dogs.

I shall leave the Mission this evening. From now on I shall
live with my brother-in-law in the location. A new life is
starting for me.

O Lord, Thy will be done. . :

* * *

At last it has happened. The Commandant has definitely taken
.me into his service. It was midnight, I had finished my work
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and was getting ready to go back to the location when the
Commandant told me to follow him into his office. It was a
terrible moment for me.

After he had looked at me for a long while, he asked me
point-blank if I were a thief.

‘No, Sir,” I answered.

‘Why aren’t you a thief?’

‘Because I do not want to go to hell.’

He seemed taken aback by my answer. He tossed his head
in disbelief.

‘Where did you learn that?’

‘T am a Christian, Sir,” I told him, and proudly showed him
the St Christopher medal I wear round my neck.

‘So, you are not a thief because you don’t want to go to
hell?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘What is it like, hell?’

‘Well, Sir, it is flames and snakes and the Devil with horns.
There is a plcture of hell in my prayer book I...1I...can
show it to you

I was going to pull the little prayer book out of the back
pocket of my shorts but the Commandant made a sign to stop
me. He watched me for a minute through the wreathes of
smoke he was puffing into my face. He sat down. I bowed my
head. I could feel his eyes on me. He crossed his legs and un-
crossed them. He signalled me to a chair opposite to him. He
leant towards me and lifted up my chin. He gazed into my
eyes and went on.

‘Good, good, Joseph, we shall be friends.”

‘Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir. '

‘But if you steal, I shan’t wait till you go to hell. It’s too
far ...’

‘Yes, sir. It’s . . . Where is it, sir?’

I had never asked myself the question. My master was
amused to see my puzzlement. He shrugged and leant against
the back of his chair.
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‘So you don’t know where this hell is where you’re afraid
you’ll go and burn?’

‘It’s next to Purgatory, Sir. It’s ... It’s . . . in the sky.’

My master smothered a laugh. Then, serious again, he
pierced me with his panther eyes.

‘Well done! There we are then. I think you see why I can’t
wait till “small Joseph go burn in hell”.’

The Commandant imitated the pidgin used by native
soldiers. He put on a strange voice. I thought he was very
funny. I coughed hard so as not to laugh. He went on, not
noticing.

‘If you steal from me I shall skin you alive.’

‘Yes, Sir. I know, Sir. I didn’t say that just now, Sir, because
Itook that for granted, Sir.. .

‘All right, all right,” said the Commandant, impatiently.

He got up and began to walk round me.

‘You’re a clean lad,’ he said, looking me over carefully. ‘No
jiggers. Your shirt is clean, No scabies.’

He stepped back and looked me up and down again.

‘You’re intelligent. The priests speak very well of you. So I
can count on little Joseph, eh?’

“Yes, Sir,” I said. My eyes shone with pleasure and pride.

‘You may go. Be here every morning at six o’clock. You
understand?’

When I was outside on the veranda I felt I had just come
through a hard battle. The end of my nose was perspiring.

My master is thickset. His legs have great muscles like the
legs of a pedlar. He is the kind of man we call ‘mahogany-
trunk’ because the trunk of the mahogany tree is so strong that
it never bends in a storm. I am not a storm. I am the thing that

obeys.

At midday I watched my master from the kitchen window. He
was climbing the huge flight of steps up to the front of the
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Residence. It didn’t seem to tire him as it does the cook and
me. His strength seemed to increase as he went up.

From the sitting-room his sharp voice came demanding a
beer. As I ran to serve him my cap rolled across the floor to his
feet. In a flash I saw his eyes grow as small as a cat’s eyes in the
sun. He stamped his foot and the floorboards resounded like a
drum. I was turning to go to the refrigerator when he pointed
to the cap at his foot. I was nearly dead with fear.

‘Are you going to pick it up?’

‘In a moment, Sir.’

‘What are you waiting for?’

‘T will bring you your beer first, Sir.’

‘But. ..’ Then he said gently, ‘Take your time.’

I took a step towards him then I came back towards the
refrigerator. I could feel the Commandant near me, the smell
of him getting stronger and stronger.

‘Pick up your cap.’

Feebly I bent to pick it up. The Commandant grabbed me by
the hair, swung me round and peered into my eyes. '

‘I’m not a monster ... but I wouldn’t like to disappoint
you.’ '

With that he shot out a kick to my shins that sent me sprawl-
ing under the table. The Commandant’s kick was even more
painful than the kick of the late father Gilbert. He seemed
pleased with his effort. He moved about restlessly. Then he
asked me in a flat voice if I was now ready to get his beer. I
gave a weak smile but he was no longer noticing. When I had
brought him his beer he got up and put his hand on my shoul-
der.

‘Joseph,” he said, ‘be a man and, above all, think what you
are doing. Right?’

I took off my apron at midnight. I wished the Commandant
good night.



Last night the location had a visit from Gullet, the Chief of
Police. He gets his name from his long flexible neck like a tick-
bird’s neck. Anyway, Gullet and his men came down to the
African location. I had left the Residence at midnight. When I
got home, everyone was asleep. I lay down but couldn’t get to
sleep. I shut my eyes and waited for sleep to come. A time came
when I didn’t know if I were asleep or awake. In a dream I
heard the screeching of brakes. The house was flooded with
light as if it were full moon. I got up and went softly to the
door. Someone outside was hammering on it violently.

‘Open up, open up,’ I heard.

I stole back to go and warn my brother-in-law. 1 was sur-
prised to find he was already awake.

‘It’s Gullet and his men,’ I whispered in his ear.

We went to open the door where our visitors were giving
such indications of their impatience. The door gave way before
I could open it. Into the tiny house charged four Ful’be con-
stables followed by Gullet. I slipped behind the door while my
brother-in-law and sister, half dead with fear, watched Gullet
and his men overturning the bits of furniture. They upset the
old petrol tin and the water that was in it went over my sleeping
mat. Gullet kicked a water jug that shattered into pieces. He
told one of his men to turn over a pile of banana bunches. He
pulled off a banana and gobbled it down. I trembled for my
sister, her eyes fixed on the white man’s enormous Adam’s
apple. It swelled and subsided like a bellows as Gullet swal-
lowed the banana down. He threw the skin away and swung
round twice on his heels. Then he pointed at us. The constable
with the red braid dragged me from behind the door and
pushed me in front of his chief. Gullet shone his powerful elec-
tric torch into my face. I bhnked and instinctively pushed my

“head back.

‘Name,’ said the African N.C.O. who was acting as in-
terpreter.

‘Toundi.’

‘Toundi what?’ said the police chief.
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“Toundi Joseph, the Commandant’s boy.’

Gullet frowned. The N.C.O. confirmed what I had said with
a ‘Tt is truth, sah.’

The white man turned his back on me and directed the beam-
of light into the shadows where my brother-in-law and sister
were hiding.

‘It is my sister and the man who is her husband.’

‘It is truth, sah,’ said the N.C.O. again.

‘Good,” said Gullet with an angry glance at the African
policeman. ‘Good, good,” he said, looking at us each in
turn.

He picked another banana and began to eat it. My sister’s
eyes grew round. I began to be afraid again. Gullet turned, bent
his long neck and went out. The noise of the engines died away
and then there was silence.

All the Africans had gone into the forest. It was the African
N.C.O. who had warned the whole location by blowing his
whistle when they arrived at our house. Gullet did not catch
anyone in last night’s raid. He ate some bananas.

* * *

I woke up at first cockcrow. Everyone was still asleep when I
reached the Residence except the sentry. I could hear him
walking up and down on the veranda. He recognized me and
came over. We sat down on the entrance steps and he asked me
what I thought of Panther-Eye. ‘Ah,’ I thought, ‘so that’s what
they call the Commandant.’

‘Man,’ said the sentry, ‘Panther-Eye beat like Gullet. Him
kick me bam! Go like dynamite. Panther-Eye no joke.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘Panther-Eye hasgotus. ..’

The police-camp bugle sounded six o’clock. I heard a
tremendous roar of ‘Boy, my shower.” For a European, my
master is a very early riser. Later, when he came back from the
shower, he asked me if I had slept well.

“Yes, Sir,’ I said.
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‘Really?’ said the Commandant, a smile at the corner of his
mouth.

‘Yes, Sir,” I said again.

‘Liar,’ he said.

‘I am not, Sir.’

- ‘Liar,” he said.

‘I am not, Sir.’

‘What about the raid last night?”

He shrugged. Then he said I was a poor sod. He swallowed
his coffee painfully and swore at the cook. There wasn’t
enough sugar in it. He gave us our daily designation of “You
idle shower of loafers’ and left the house, slamming the door
behind him. «

Today is Saturday. The whites in Dangan usually spend their
Saturdays at the European Club which is run by M. Ja-
nopoulos. All the houseboys are free at twelve.
~ On my way back to the location I met Sophie, the African

mistress of the agricultural engineer. She seemed angry about
something.

‘What’s wrong with a day off?’ I asked her.

‘T am a proper fool,” she said. ‘The one day my white man
leaves the keys of his strongbox in his trouser pocket during
siesta is the day I don’t go through them.’

‘You want to stop him going back to his own country?”

‘Fuck his country and fuck him. It makes me sick when I
think of all the time I’ve been going with the uncircumcized
sod and what have I made out of it? Now today comes my real
chance and I miss it ... I must have mud between my ears
instead of brains...’

‘Ah, don’t you love your white man? He’s the most hand-
some white man in Dangan you know.’

She looked at me for a moment and retorted.

‘You talk as if you weren’t black. You know very well,
whites haven’t got what we can fall in love with . .

CSO?’
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‘So what? I'm waiting ... waiting my chance; and then
Sophie is off to Spanish Guinea ... Well, what do you expect?
We don’t mean anything to them either. It’s a good job it’s
mutual. Only I'm sick and tired of hearing ‘“Sophie, don’t
come today. I’'ve got a European coming to see me at the
house,” “‘Sophie, you can come, the European has gone,”
“Sophie, when you see me with a white lady don’t look at me,
don’t greet me,” and all the rest.’

We walked on side by side without speaking, thinking our
own thoughts. -

‘What a fool I am,’ she said again as she went off.

About five o’clock in the evening I went to hang about out-
side the European Club. There were a fair number of Africans
there to watch the whites enjoying themselves. M. Janopoulos
organizes all the entertainments for the European population
of Dangan. He has been here longer than any of them though
the exact date he came here is the subject of great speculation.
There is a story that he is the sole survivor from a party of
adventurers who were eaten .in the eastern region of the
country a few years before the First World War. Since then, M.
Janopoulos who might well have finished up inside someone’s
stomach has got on in the world. . .. He is now the wealthiest
member of the FEuropean community in Dangan. M.
Janopoulos doesn’t like natives. He likes to set his huge Alsatian
on them. This causes a great stampede and amuses the ladies.

Such amusement was provided today. The crowd of Afri-
cans who had come to watch the whites was denser than usual.
Massed near the European Club we were beginning to infiltrate
into the clump of essessongo trees, when M. Janopoulos in-
dulged in his favourite sport. The usual stampede soon became
a frenzied rout. The numbers of thesightseers had been doubled
by the knowledge that the new Commandant was to be at the
Club. At the first alarm I was jostled, then knocked down and
trampled on. I could feel the Greek’s dog'at my heels. I shall
never know how I managed to get to my feet and to climb up to
the top of the huge mango tree. There I took refuge. The
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Europeans were laughing and pointing up to the top of the
tree where I was hiding. The Commandant was laughing as
well. He had not recognized me. How could he recognize me?
All Africans look the same to them. .

When I arrived at the Residence this morning I was sur-
prised to see the cook had got there before me. I heard a fam-
iliar fit of coughing. The Commandant was having his shower,
He called to me through the bathroom door which was ajar. He
sent me to fetch a bottle from beside his bed. I came back a few
seconds later and knocked on the bathroom door. The Com-
mandant told me to come in. He was naked under the
shower.

Ifelt a strange embarrassment.

‘Well, did you get the bottle?’ he shouted. . .. ‘Well . .. what
is the matter with you?’ he said.

‘Nothing . . . nothing, sir,’ I said. My throat felt tight. )

He came towards me and snatched the bottle out of my
hands. I backed out of the bathroom. The Commandant made
a vague gesture and shrugged his shoulders.

No, it can’t be true, I told myself, I couldn’t have seen prop-
erly. A great chief like the Commandant uncircumcized.

He had seemed to me more naked than my fellow Africans
who strip unconcerned and wash at the water channel in the
market place. So, I told myself, he is like Father Gilbert! Like
Father Vandermayer! Like Sophie’s lover!

I was relieved by this discovery. It killed something inside
me. ... I knew I should never be frightened of the Com-
mandant again. When he called to me to bring his sandals his
voice sounded far-off. I seemed to be hearing it for the first
time. I wondered why I used to tremble in his presence.

My coolness surprised him. I took my time over whatever he
told me to do. He shouted at me as he always did but I did not
move. His eyes had once struck panic into me. Now I stood
unconcerned under their gaze.

‘Have you turned into a complete nincompoop?’ he snapped
at me.
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I must look that word up in the dictionary.
* ® *

A prisoner brought two chickens and a basket of eggs up to the
Residence. That means the prison-director is back from his
tour. All the Europeans in Dangan send something to the
Commandant when they come back from the bush. The doctor
~ is the most generous.

I presented the chickens and the eggs to my master. He swal-
lowed two of the eggs raw. I felt sick to watch him. I asked him
if he wanted raw eggs at lunchtime. He pointed to the door. ...
I came back though, to help him put on his rubber boots be-
cause it was raining. I gave them a final polish. The Com-
mandant trod on my fingers as he went out. I did not cry out.
He did not turn round.

* ® *

I came along this morning with Ondoua, the drummer. It is his
job to sound the hours on his drum.

The agricultural engineer made him come from his village to
do this work. He gave him a huge alarm clock which he carries
about with him everywhere. He carries it tied to a shoulder
strap with an old filthy scarf. He always has a gourd full of
rum hanging from his left shoulder like a beggar’s bag.

I asked him to translate for me the message that he has been
playing for two years now to call the labourers. He tossed his
head and then, after hesitating for a moment, began.

‘What I play goes like this:

Ken...ken...ken...ken...
Outof bed...Outofbed...
Ken...ken...ken...ken...
How he troubles us.
Ken...ken...ken...ken...
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He doesn’t give a fuck for you

He doesn’t give a fuck for anyone. ..
Ken...ken...ken...ken...
What can youdoto him...

There is nothing youcando. ..
Ken...ken...ken...ken...
Outof bed...Outof bed ...

Then I sound the hour.’

‘What if he asks you to translate what you are playing?’

‘It’s easy enough to lie to a white man.’ A

He’s a very remarkable person, Ondoua. No particular age.
No wife. Only his enormous alarm clock. And his gourd of
rum. No one has ever seen him drunk in the street. At nights it
seems he changes himself into a gorilla . .. though I can’t be-
lieve this is true.

* * *

I went along with the Commandant to the Headmaster of the
Dangan School, where he had been invited for cocktails. I car-
ried the parcel he was going to give to Mme Salvain. This is a
native custom that Europeans have as well, taking something
for their hosts. .

The Government School is about five minutes from the Resi-
dence. We went on foot. I walked behind the Commandant.
Europeans always run, The Commandant went as if the teach-
ers were all in deadly danger. The Salvains had set up a table
outside in the shade of some tree from their own country which
had been planted as part of the ceremony at the time the school
was opened.

Mme Salvain wore a dress of red silk which showed off her
great behind like the ace of hearts. She had fastened up her hair
in a figure of eight and stuck a hibiscus flower in it, as red as her
dress. She came forward smiling, stretching out her arms to the
Commandant. He took her wrists and kissed them, one after
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the other. She jumped as if hot coals had been dropped on to
her arms. She spoke so quickly that I wondered if it was really
French that I could hear.

M. Salvain appeared at a window and came hurrying down
the steps. He is a little man, as thin as the lean kine in Phar-
aoh’s dream. He was wearing linen trousers and a shirt open to
show his bony chest. His wife introduced the Commandant. I
kept back in the distance. My master signalled to me and I gave
him the parcel. He presented it to Mme Salvain who seemed
embarrassed. She slid a glance towards her husband. She began
to protest while her hands were taking the parcel. She gazed
warmly at the Commandant who urged her to accept it. She
began to thank him.

M. and Mme Salvain drew the Commandant towards the
table. Mme Salvain sat down between the two men and M.
Salvain called his boy, a very old African, the oldest probably
of all the boys in Dangan. He brought the bottles and then
withdrew obsequiously. The Salvains began a conversation,
competing with each other in speed, wit, gaiety. Mme Salvain
seeking for a smile or a compliment leant now towards one
now towards the other of the two men.

‘What a country,”-Mme Salvain was saying, ‘rain, heat, no
hairdresser ... how one perspires! You must find it a great
change from Paris?’

The Commandant raised his eyebrows and emptied his
glass.

“You haven’t told me about your school,” he said to M. Sal-
vain.

M. Salvain began te flutter and rub his hands. ‘I am waiting
for you to come and inspect,” he said. ‘I am on the point of
completing an educational experiment that is quite unpre-
cedented. I shall soon be sending a report of it to Yaoundé.
When I came here I found the school full of great louts of
twenty and over still trying to get their school certificates. I
threw them all out. They were bone idle and most of them had
gonorrhoea. The African instructors and pupils were making
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the girls in the school pregnant. It was like a brothel. Going
through the registers I discovered that the youngest pupil to get
his school certificate was seventeen. The youngest pupil in the
school was nine years old and in the preparatory course. After
I had thrown out all these louts who had been failing their
certificates I made up an infants’ class — there hadn’t been such
a class here before I came — and I made up this class of children
between two years old and six. Young African children are just
as intelligent as ours. They said I was mad, that I was a rabble-
rouser ... well, in my certificate class there are now twenty
pupils of between twelve and fifteen years.’

‘That is wonderful,’ said my master, ‘wonderful. I shall be
coming to see you one day very soon .

‘Things have changed since the last war. But people here
don’t understand.’

‘Except for the children Jacques is educating,’ said Mme
Salvain, ‘all the other natives here are not worth the bother.
Idle, thieving, lying . . . what patience you need with people like
that!

The Commandant coughed and lit a cigarette. Now I could
make out nothing but that glowmg red dot i in the night which
had suddenly fallen.

* * *

The Commandant who for some reason can’t go anywhere
without a native in the back of his pick-up van, told me to
come to Mass with him. As we sped past Africans pulled off
their hats anxiously. . .. The Commandant’s pick-up van is the
only one with a little tricolour flag. As we went by we left a trail
of ochre dust hanging in the air, sultry at the end of the dry
season. When we reached Saint Peter’s the church was already
surrounded by a tightly packed crowd of natives. It was a seeth-
ing, many-coloured crowd with white and reds and greens
standing out against the black skins. A murmur ran through
the crowd at the appearance of the Commandant.
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I recognized the sound of the little bell in the sacristy. It was
all inseparable from the memory of Father Gilbert who is now
called ... the martyr, I suppose because he met his death in
Africa. ‘ ,

Father Vandermayer came out to meet the Commandant.
He bowed with that peculiar gracefulness of the clergy which
laymen can never imitate. The Commandant stretched out his
hand. In front of them, the statue of Saint Peter, who had been
so blackened by the weather that he could have passed for an
African, was perched precariously on a kind of belfry at such
an angle that it looked as if before long he would come toppling
down.

Other cars arrived. All the Europeans who usually spent
their time at the European Club seemed to have arranged to
meet at this place of God. There was Gullet with his African
sergeant following behind his car. Mme Salvain had concealed
her spindly legs inside linen trousers which gave even greater
prominence to her huge behind. Again she came towards the
Commandant with arms outstretched and again was startled by
the performance about kisses on her wrists. The agricultural

‘engineer had brought Ondoua with him, all covered with dust.
Next were to be seen the arrivals of the doctor, as proud as ever
of his captain’s braid, of his wife, of the European who disin-
fects Dangan with D.D.T., of the Mesdemoiselles Dubois, two
enormous young ladies with pigtails and cowboy hats, of the
wife of the prison-director together with some Greek ladies
come to show off their silk dresses. All these Europeans stood in
a circle round the Commandant and Father Vandermayer. The
bell was rung again. There is only one door into the nave of the
church. This was stormed by the Africans waiting in the court-
yard. A few hats came off in the crush. There were cries from
women and children. . . . The Europeans followed Father Van-
dermayer through the sacristy.

- In the church of Saint Peter at Dangan the whites have their
seats in the transept beside the altar. There they can follow the
Mass comfortably seated in cane armchairs covered with velvet
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cushions. Men and women sit shoulder to shoulder. Mme Sal-
vain was sitting next to the Commandant. In the row behind,
Gullet and the agricultural engineer leant over as in a single
movement towards the two fat girls. Behind them the doctor
now and then pushed up the gold braid that hung down from
his overlarge epaulettes. His wife, pretending to be lost to the
world in the perusal of her missal followed out of the corner of
her eye what was going on between Gullet, the agricultural
engineer, and the two fat Mesdemoiselles Dubois. From time
to time she raised her head to see how far the Commandant
and Mme Salvain had got. The doctor when he was not pulling
up his gold braid was making impatient sweeps of his hand to
catch a fly buzzing around his scarlet ears.

The nave of the church is completely reserved for Africans.
They sit on tree trunks instead of benches and these are
arranged in two rows. The faithful are supervised by catechists
ready to pounce at the least sign of inattention. These servants
of God march up and down the central aisle that divides the
men from the women, carrying sticks.

At last Father Vandermayer, resplendent in his glittering
chasuble and preceded by four African altar boys in red and
" white, made his entrance. A bell rings. Mass begins. The cate-
chists are busy between the two rows of seais in the nave. The
proceedings are directed by means of loud smacks with the
palm of the hand against their prayer books. The faithful stand
up, kneel, stand up again, sit and stand to the rhythm of these
smacking noises. Men and women deliberately turn their backs
to be sure they won’t look at one another. The catechists watch
for the flicker of an eyelid.

Down at the front, Gullet seizes his opportunity at the ele-
vation of the Host to squeeze the hand of his neighbour. Mme
Salvain’s legs move imperceptibly closer to the Com-
mandant’s.

Father Vandermayer at last sings the Ife missa est. The
Europeans get up and go out through the sacristy. In the nave,
the catechists close the door so that the Africans have to stay
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for the sermon. The African doorkeepér let me out when I
announced myself as the Commandant’s houseboy. Up in the
pulpit Father Vandermayer in his atrocious Ndjem was in his
innocence embarking upon a sermon full of obscenities. . . .

* *® *

The Chiefs of Dangan came to welcome my master. Akoma
was the first to arrive. '

Akoma is the chief of the Sos. He reigns over ten thousand
subjects. He is the only one of the Dangan chiefs who has been
to France. He brought back from the journey five gold rings
which the Europeans call ‘alliances’. He wears them one on
each finger of his left hand. He is very proud of his name ‘The
King of the Rings’. When he is addressed by this name he
replies with the following piece:

‘Akoma King of rings, King of wives,

White man one ring

Akoma has more than the white men
Akoma King of rings, King of wives.’

After that you have to touch his alliances.

He came to the Residence with his train; three wives, a
porter to carry his chair and the umbrella, a xylophone player
and two bodyguards. ‘

‘Son of a dog,’ he said to me, ‘where is your master?’

He dismissed his train and followed me into the drawing-
room. He was wearing a good dark suit but being unable to
endure leather shoes in hot weather he had put on plimsols
instead. When he entered the drawing-room my master got up
and went over to him with his hand outstretched. Akoma
grasped it with both hands and swung it from side to side.
Every time the Commandant asked him a question he said
‘Yes, yes’ and clucked like a hen. He was pretending he under-
stood French but in fact he does not understand a word. He
was presented in Paris, it seems, as a great friend of France.
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Mengueme is an old man as cunning as the tortoise in the
fables. He understands and speaks French but always pretends
not to. He can drink from sunrise to sunset without the slightest
effect.

Mengueme is chief of the Yanyans and is highly respected
among his people. He is the only one of the elders who has
survived his own generation. He puts on his chief’s uniform
when he comes to visit the Commandant and takes it off as
soon as he is out of the European town. When the Germans
made the first war on the French his younger brother was killed
fighting the French. When the Germans made the second war
on the French his two sons were killed fighting the Germans.
. ‘Life,” he says; ‘is like the chameleon, changing colour all the
time.’ -
Mengueme has never been overseas. He is wise without
travelling. He belongs to the old days.

* * *

It was a fresh morning. The grass was damp. The drips from
the palm trees rattled on to the metal roof of the Residence.
Dangan slumbered on beneath the pure coverlet of mist
brought down by the early morning rain.

The Commandant, shaved, pomaded and in high spirits was
seeing to the loading of the pick-up van. For the first time since
he came to Dangan he was wearing a maroon-coloured pull-
over. The sentry had left his post. His large right foot was
pressing down on the pedal of the pump inflating the rear tyres.
The driver was standing on the front bumper giving the wind-
screen a final polish. He went over to the sentry who was grasp-
ing his knee laboriously with both hands at each movement of
the pump. The driver hammered in the tyres which rang like a
taut bowstring. :

Then everything was ready the Commandant looked at his
watch. He glanced towards the Residence and noticed me.

" ‘Getin,’ he said. ‘we’re going on tour.’
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He slammed the door and started up the engine. I had just
time to jump up on to the luggage. We drove through the com-
mercial centre of the town. Not a soul to be seen. Gangs of
workmen looked surprised and hesitated before they saluted as
if they could not remember seeing the Commandant up so
early.

The Commandant took the road to the agricultural station:
The engineer, wearing black, was waiting for us at the foot of
the steps. A thermos flask protruded from the travelling bag in
his hand. He got up beside the Commandant. He leant out of
the car door towards the villa. )

‘What are you waiting for? Getin.’

The question was addressed to a shadow that could be heard
yawning on the veranda.

‘Who is it?’ said the Commandant.

‘My cook,’ said the engineer.

It was Sophie. She seemed ready to fall with sleep as she
came down the steps. The engineer shone a torch towards her.
Sophie rubbed her eyes and cursed under her breath.

Yet, my God, she was beautiful. Her mahogany skin
gleamed like bronze in the light that flooded over it. She ad-
justed her sandals, then took a few steps forward, uncertain.
She went up beside the door of the van where the engineer’s
arms were hanging out. He pointed to the back. She raised her
eyebrows and stuck out her lower lip in a little pout of distaste.
But she turned away, put her foot on the rear bumper and gave
me her hand.

‘Is she in?’ called the Commandant.

‘All right,” T answered.

Through the door the engineer gave me the travelling bag.
The van moved off. Sophie sat down beside me on an empty
petrol tin. She was completely enveloped in her cloth. All that
could be seen was a thick plait of hair from which hung a piece
of black thread. This made a stripe across her smooth forehead
like a tattoo mark. She looked straight in front of her as if she
did not see the trees that sped dizzily by on either side of the
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road. The wind was cold. There was a smell of the American
tobacco the engineer was smoking in the cabin.

Suddenly we were flung into the air. We came crashing down
again on the packing case, our insides in agony.

‘Christ. What have they got . .. What have other women got
that I haven’t got? What I want to know is what have other
women got that I haven’t got?’ moaned Sophie.

- The road had left the town. The van roared through the

neighbouring villages. Africans in coloured cloths showed their
surprise when they noticed the little tricolour flag. Sometimes a
crowd would come rushing out of a little mud-built chapel with
a scrap of railway line hanging on the veranda instead of a bell.
Naked little girls came out of a half open door and ran to squat
down at the foot of the citronellas that lined the road. A violent
swerve nearly flung us over the side.

‘Christ,’ crled Sophie. ‘What have they got that I haven’t
got?’

She turned towards me. Two big tears were rolling down her
cheeks. I laid my arm on hers. She wiped her eyes with her
cloth.

‘What lovely manners they’ve got, these whites .evenif it’s
only among themselves . - my arse is just as dehcate as the
arses of the ladies they have up in the driver’s cabin .

Sophie began to cry again. She shut her eyes. He1 long wet
eyelashes turned into little black tufts of hair. Through the rear
window of the cabin the engineer’s green eye met mine. He
turned his head quickly.

The truck had now left the area that had been soaked by the
previous night’s rain and was jolting along something between
a proper road and a mere track. From time to time we passed a
long clearing in the forest. Piles of quarried stones showed
work was in progress. In between the cobbles which were
meant to be the surface of the road the bush was growing up
again. Fruits from the umbrella trees were strewn about. A
continuous vibration indicated we were now crossing marshy
ground where logs had been laid and covered with laterite to
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give it consistency. The laterite had turned into an ochre mud-
like paint. The truck whinnied, crackled, roared and burst out
of these tortuous valleys to go bounding up the sides of pre-
cipitous hills. In the back of the truck we were in the power of a
kind of swaying dance. Our heads nodded as if we were drop-
ping asleep. A jolt like a hiccup lifted us bodily off the packing
case to bring our bottoms smacking down on it a moment later.

Sophie had stopped complaining. She said nothing. Her tears
had dried, leaving on her cheeks two streaks of nondescript
colour.

It began to grow hot. The truck had just passed a huge ant-
hill on which had been scrawled in creosote ‘60 xMs’. We were
going down an interminable hill at high speed. The surface of
the road had become quite even. The going was as smooth as
on the roads in Dangan itself. Above my head I noticed we
were passing under arches of interwoven palm trees. We had
reached our destination. The Commandant slowed down. He
was leaning out of the window and seemed surprised how neat
and clean everything looked. After travelling through the bush
for 60 kilometres this was most unexpected. No more holes, no
more grass, no more dung. The piles of refuse had disappeared
from the gutters. Everything had been cleaned. The cleanness
was too complete not to be very recent.

In the distance a drum sounded. Then there came a confused
murmur. Obviously some great celebration was being put on
for us. At last the village came into view. There was a stir and
bustle about it that could hardly be normal. A sea of human
beings filled the central square in the village. Shrill cries re-
echoed from the women. They ululated with their hands
against their mouths. It sounded like the siren on the American
sawmill at Dangan. The crowd parted to make way for the
truck which came to a standstill in front of a freshly lopped
umbrella tree with a French flag fluttering from the top.

An old man with a humped back and a face as deeply
wrinkled as the backside of a tortoise opened the door of the
truck. The Commandant shook him by the hand. The engineer
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offered him his hand. The women began to call again. A young
man wearing a red chéchia shouted ‘Silence!” He was naked to
the waist and wore a loin-cloth but the chéchia showed he was
the Chief’s attendant and gave him his authority. The Chief
himself wore a khaki jacket on to the sleeves of which his red
badges and their silver braid had been sewn, apparently in
some haste. From each sleeve trailed a length of white cotton.
A middle-aged man wearing a pyjama top over his loin-cloth
shouted ‘Eyes front!” Some thirty urchins, unnoticed until now,
sprang to attention. :

‘Forward marsss!’ ordered the man.

The schoolboys' advanced in front of the Commandant.
Their instructor shouted once more. ‘Eyes front!” The boys
secemed to panic. They huddled together like chickens who
have sighted the shadow of a vulture. The instructor gave them
the note, then beat out the time. The children sang, without any
pauses, in a language which was not their own or French but
the strange gibberish which village people suppose is French
and Frenchmen suppose is the vernacular. When they had
finished everybody clapped. ]

The Chief led the white men into a hut which had been got
ready for them. The ground had been swept, the brush marks
were still visible in the kaolin on the walls. The roof was green
and freshly thatched with raffia. In the sultry heat the inside of
the hut afforded a great sensation of comfort.

‘What a splendid hut,’ said the Commandant, fanning him-
self with his cap.

‘It’s not a hut,” the engineer corrected. ‘It is a house. The
walls are made of mud. The true hut, entirely made of straw, is
now found only among the pygmies.’

The white men continued their conversation on the veranda,
where the Chief had had two easy chairs placed for them.
Sophie helped me to set up the camp beds we had brought with
us. We hung the mosquito nets. When everything was ready I
asked the Commandant if he would be needing me for any-
thing else. .
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‘Not for the moment,” he said.

Sophie put the same question word for word to the engineer.
Word for word she got the same reply. The engineer was star-
ing at the end of his shoe.

The Chief’s attendant was waiting for us. He flicked his fly
switch over his shoulders. He told us to follow him.

“You will sleep at the house of my second wife,” he said with
great self-satisfaction.

It was a hut with the front specially whitewashed for the
Commandant’s visit. There were no windows. In the light
filtering through the low doorway all that could be seen was an
old wash basin in which a hen was sitting on a clutch of eggs.

“This is the house of my second wife,’ said the attendant with
a broad smile. ‘The stream and the wells are on the other side
of the courtyard. The lavatory you can smell from here.’

“The elephant does not rot in a secret place,” said Sophie
dryly.

‘Exactly,’ said the attendant as he went off.

When he was almost out of earshot he called out to us.
“You’ll be sent food to prepare directly.’

Sophie snapped her fingers and passed her hand over her
lips.* Then she made a gesture that seemed to mean ‘I take my
courage in both hands.” We went into the servants’ hut. It was
daylight outside and we went into the night. . ..

Sophie bent over the hearth. She pushed the brands together
and blew on them several times. At last a flame sprang up. Out
of the darkness it revealed a pile of banana bunches on

. bamboo racks. I was just going to pick one of these when I was
- seized with a fit of uncontrollable laughter.
‘What’s the matter now?’ said Sophie.
‘Nothing . .. you wouldn’t understand. . .. I was thinking of
- Gullet. '

Outside the celebrations were at their height. The white men
were watching the bilaba dancers. The dance is monotonous

* A gesture of astonishment
t A dance in which the torso and the hips are swayed
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and they were bored. It was midday. They went into their
house. I served them the provisions we had brought from
Dangan. When siesta time came they sent the dancers away
saying they were too noisy. The dancers went off pretending to
be offended. They were covered in dust and sweat.

In the afternoon the Chief came to present in person the
chickens, the goat, the basket of eggs and the pawpaws which
he intended to sacrifice to the white men. They invited him to
take a glass of whisky with them. The Chief was visibly proud
to sit among Europeans. Afterwards they all went towards the
house where the palavers were conducted.

Evening found the whites broken by the journey and the
day’s discussions. They hardly touched their evening meal. The
Commandant was stretched out across his bed. I knelt down to
pull off his boots. A murmured conversation between Sophie
and the engineer reached us from the veranda.

I wished the Commandant a good night. As I was going
through the door, the engineer who was still sipping his whisky
on the veranda, called to me. Night had already fallen. I went
towards him, guided by the red glow of his cigarette.

‘You are sleeping in the same hut as Sophie, aren’t you?’ he
said.

‘Yes... Yes, Sir.’

He paused a momentand then went on.

‘I’'m sending her to the hospital as soon as we get back to
Dangan. I'm sending her to the hospital . . .’

He stood up and resumed.

‘Sophie was entrusted to me by her father . .. but why am I
telling you this? I’'m sending her to the hospital .. . and I shall
know where to find you again.’ '

He pulled me by the ear.

‘I shall always know whére to find you again. ... Youcan go
now.’ .

He let me go. Through the darkness I saw his white hands
move in a gesture of disgust as if he had touched something
unclean. '
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Sophie was waiting for me in the yard. We walked over to
our hut in silence. The hen cackled as Sophie pushed open the
door. She gathered the brands together and blew on them. A
flame flickered and lit up, the inside of the hut. I lay down on
one of the bamboo beds. Sophie went over and shut the door.
She came and lay down on the other bed. The flame on the
hearth died slowly. The edges of our beds disappeared into the
darkness. Sophie turned over. The bamboos of the bed
creaked. : )

‘It’s a long time since I slept in a bamboo bed,’ she said. ‘It
reminds me of my mother. ..

Then she said, ‘It’s a long time since I slept with a son of the
soil in the same hut.’

She yawned.

‘Have they cut your tongue out? Aren’t you talking to-
night?’

‘My mouth is tired.’

‘What a man you are! Really, I’ve never come across a man
like you. You are shut up all night in a hut with a woman and
you say your mouth is tired. When I tell people they won’t
believe me. They’ll say, ‘“Perhaps it’s because his knife is not
very sharp he prefers to keep it in its sheath™.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said, amused.

‘When I tell them, “Yes, he admitted it”, they won’t believe
that either. ... Here, do you know what my boy-friend had to
say on the veranda? Are you asleep?’

‘No, I’m listening,’ I said.

She went on with her monologue.

‘First he started calling me names of things to eat. He always
does that when he wanted to be mouthing me or when he’s
moaning, on the job. He calls me “my cabbage” “my chic-
ken”. He told me he had brought me with him because he
loves me so much. He didn’t want to leave me alone in Dangan
where I would get bored. He’s sly. The truth is he didn’t want
to leave me alone in Dangan with old Janopoulos. Well he’s
old enough to be my grandfather, he told me I ought to leave
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him because he hasn’t got any money. Still I prefer my. boy-
friend to that old toad. He told me he was afraid of the Com-
mandant, his Chief, and that he couldn’t tell him he was my
my boy-friend. That’s why he said I was his cook. I couldn’t
care less about that. What gets me is why it was a cook he told
the Commandant. I wonder why he thought of that. Joseph, do
I'look like a cook?’

‘T don’t know, I'm not a white man,’ I told her.

‘You, you’re not like any other men at all. ... What was he
on to you about when he was talking to you on the veranda?’

‘Nothing ... nothing much. He told me to look after
you.

‘Ah these whites,” she burst out. ‘The dog can die of hunger
beside his master’s meat. They don’t bury the goat up to the
horns. They bury him altogether.’

Her voice seemed to be coming from farther and farther
away. For a moment I seemed to hear it in a dream. I fell
asleep.

* * *

The first goat to come and rub himself against our hut found
me already awake. The daylight was filtering through the
spaces in the raffia matting on the roof. Outside I could hear
the heavy tread of the he-goats going after the females. A cock
crowed. ... In the distance, the sound of a-bell, or rather a
length of railway line ringing. Sophie was still asleep with her
face turned to the wall. I got up and thumped her until she
woke up. She swore several times before she was properly
awake. She smiled weakly and wished me good morning. She
pulled down her cloth modestly. In the night it had ridden up
to her bottom, uncovering a pair of fine thighs.

I opened the door. The smell of goats came in with the
morning freshness and filled the house. Sophie joined me on
the veranda. ,

‘They must be still asleep,’ she said. ‘They were all done up
last night. .
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We went up the road to the house where the white men were. -
Two sets of snores reached us from the veranda. One was thin
and tenuous like the croaking of a frog.

“That’s my boy-friend,’ said Sophie.

The other was deep-toned, like a groan.

‘The other must be the Commandant’s,” said Sophie again.
‘T don’t recognize it.’

The Commandant had told me to wake him early. I knocked
several times on the door. '

‘What’s that?’ called the engineer.

‘The Commandant told me to wake him early,’ I said. .

‘All right, all right,” he muttered.

We heard the sharp click of the buckle on a belt. Then the
sound of footsteps coming towards the door. The engineer
opened it. He smelt of raw meat with other faint indescribable
overtones. It was the smell I smelt very morning at the Resi-
dence. He rubbed his eyes and tried to smooth back his hair
which was all ruffied like a tangle of creepers. He yawned. The
gold gleamed in his mouth. He thrust his hands into his pockets
and looked first at Sophie, then at me. One moment he was pale
and anaemic. The next he had gone a vivid red. He- fixed his
eyes on mine as if everything else had gone out of his mind. A
tic twitched at the corners of his thin mouth. The look on his
face was enough to send even a widow at the funeral of her
second husband into fits. )

‘No one can pull faces like Monsieur,’ said Sophie, shrieking
with laughter.

‘Shut up,’ the engineer roared, stamping.-

The laughter froze on Sophie’s face. I felt a tingling at the
back of my neck.

‘What’s going on?’ called the Commandant.

‘It’s the servants,’ said the engineer with disgust. He took a
few crooked steps on the tips of his toes. His colour went from
its red towards green then back to the anaemic pallor.

‘We will go back to Dangan this morning,” he said gravely. ‘I
have had fever in the night.’
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‘Joseph, start packing. ... We are leaving this morning,’ said
the Commandant from inside the hut,

* * x®

A piece of news so startling it is hard to take it seriously. The
Commandant’s wife arrives in Yaoundé tomorrow! As the
Commandant unfolded the piece of blue paper he went quite
red. He leant against the wall as if someone had hit him. He
began to talk out loud, disjointedly. Europeans have this way
of going red and you can’t tell whether they are pleased or not.
The cook, the sentry and I did not know what to think.

The Commandant called us in and told us the. unexpected
news. We showed him how happy we were for his sake. Our
laughter and noise — we were clapping our hands as well - took
him by surprise. He smiled weakly, then stopped us instantly
with a look.

He sent the sentry to get some prisoners to wash the Resi-
dence. He told us to get everything into order. He wrote notes
for the doctor, the prison-director and Gullet. Then he went off
to Yaoundé. ’

I know now why the Commandant is not like other European
men without madams — who send their boys into the location
to hire a ‘mamie’ for them. I wonder what the Commandant’s
wife will be like. Will she be stocky like the Commandant?
Touchy like he is but kind-hearted underneath? I hope she is
pretty — prettier than all the ladies who come to the European
Club. A king should always have the prettiest wife in the king-
dom.

* * *

She has arrived at last! How pretty she is, how nice. I was the
first one to see her. I was just giving the veranda a final sweep
when I recognized the sound of my master’s car. I didn’t say
anything to the cook. I rushed over to the sentry who was
dozing off. How funny it was to see him wake up with a start
and present arms without anyone giving the order.
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My master got out of the car. I ran over to open the door for
Madame. She smiled at me, I saw her teeth. They were as white
as our own girls have. This is very unusual. The Commandant’s
strong arm was around her wasp-like waist. He told her, “This
is Toundi, my houseboy.’ She offered me her hand. It was soft,
tiny and limp in my big hand that swallowed it up like a
precious jewel. Madame went quite red. Then the Com-
mandant went red too. I got the cases out of the car.

#* * *

My happiness has neither day nor night. I didn’t know about it,
it just burst upon my whole being. I will sing to my flute, I will
sing on the banks of rivers, but no words can express my hap-
piness. I have held the hand of my queen. I felt that I was really
alive. From now on my hand is sacred and must not know the
lower regions of my body. My hand belongs to my queen
whose hair is the colour of ebony, with eyes that are like the
antelope’s, whose skin is pink and white as ivory. A shudder
ran through my body at the touch of her tiny moist hand. She
trembled like a flower dancing in the breeze. My life was
mingling with hers at the touch of her hand. Her smile is re-
freshing as a spring of water. Her look is as warm as a ray from
the setting sun. It bathes you in a light that warms the depths of
the heart. I am afraid . . . afraid of myself . . .

* * *

Today Madame made a tour of her new home. She was wearing
a pair of black slacks. How they showed off her fine figure. First
she visited the kitchen and congratulated the cook on how clean
he kept the pots and pans, and also on his poulet au riz. The
cook was in ecstasies. He went on about his thirty years of
experience, and how he had been ‘all time very good cookboy’.
The laughter went out of Madame’s eyes. They became hard.
‘Next time put in less pimento,’ she said. The cook looked at
her, round-eyed,
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Next we went to see the goat-park. Madame kept murmur-
ing, ‘Ah how sweet they are! How pretty they are!’ She let them
lick her hands. Then she stopped by the bed of roses and hi-
biscus. She bent down in front of each flower and breathed its
scent in deeply. I was on the other side of the flower-bed facing
her. She had forgotten I was there. As I write these words I feel
even more unhappy than I felt at Father Gilbert’s funeral.

* * *

Madame’s first Saturday at Dangan, the European Club was
deserted, for the Residence. The whole white world of Dangan
was there. Madame was dressed all in white like a newly
opened flower. For a while it is the centre and the whole world
flutters its wings around it. You could feel that Madame was
there. The Commandant moved about with that trace of self-
satisfaction that belongs to a man who knows he has married a
beautiful wife. He was so elated that when he called me he said
‘I say, Joseph,” which he has never done before. What a
difference the love and beauty of a woman can make in the
heart of a man!

While the men were all admiration in Madame’s presence
the ladies did not quite manage to conceal under their forced
smiles a certain bitterness at being so eclipsed. Mme Salvain
was like an oil lamp fetched into the sun. The brightness of
Madame’s beauty showed up everything which the Good Lord
(and he must have been the Devil for Mme Salvain that even-
ing) had forgotten to bring to perfection in all those white
ladies which we had once admired in Dangan. The doctor’s
wife looked as flat as putty flung at a wall. Madame Gullet was
stuffed into her slacks like cassava in a banana leaf. The Mes-
demoiselles Dubois were alike as a pair of sacks. The wives of
the Greeks, usually so talkative, were silent. The American
ladies from the Protestant Mission existed only in their bursts
of laughter. ‘

For the men, Madame seemed a kind of vision. They had
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forgotten all the attention they lavished on their wives in the
streets of Dangan. There was no attention now except for
Madame. Yet among them all there was not one who was able
to hold Madame’s attention. . .. I had a terrible moment when
I saw her eyes linger imperceptibly on the engineer. My eyes
met hers over his shoulder. It lasted only a flash. Then she
turned her eyes away. I felt myself filled with embarrassment
like the day my eyes fell on the Commandant’s uncircumcized
foreskin.

‘Hey, have you gone to sleep?’ said the man who disinfects
Dangan, showing me his empty glass.

‘My God!’ he said. “You’d think he had sleeping sickness.’

All eyes were turned on me.

‘Come on, Joseph, come on,’ said the Commandant, rapping
the table with his lighter. -

I pulled the cork out of a bottle of whlsky at random and
began pouring it into the man’s glass. I did not stop till he
had called ‘Stop, whoa, stop. Holy Christmas!’ several times
This caused general laughter.

‘Man,’ said Gullet in a poor imitation of pidgin, ‘We no be
native drinkers.’

They all laughed again.

‘You know,” said Gullet turning his long neck towards
Madame and pointing in my direction, ‘It’s unbelievable the
way these chaps can put away the booze ...’

All the Europeans turned round to look at him. He faltered
and pushed back his hair. Then he went on.

‘Once...once...ontour...

He scratched his ear and went red.

‘Once I asked a Chief what he would like for a New Year
present. Do you know what he said? Absolutely straight. That
all the rivers should turn into brandy.’

The doctor slipped the braid up on to his shoulders, emptied
his glass and said:

‘We’re always short of alcohol at the hospital. It’s quite
- frightening. Whatever I do to put a stop to this black market’
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(the whites sniggered at the phrase) ‘in alcohol 90%, proof, the
orderlies find some way round it.’

Mme Salvain coughed to give herself courage. All heads
turned towards her. She seemed to have been forgotten with
her husband.

‘First thing every morning, it’s the smell of alcohol and un-
washed body, wafting in from the veranda that tells me my boy
has arrived. ...

This revelation met with no success. M. Salvain looked up at
the ceiling. A silence fell on the whofe room.

M. Janopoulos tried to stifle a hiccup with a cough. The
other Europeans pretended they had not noticed.

‘What a country!’ said the wife of the American pastor with
a strong accent.

‘It’s certainly not New York City,’ said her plump com-
panion, fatuously.

. The other whites pretended not to understand. The two of
them laughed together as if they were alone. :

‘There are no morals at all in this country,” groaned the
doctor’s wife, trying to sound as if she were in despair.

‘Nor in Paris for that matter,” came back the school-
master. .

The remark ran through the bodies of the Europeans in the
room like an electric current. They shuddered, one by one. The
doctor’s ears grew blood-red. Only Madame remained un-
moved, and the American ladies who had been so busy whis-
pering among themselves that they had heard nothing. The
man who disinfects Dangan was breathing heavily. He turned
sharply to the schoolmaster.

‘What ... what do you ... what do you mean by that?’ he
stammered.

The schoolmaster made a little grimace of contempt and
shrugged his shoulders. The other man rose and walked over
to him. The schooimaster watched without concern. Was
the disinfector going to fly at his throat? The moment was
tense.
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“You nasty little rabble rouser,’ he snapped.

‘Please, please, M. Fernand,’ said the Commandant, coming
between them. 4

M. Fernand went back to his seat and was about to sit down.
As his behind touched the bottom of the armchair he seemed
to collapse as if he had been bitten by a scorpion. Once or twice
his arms thrashed the air. He opened his mouth, shut it, then
ran his tongue over his lips.

‘You’re a traitor, M. Salvain,’ he said, ‘a traitor. Ever since
you came to this country you have behaved in a way unworthy
of a Frenchman. You’re stirring the natives up against us. You
keep telling them that they are as good as we are — as if they
hadn’t got a high enough opinion of themselves already . . .’

M. Fernand sat down. Gullet nodded his head at the end of
his neck in approval. Other heads followed this lead.
Madame’s head remained still.

‘Poor France,’ said Gullet, blowing his nose.

The schoolmaster shrugged. Madame looked upat the ceiling.
The doctor’s wife murmured something into her husband’s ear.
She joined her hands, smirked, then turned towards Madame
and began in a strange voice.

‘My dear, did you go and see the Japanese ballet at the
Thédtre Marigny?

‘I didn’t have time. I was too busy running from one office to
the next so as to be here in time to surprise Robert on his
birthday.’

She gazed fondly at her husband, who caressed her arm. The
doctor’s wife returned to the attack. She mentioned a news-
paper that had praised the Japanese ballet. When she had run
out of things to say, one of the Mesdemoiselles Dubois took
over. She mentioned the names of several white men who I
suppose must have been musicians or had something to do with
music. She was very sorry she had not had Madame’s oppor-
tunity of being in Paris at the beginning of the week. She
lamented that the tennis courts had already turned to mud in the
first rains and that she had not found anyone who could play
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really well at Dangan. Mme Salvain spoke of horses, com-
plaining that the tsetse fly of the forest zone had made it impos-
sible for the Africans to rear them. The engineer said
something could perhaps be done. .. . M. Janopoulos discussed
the price of cocoa with the Commandant. The doctor ex-
pressed the desire to have a European midwife. The school-
master spoke with authority. He tried to explain African
behaviour. Everybody told his own little African story to
refute him and demonstrate that the African is a child or a
fool. ... ' ’

They were sorry Father Vandermayer was not present, a
saintly man, devoting his life to ungrateful savages. They
lamented ‘the Martyr’ as they called Father Gilbert because he
died on African soil. The doctor’s wife, with tears in her voice,
promised to take Madame to lay flowers on his grave.

‘He was somebody, he was,” said M. Fernand so that
M. Salvain could hear. ‘

The Americans had forgotten everyone else and were now
talking in their own language.

When a glass was empty I rushed to fill it up. Then I came
straight back to my place between the leaf of the door and the
refrigerator. The engineer had his back to me. Madame and the
Commandant were facing me. Madame was not drinking
spirits. The wives of the Greeks were chatting quietly with their
husbands. Their laughter came seldom like the tears of a
dog. :

The conversation came round to the natives again.

‘Poor France,’ said Gullet again. ‘Natives are now Ministers
in Paris!’ '

What was the Republic coming to? Each of the Europeans
present found his own reason for asking the question.

M. Fernand was the first to voice it.

‘What is the world coming to?’ echoed Gullet.

Then they talked about the need for a coup d’état to re-
generate France. They spoke of their kings, about someone
called Napoleon. ... Everyone was astonished when Madame
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said that the step-father of an Empress they called Josephine
was a Negro.

So they talked about natives again ... the Yellow Peril
hadn’t been averted yet, and here was the Black Peril already
looming up. ... What would happen to civilization? ...

The first drops of rain rattled on the corrugated-iron roof of
the Residence. The doctor and his wife were the first to rise to
their feet. The others followed. They slithered about the floor
as if they were on a banana skin. The Commandant when ad-
dressed merely grunted and left Madame to lead the guests out
-on to the veranda by herself. The cars moved off. Madame
waited until the last red light had disappeared into the night.

* * *

I went with Madame to Dangan market; she insisted on going
herself and doing her own shopping. She was wearing her black
slacks that show off her figure and a large straw hat that she
brought with her from Paris. The market place of Dangan is
about five minutes from the Residence. It is a yard with sheds
along two sides. In one of these there is a butchery and in the
other a shop for fish. There is a stream full of rubbish used as a
dustbin and sometimes for bathing.

This is the most lively place in Dangan, especially on Satur-
day mornings. It is a meeting place for all the natives from the
location and from the villages. We went on foot. I carried
Madame’s shopping basket. She tripped along in front of me,
lithe and graceful as a gazelle. When we were a dozen yards
away the Africans removed their hats. Without showing they
were addressing me they called out in our language if this was
really her. I nodded.

‘I’'m glad I've met her before I go to confession,” one of them
said.

‘If she had been the one to pour ointment on our Lord’s feet,
the Bible story would have been rather different,” said someone
else. .
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‘Very different!’ said a third.

The catechists followed us with their eyes. A young man
sped past on his bicycle.

‘Now there’s a woman,” he shouted, ‘a woman among
women.’

Comments came flying from all sides. The men saluted us
and then stayed frozen in their attitudes.

‘See the way those buttocks go!’ someone said. ‘What a
figure, what hair.’

‘What couldn’t I do with what’s inside those slacks,” said
someone else longingly.

‘Man, your shorts must be soaked,’ a third shouted at me.

‘What a shame it’s all reserved for the uncircumcized,” came
yet another, pulling a face to show his vexation.

The women admired in silence. They passed the palms of
their hands over their lips. One of them said she thought
Madame’s buttocks were too soft.

M. Janopoulos appeared from somewhere and offered
Madame a Lift in his powerful American car. She said she
wanted to explore Dangan on foot. The Greek gave me a brief
glance over Madame’s shoulder. She blushed. He roared off.

At the market, the crowd opened up in front of us of its own
accord. Madame bought pineapples, oranges and a few
bananas. She went to the fish stall. One of the Africans was
satisfying an urgent need into the edge of the stream. Madame
did not blush.

At ten o’clock we took the road back to the Residence.

Suddenly she asked me ‘Boy, what are these people
saying?’

‘Nothing . . .’ I said embarrassed.

‘What do you. mean, nothing?’ she said, turning round. ‘All
the jabbering everywhere I go must mean something.’

‘They think you’re ... you’re very pretty,’ I said, breath-
less.

I shall never forget the look she gave me as I brought out
these words. Her eyes grew small and an expression I cannot
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describe came over her face. She had gone red again. I felt a
prickly heat over me from the nape of my neck down to the
soles of my feet. Madame did her best to smile.

‘That is very nice of them,” she said. ‘But why all the sec-
recy? Why are you looking so stupid?’

The rest of the way home she did not speak.

* * *

Madame was swinging in a hammock with a book in her hand.
While I was bringing her something to drink she asked me:

‘Boy, why don’t you like working at the Residence?’

I stood disconcerted, my mouth open. She went on:

“‘You look as if you find it a drudgery. Oh of course we are
very satisfied with you. ... You have no faults, you are always
punctual, you are a conscientious worker ... but you haven’t
got that joy one finds in African workers. ... You give the
impression that you are doing a houseboy’s job while waiting
for something else to come along.’ .

Madame spoke without a pause, looking straight ahead. She
turned towards me.

‘What does your father do?’

‘He is dead.’

‘I'm sorry...

‘Madame is very kind.’

After a pause she went on:

‘What did he do when he was alive?’

‘He set porcupine traps.’

‘How funny.’” She laughed. ‘And can you set porcupine traps
as well?’

“Yes, Madame.’ A

She swayed back and forth in the hammock and tapped the
ash from the cigarette she was contentedly puffing. She blew
smoke out of her mouth and nose into the space that separated
us. She picked off a tiny piece of paper stuck to her lower lip
and blew it towards me.
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‘You see,” she went on. ‘You’ve already got as far as being
the Commandant’s houseboy.’

She gave me a smile which curled her upper llp Her eyes
gleamed. They seemed to be trying to make some discovery in
my face. To cover up, she emptied her glass and said:

‘Are you married?’

‘No, madame.’

‘Yet you earn enough to be able to buy a wife. ... Robert
says that as the Commandant’s houseboy you would be a good
match. . .. You must start a family.’

She smiled.

‘A family, a big family, eh?’

‘Perhaps, Madame, but my wife and children w1ll never be
able to eat and dress like Madame or like white children.’

‘Oh dear,’ she laughed. ‘You are getting big ideas.’

She went on. ‘You must be serious. Everyone has their posi-
tion in life. You are a houseboy, my husband is Commandant

. nothing can be done about it. You are a Christian, aren’t
you?’

‘Yes, Madame, more or less.’

‘What do you mean ““more or less”?’

‘Not very Christian, Madame. Christian because the priest
poured water on my head and gave me a European name.’.

‘T can hardly credit what you are telling me now. The Com-
mandant told me you were a very firm believer.’

‘We have to believe the white man’s stories — more or less.’

‘So that’s the way it is, is it?’

I had taken her breath away.

‘But,” she went on, ‘don’t you believe in God any more?
Have you gone back to being a pagan?’

“The river does not go back to its spring . . . I think there isa
proverb like that in Madame’s country too.’

‘Yes indeed ... Well, it’s all very interesting,” she said,
amused. ‘Now get my shower ready. How hot it gets!’

* * *
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We have never sat up so late in the location as we did last night.
All the Africans had gathered round a fire in-the hut we used
for discussions. ‘

When I came in, the small group of elders was listening to
Ali the Hausa man. He is the only travelling merchant in the
location. His goatee beard is white and he is so wise he has been
given a place among the elders of Dangan. He was interrupted
by Mekongo, the army veteran.

‘I tell you you are wasting your time over the Commandant’
wife. You have never slept with a white woman so you are
wasting your time. I’ve fought in the white man’s country. I’ve
left a leg there and I've no regrets. I've seen all kinds of white
women and I think that I can say that the Commandant’s wife
is a white woman among white women.’

-“You’ve been to the war,” said someone to him, ‘you’ve slept
with white women. Tell us if white women are better than ours.
It is not a foolish question to ask. Why do the whites forbid us
their women?’

‘Perhaps it’s because they are uncircumcized and we are not,’
someone else suggested.

Everyone burst into laughter. When it became quiet again
Mekongo answered the man who had asked the question.

‘Obila, you have a head and it is full of wisdom. The ques-
tion you ask is a wise man’s question, the question of a wise
man who is seeking to understand. Our ancestors said, “Truth
lies beyond the mountains. You must travel to find it.”” I have
travelled. I have made the great journey you know of. I have
slept with white women. I have made war. I have lost my leg
and I can answer your question.

“‘When I left this country I was already a man. If  had been a
child the white men would not have called me. When I went to
the war I left a woman with child. During the whole of the
fighting in Libya I did not think about women. After our vic-
tory, my battalion was posted to Algiers. We had twenty days
leave. I had all my pay. I could break the sixth commandment.
Death was far away. My comrades were white men, real white
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" men. They said to me, “Friend, you come with us. Many-many
women in town.” I asked them “Black women?”’ They told
me, “White women, white madams.” I did not know whites
and blacks could sleep together. But when my white friends
told me that the Saras already had white mistresses I decided to
go with them. They took me to a brothel. That is a big house,
full of women. In all my life I had never seen such a thing.
Women of all colours, all sizes, all ages. Some had hair like the
beard on a maize cob, others had hair blacker than tar or
redder than the laterite of our houses. A white man with a great
belly and bags under his eyes told me to choose one of
the women who were filing in front of me. I chose a real
white woman with hair the colour of the beard on a corn
cob, eyes like a panther, buttocks like putty stuck on the
wall.’

‘Ah, a real white woman,’ said someone in approval.

Everyone nodded. A murmur of approval ran through the
crowd. Mekongo went on: ,

‘When I had chosen, the woman came up to me and put her
hand under my chin. We went into a room. I had never seen
such a room. There were mirrors everywhere. Images of us
covered the walls and the ceiling. There was a great bed made
in the white man’s style. Beyond it there was a screen and
behind the screen everything necessary for washing. The
woman I had chosen was wearing a long dress with many
buttons in front. She was as tall as I was and as white as a tick-
bird. Her hair the colour of the maize beard fell down on to her
shoulders. She came close to me and laughed and called me
“My little chick’*. My heart seemed to stop beating. I stood up.
She backed away, frightened. I asked her why she had insulted
me. She began to laugh and to twist her body. I would have
struck her but I was afraid they would throw me out. When we
had calmed down she told me she had not insulted me and that
white women call the men that go with them all sorts of names.
She showed me a letter she was going to send to one of her
licutenant-chicks. There, sure enough, I read “my adorable
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chick” or some such phrase. So I knew she was telling the
truth.’

‘What happened next was ... but I want the children sent
away first.’

The children were sent out and went off whining.

‘I think they have all gone now,’ said Mekongo. ‘Come
closer, I do not want to raise my voice I am going to talk about
things which are not talked about .

The men gathered closely around Mekongo

“You were lucky to go to the war,” someone said.

ThenI came away.

* x - *

The master has been away on tour for two weeks now.
Madame seemed nervous all the afternoon. She asked me sev-
eral times if anyone had called. She had the sentry in and asked
him the same question. I wonder who she could be expect-
ing.

Then she began to pace up and down on the veranda.
Madame is growing bored. :

* * *

The laundryman I found for Madame is an intelligent lad. He
is younger than I am and he doesn’t speak French very well. He
used to work at the hospital. He told me he did all kinds of jobs
- there. Sometimes he helped the labourers to weed the court-

yard, sometimes he emptied the dustbins where they throw the
old bandages. He also helped the orderlies to hold the feet of
difficult patients who did not want to be treated in the hospital
and who had been brought by force in the ambulance.

I asked him what he thought of Madame.

‘Like all the white women round here,’ he said.

‘But the prettiest,’ I insisted.

“You know,” he said, shrugging his shoulders, ‘I don’t know
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how you tell whether a white woman is pretty or not.’
He’s a strange lad . . . His name is Baklu.

I wonder who Madame could have been expecting yester-
day. .

* * *

The prison-director came to have a chat with Madame. I
wonder if he was the one she was expecting the other day . ..
* *  x

It was him, it was M. Moreau that Madame was expecting the
other day. Why didn’t I think of him? Of all the whites in
Dangan, M. Moreau is the one who is really a man among men.
The Africans call him ‘The White Elephant’. He’s the kind of
man you can’t help remembering once you’ve seen him. Those
broad shoulders stick in the mind. Everyone in Dangan feels a
certain respect, even the Commandant. ‘

I wonder why he didn’t come with the others to welcome
Madame. Has the Lion waited till the shepherd has gone before
coming to devour his ewe?

The sentry came to me this morning on tiptoe with his big
finger on his lips. Madame was still asleep. He laid his arms on
my shoulders and I felt his wet lips at my ear. I had no idea
what the secrecy could be about.

“The truth is,” he said under his breath, ‘can I deny that I saw
the prison-director leaving Madame after midnight?’

The sentry took me by the hand and drew me to the edge of
the veranda.

“Things are as they are,” he went on mysteriously, ‘and some-
one is to blame for them and they go the way they have to go. If
I talk it is because I have a mouth. If I see, it is because I have
eyes. The eye goes farther and faster than the mouth, nothing
stops it...

‘So I'm talking,’ he said after a pause.

He passed his big hand over his lips.
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‘I'm talking and what I’'m saying is the panther is prowling
around the sheep. It’s not me, it’s these’ (he pointed his two
index fingers towards his eyes) ‘that saw it.’

The sentry watched me as if he were expecting something.

‘You’re lucky to be able to sweat in this cold weather,” he
said. ‘I can see you’ve still got young blood.’

Without thinking I brought my hand up to my nose. It was
damp. I sat down on the steps. I felt filled with a strange numb-
ness. My legs seemed to have disappeared.

“You might have told me instead of getting drunk by your-
self,” said the sentry sitting down heavily beside me. “You
might have brought me something to warm my belly.’

He yawned.

‘Did you hear them talking all night?’ I heard myself asking
‘Who?’ said the sentry, puzzled.

‘What do you mean, “Who’?’ I said angrily, ‘Madame
and...

‘Aaaaaaaaaaakiaaaaay!’ he shouted. It always starts like
that, with questions that don’t end. I don’t understand you, you
youngsters today. In the time of the Germans we took no
interest in the affairs of the whites. I don’t understand. I don’t
understand why you should ask me such a question ...

He sighed.

‘T didn’t tell you I heard them ... I told you that what they
said came into my ears. I didn’t do anythmg

‘Good morning, friends. Have you slept well"’

It was Baklu who had just arrived. He found a place and sat
down between the sentry and me. The sentry muttered some-
thing.

‘You’re looking glum, the two of you,’ said Baklu.

He looked at us, one after the other. The constable began to
get up. Baklu held him by the bottom of his shorts. He dropped
back, resigned.

‘It’s all my fault,” said the sentry with a little quaver in his
voice. ‘My mouth is always running away with me . ..’
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He pressed his lips together.

‘I was there and without wanting to, I saw and heard.’

“You talk as if you had a scorpion hanging on to your balls,’
said Baklu. ‘You needn’t be afraid with me. My ear is a tomb.
You won’t refuse to tell a friend,” he begged, ‘a real
friend ...

‘T know, I know,’” said the sentry, swaying his head from side
to side.

He spread his hands like a priest saying ‘Dominus vobis-
cum.” He began:

‘This is what has upset me. I told Toundi what came into my
ears and what happened in front of my eyes ... The White
Elephant you know of visited the Commandant’s field while he
was away ...’

‘What business of yours is that?” Baklu asked, puzzled.

‘None at all. That’s exactly what I was saying to
Toundi...

Baklu turned to me. He looked at me intently for a long
time. Then he turned away his eyes. He pulled a face of annoy-
ance, scratched his head and coughed.

‘Toundi, my brother, my dear brother, if you knew how you
worry me. . . . What are you after? Since when does the pot rub
itself against the hammer? What do you want?’

‘Now you are talking like one of the elders,’ said the sentry,
approving loudly. ‘It is good to know that not all the young
men today are fools. . . .’ )

The bugle at the police camp sounded eight o’clock.

‘To work,’ said Baklu getting to his feet. ‘We are here to work
and only to work.’

‘Yet it makes me feel sick to think that Madame could do
that to the Commandant,’ said the sentry. ‘And she’s only just
come from France.’

‘Try to keep your big mouth shut,” Baklu told him. ‘We’ve
agreed that this business has nothing to do with us. Yet you go
on talking about it.’

‘My son,’ said the sentry, ‘you know there is nothing worse
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than thoughts. It’s nothing to do with me ... only I want to
know whether it’s happened already or hasn’t happened yet.
«.. You’re the laundryman, you can have a look at the
sheets.’ .

‘Now that is an idea which would not have occurred to me,’
said Baklu. “You are an old tortoise.’ '

They laughed and winked at each other. I went off to get
Madame’s shower ready.

Baklu was waiting outside the washhouse. At nine o’clock
Madame was still not up. The sentry came over and joined
Baklu. I heard scraps of their conversation. The question was
to find out whether it had happened or not. A thousand
thoughts rushed into my mind. I used to wonder, before this,
how Madame, being so feminine, could be altogether satisfied
with the Master. . .. The prison-director isn’t the kind of man
who goes courting. He knows what he wants. He’s not the man
to wait for the fruit to drop off the tree.
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AFTERNOON

Itis all over. Poor Commandant.

Eleven o’clock Madame was still sleeping. I knew by then
that something was wrong. Just before twelve she called the
laundryman. From the kitchen I saw Baklu, chuckling to him-
self, ship by to the washhouse. He made signs to the sentry who
burst into laughter. Then he signalled me to follow him. I ran
to pour the pan of hot water into the bath, then I joined Baklu
and the sentry in the washhouse.

There is no doubt. It took place during the night. ... Poor
Commandant!

- M. Moreau came back at four o’clock. Madame was full of
happiness. She sang and skipped about the house like a young
kid. '

Poor Commandant!

* * *

One of the constables who was with my master on tour came to
the Residence at midday. He brought a letter for Madame.

She glanced through it, wrote something on the back and put
it into another envelope which I took right away to the prison-
director.

When M. Moreau saw me, he got up from the table where he
was having lunch with his wife and met me on the veranda. He
almost snatched the letter from my hands. When he had read it
I thought he was going to fling his arms around me. He gave
me a packet of cigarettes. That was all I had to tell Madame for
an answer. She seemed delighted as well.

These whites, once their passions get a hold, nothing else-
‘matters to them.
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It will take the master several more days before he is finished
in the forest of the ‘Evil Chimpanzee’.
Poor master...

* * *

Madame sent all the staff off at six o’clock. She told me to stay
to serve dinner. M. and Mme Moreau were coming. They ar-
rived at seven o’clock. Madame wore her tightly fitting black
silk dress. M. Moreau resplendent in a dark tailored suit. Mme
Moreau looked insignificant. She was in a white dress which
did not at all emphasize her breasts or hips. I wonder how a
woman who is so fragile can carry a strapping giant like the
director. As they arrived at the Residence, I knew it was to be a
martyrdom for Mme Moreau. To invite them at all seemed to
me very daring.

My mistress and M. Moreau hardly bothered about pre-
tences. They kept their hands under the table. It did not take
much to guess what was going on. Mme Moreau got up at the
first opportunity and asked me to show her the way to the
toilet. I went in front on to the veranda with an electric torch.
Mme Moreau came behind, sniffing. She was holding a
handkerchief to her mouth.

I left her at the toilet and crept back. There was a crack in
the drawing-room window through which the light was shining.
T peered in. M. - Moreau was kissing Madame on the mouth. I
stole back to wait for Mme Moreau. She seemed to be taking a
long time. Half an hour had gone by when we went back into
the room. Mme Moreau powdered herself and then saying she
had a violent headache she asked Madame and her husband to
excuse her. M. Moreau took her home in the car.

An hour later he was back.

“You may go, Joseph,’ said Madame primly.

* * *
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My master came back this morning. It is not a good sign that
he should come so unexpectedly. The sentry says he must have .
had a dream that someone was sleeping with his wife.

I was washing up when the familiar sound of the engine
came to a stop just by the garage. It was eleven o’clock and
Madame who has not been getting up till noon since her hus-
band went away was still basking in her night of love.

I ran out to the garage to take my master’s luggage.

‘Ah, hallo, Joseph. Isn’t Madame in?’

‘Yes, Sir. She is still in bed.’

‘Is she ill?’

‘I don’t know, Sir.’

My master hurried towards the Residence, his stubby legs
working backwards and forwards busily. I came up behind him
on my long legs, carrying his bag on my head. I felt sorry for -
this man, so anxiously running towards a wife who no longer
cared for him alone. I wanted to see how Madame would
behave with her husband home now she had deceived him. She
was waiting for the Commandant on the veranda, wrapped in
her bath-robe. She gave a pale smile and went towards him. My
master kissed her on the mouth. This time she did not shut her
eyes.

I stood behind them. I could not ask them to make way for
me to carry the master’s-bag into his room. . .. I lowered my
eyes. For a fraction of a second I raised them and they met
Madame’s eyes. I saw them grow small, then large as if she
could see something that astonished her. Instinctively I looked
down at my feet to make sure I wasn’t standing beside a poison-
ous snake. I heard my master asking Madame what was wrong.

‘But you look quite ill, Suzy.’

‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ she said.

My master still had his back to me. Madame’s eyes never left
me. The Commandant released her from his arms and they
went inside. B

I stood for a few moments at the foot of the steps rooted to
the spot by the look in Madame’s eyes. I ferreted about the
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stems of the citronellas, a favourite place for the little deadly
poisonous green snakes. I felt something soft and sticky under
my feet. With a shriek I leapt into the air. My master rushed to
the window. I was ashamed at myself, ashamed because I had
shricked when I felt a banana skin with the sole of my foot.

‘What’s the matter, Joseph?’ called the Commandant.

‘Nothing, sir.’

‘Come on, you don’t go round howling at the top of your
voice for no reason at all. Or is this some custom on your part
of the world?’ ) .

‘Yes, sir.’ I seized on the hint. ‘It is to greet your arrival.’

As I spoke I put on my most naive grin. The Commandant
shrugged his shoulders and disappeared. I went into the draw-
ing-room and asked for the key to the bedroom so that I could
unpack his bag.

‘Put it on the chair,” said Madame. ‘I’ll unpack it myself.’

Lunch was gloomy. An oppressive silence filled the whole
house. I stood quietly by the refrigerator. The Commandant had
his back to me. Madame kept her head bent over her plate.

Before my master went away the meals had always been very
cheerful, with Madame’s gay chatter running on.

The Commandant asked his wife again if she were ill.

‘I tell you I’'m perfectly all right,’ she said.

‘T don’t understand ... I don’t understand,” muttered the
Commandant. ‘Perhaps the heat is affecting your nerves. You
must see a doctor. Are you sure you haven’t got a head-
ache?’

‘Yes, a little,” said Madame. She sounded remote.

‘Boy, bring some aspirin,” ordered my master.

- When I gave the box to Madame her hand was trembling.

“You see you’ll feel better,” said the Commandant. ‘But you
must see a doctor tomorrow.’

Clumsily he moved towards the veranda.
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Second

Exercise Book






In Dangan the European quarter and the African quarter are
quite separate. But what goes on underneath those corrugated-
iron roofs is known down to the smallest detail inside the mud-
walled huts. The eyes that live in the native location strip the
~whites naked. The whites on the other hand go about blind.
There was not a soul unaware that the wife of the Com-
mandant was deceiving her husband with M. Moreau the
prison-director and our greatest terror.

“None of these white women are much good,” M. Moreau’s
houseboy said to me the other day. ‘Even the wife of a great
chief like the Commandant lets herself be taken on the seat of
her husband’s car down some Dangan lane. It wouldn’t matter
but the next thing is they’re shooting each other over this kind
of business.” '

Then he told me how he had seen two white men in Spanish
Guinea kill each other over a woman who wasn’t even com-
pletely white, one of the women even we look down on ...
How can anyone kill or get himself killed over a woman? Our
ancestors were wise when they said, ‘A woman is a cob of
maize for any mouth that has its teeth.’

* . * - *

For the first time Madame had a visit from her lover while her
husband was here. M. Moreau at the Residence; my stomach
was uneasy all the evening and now I am furious with myself.
How can I get rid of this ridiculous sentimentality which makes
me suffer over matters which have nothing whatever to do with

me?
These Europeans certainly take chances when their
n



emotions are involved. I hardly expected M. Moreau to come
to the Residence now the whole of Dangan knows about him.
But the Commandant is too convinced of his own importance
to suspect his wife. He spent the evening stuffing himself like a
turkey, quite unaware of those little superfluous attentions that
Madame was lavishing on him like a woman whose conscience
was not clear. Nor did he notice the icy politeness between
Madame and their guest, the politeness of accomplices pre-
tending not to know each other.

It is interesting how many expressions follow, one after the
other, across a woman’s face at times like these. Madame had
one set of little smiles for her lover and a completely different
set for her husband. When she smiled at M. Moreau I could see
only her eyelashes. When she smiled at the Commandant you
could tell from the perspiration on her forehead how hard she
was trying to keep her laughter sounding completely natural.
Dabbing away an imaginary tear, she just managed ... The
Commandant gave a little supercilious laugh, followed by an
expression of irritation as if he were vexed that the prison-
director had not noticed how condescending he was being.
Then the director gave a tentative laugh and this in turn -
brought some laughter from Madame. This time it was quite
genuine. :

Madame’s eyes happened to wander in the direction of the
refrigerator where I was standing to await my orders. She went
red and immediately changed the conversation to the subject of
Africans. M. Moreau talked about those he had in prison.
From the way he talked you would have gathered that Dangan
prison was a kind of African paradise and that those who came
out feet first had died of sheer delight . . . Ah, these whites. . .

* * *

Madame was waiting for me on the steps. When she saw me she
stopped walking up and down. She kept her eyes on me as I
came up.
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‘I’ve been waiting for half an hour,’ she said, controlling her
impatience. ‘Why did you go off like that at midday? I thought
your day finished at midnight. Where have you been?’

‘In the sun, Madame,’ I said, giving my silliest sraile.

That made things worse.

‘Are youmaking fun of me?’

‘N...nn...no Madame,’ Isaid, putting on a stammer.

“You think you’re very clever,’ she said witha scornful smile,
‘For some time now you’ve begun to think you can do what
you like. Everyone has noticed it, even the guests!’

She thrust her hands into the pockets of her silk dressing-
down. Her eyes grew small. She came towards me. A light
breeze from behind her brought a smell of perfume and female
sweat that seemed to scorch my body. She looked at me, discon-
certed. She passed her hand over her face and went on
calmly.

‘From now on, the very first sign of trouble from you and
you’re dismissed. You can go now.’

I slipped off to the kitchen. It was time for the washing-up.
From the kitchen I saw Madame put on her topee and go out
to inspect Baklu’s washing hanging in the yard.

‘Washman, washman,’ she called.

No reply. She sprang into the washhouse like a wounded
panther. I knew Baklu went to sleep there through the after-
noon waiting for his washing to dry in the sun. If you listened
carefully you could hear his snores from the kitchen. There
came the sound of a raised voice.

‘Baklu in trouble,’” said the cook.

‘Idle creature! You lazy idle loafer!” shricked Madame.
‘Where do you think you are. .. where do any of you think you
are? His lordship takes his ease ... Go on, out you get!’

Baklu, only half awake, came lurching across the yard fol-
lowed by Madame. For a moment she hesitated in her pursuit
of the huge craggy frame fluttering in its worn-out doorman’s
uniform, and Baklu stopped, rubbing his eyes and suppressing
a yawn. Madame’s vociferations seemed gradually to make
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him aware of her presence. Then full realization dawned. . . he
had the Commandant’s wife on his heels. He began to move on
in some alarm. They both came up to where the washing line
was stretched across.

‘You call that clean?’ shouted Madame, seizing pairs of the
Commandant’s underpants and vests and flinging them at
Baklu’s head. ‘You loafer.’

The Commandant’s khaki shorts, Madame’s chemises, her
slips, the sheets, all came flying at his head. He was intoning his
excuses and Madame, her lower lip stuck out and pulling a
strange face, mimicked him, rocking her head from side to
side.

‘They won’t come like new, they won’t come like new . ..’

Baklu was picking up the washing all around him. Madame
seemed not to hear him. She went on and on. I had never seen
her like this before.

‘What can one expect from any of you!” she said. ‘And when
people who really knew what they were talking about told me, I
didn’t believe them! ... Well, there’s going to be a change ...’

“The prison-director knew what he was talking about when
he said what you needed was the big stick,” she went on. ‘Well,
that’s what you’re going to get, that’s what you’re going to get.
We shall see who wins in the end.’ '

She looked towards the kitchen and saw us at the window.
Then it was our turn. She carried out an inspection and found a
broken decanter. She fixed a price and deducted it from the
cook’s wages and mine. It came to half~ our month’s earn-
ings.

‘And that’s only a beginning,’ she said, ‘only a beginning.’

She went on talking for a long while standing in the doorway
of the kitchen. She called the cook an old baboon. She loured.
Then finding she could think of nothing else to say, she ran
back to the Residence. The door of the drawing-room was
slammed. Later we heard the noise of the truck being driven
out of the garage. The sentry ran round to join us in the
kitchen. He waved his huge arms about, doubling up with
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laughter. He stole a quick glance back towards the Residence
to reassure himself.

‘She’s gone,” he said, ‘today’s Thursday.” He smiled know-
ingly.

‘T hadn’t thought of that,’ said Baklu. ‘Anyway she’s ready
for it. Lucky director. Madame is really ready.’

‘Did you see under her armpits?’ added the sentry. ‘It was
coming down like rain. She was ready for it all right!’

The cook was bent over cleaning some beans. He w1ped his
hand across his face.

‘I shall never save up enough to buy a wife,” he said. ‘There’s
not enough left now to buy cigarettes .. ..’ '

‘Fancy being at the mercy of a bitch like that,’ said the sentry
sadly. ‘

We were silent.

‘Fancy . ..’ I heard myself repeating.

* * E

My master is off into the bush again this morning. He is inde-
fatigable. I am frightened. It makes things very awkward for
me. While he was here I had some security. What has Madame
* got up her sleeve? She says nothing. She won’t even call me by
name. She just signals. She signalled me to come this morning
when she gave me the letter. I had to take it to her lover as soon
as her husband had gone.

The prison-director was busy with two Africans suspected of
stealing from M. Janopoulos. He was ‘teaching them how to
behave’.

"With the help of a constable he was giving them a flogging in
front of M. Janopoulos. They were stripped to the waist and
handcuffed. There was a rope round their necks, tied to the
pole in the Flogging Yard, so that they couldn’t turn their
necks towards the blows.

It was terrible. The hippopotamus-hide whip tore up their
flesh. Every time they groaned it went through my bowels.
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M. Moreau with his hair down over his face and his shirt sleeves
rolled up was setting about them so violently that I wondered,
in agony of mind, if they would come out of it alive. Chewing
on his cigar M. Janopoulos released his dog. It mouthed about
the heels of the prisoners and tore at their trousers.

‘Confess, you thieves,” shouted M. Moreau. ‘Give them the
butt of your rifle, Ndjangoula.’

The huge Sara ran up, presented his weapon and brought
down the butt on the suspects. ,

‘Not on the head, Ndjangoula, they’ve got hard heads. In the
kidneys.’

Ndjangoula brought the butt down on their kidneys. They
~ went down, got up and then went down again under another
violent blow to the kidneys.

Janopoulos was laughing. M. Moreau panted for breath. The
prisoners had lost consciousness. :

M. Moreau is right, we must have hard heads. When Ndjan-
goula brought down his rifle butt the first time, I thought their
skulls would shatter. I could not hold myself from shaking as I
watched. It was terrible. I thought of all the priests, all the
pastors, all the white men, who come to save our souls and
preach love of our neighbours. Is the white man’s neighbour
only other white men? Who can go on believing the stuff we
are served up in the churches when things happen like I saw
today... -

It will be the usual thing. M. Moreau’s suspects will be sent
to the ‘Blackman’s Grave’ where they will spend a few days
painfully dying. Then they will be buried naked in the pris-
oners’ cemetery. On Sunday, the priest will say, ‘Dearly be-
loved brethren, pray for all those prisoners who die without -
making their peace with God.” M. Moreau will present his up-
turned topee to the faithful. Everyone will put in a little more
than he had intended. All the money goes to the whites. They
are always thinking up new ways to get back what little money
they pay us.

How wretched we are.
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I can’t remember what I did when I got back to the Resi-
dence, I was so upset by what I had seen. There are some things
it is better never to see. Once you have seen them, you can
never stop living through them over and over again.

I don’t think I shall ever forget what I have seen. I shall
never forget that guttural, inhuman cry from the smaller of the
two suspects when Ndjangoula brought the butt down on him
with such force that even M. Moreau swore under his breath
and M. Janopoulos dropped his cigar. The whites went off,
shrugging and gesticulating. M. Moreau turned round sud-
denly and beckoned to me. He grabbed me by the shoulder.
Janopoulos exchanged glances with him. I could feel his hand
through my jersey, burning and damp. When we were out of
sight of M. Janopoulos, M. Moreau took his hand from my
shoulder and began to feel in his pockets. He offered me a
cigarette and lit up himself.

‘Don’t you smoke?’ he said, offering me a light.

‘Not in the daytime,’ I said, not knowing what to say.

He shrugged and took a long draw at his cigarette. _

‘Tell Madame I’ll be over at . . . let me see’ (he looked at his
watch) ‘um ... um ... I'll be over at three o’clock. All
right?’ :

‘Yes, Sir, yes, Sir,” I said.

He held me by the back of my neck and made me look at
him. The cigarette I had put behind my ear fell down. I tried to
bend down and pick it up so I would not have to look at him.
He put his foot on the cigarette and I felt his fingers tighten on
my neck. :

‘No tricks with me, eh?’ he said, under his breath, forcing me
to stand upright.

‘Listen, my lad,” he said, ‘those chaps in there . . . they know
me ... See?” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder towards
the prison. Then he smiled and tossed me the packet of ciga-
rettes. His movement was so unexpected that I missed my
catch. The packet flew over my head.

‘Pick it up ... it’s for you,” he said, laughing. ‘You play
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along with me, you get things given you. You’re a friend of
mine, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, Sir,’ I heard myself say.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘You remember what I told you?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘What did I tell you?’

‘You said you were coming to see Madame at three
o’clock.’

‘Good ... Don’t forget to tell her . When is the Com-
mandant commg back?’ .

‘I don’t know, Sir.’

‘Good. Off you go,’ he said, tossing me a five-franc note.

He turned and went away.

When I got back to the Re31dence I found my hand had torn
the note to pieces.

Madame was watching for me to come back, pretending to
be busy with the flowers. She came up to where I was. Then her
smile froze. She went red. She tried to look me back in the eye
but turned away. She slapped at an imaginary fly on her leg.

‘He will come at three . . . at siesta time,’ I said moving off.

Her lips moved. Her breasts were going up and down like a
bellows. Her colour became ashen. She cupped her chin in her
left hand, smoothing her dress with the other.

When I joined the cook he said to me:

‘You’re going to be in trouble, talking to Madame all the
time with a smile at the corner of your mouth ... Didn’t you
hear how she said, “Thank you, Monsieur Toundi”. It’s a bad
sign when a white starts being polite to a native ...’

M. Moreau was there well before three o’clock. Madame was'
waiting for him, swinging in her hammock. He had changed his
shirt. Over the khaki shorts he had been wearing in the morn-
ing he wore a big coloured shirt rather like a Hausa’s boubou.
He did not come by the usual path, the one he had worn him-
self coming on moonlight nights when the Commandant was
away. This path emerged directly underneath Madame’s
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window. We wondered why he had taken the main road instead
where he could be seen from the doctor’s house just below the
Residence. He came along swinging a little chain around his
fingers. When Madame saw him coming she called me and told
me to bring two whiskies. Madame always drinks spirits when
her husband is away. She jumped out of the hammock and
offered the prison-director her arm. It was bare to the shoulder
and he kept his lips pressed to it for a long while. He was
confident and expectant. Madame twisted herself away, stand-
ing up on her toes. They both laughed and went into the draw-
ing-room together. Madame sat down on the sofa and
indicated to the prison-director the place beside her. I drew up
a small table on which I had placed the two whiskies.

‘He’s a funny chap, your boy,” said M. Moreau as I was
going away.

~ ‘He’s Mon-sieur Toun-di,” said Madame stressing each syl-
lable.

‘How long has he been with you?’ asked M. Moreau.

‘Robert took him on,’ said Madame. ‘It seems he was Father
Gilbert’s boy. Father Gilbert’s successor spoke very well of
him ... He rather fancies himself. He has ideas about his own
importance. Just lately he has been taking liberties. But he
knows now how far he can go.’ ;

M. Moreau raised himself and stubbed out his cigarette in
the ashtray. While Madame was talking he rolled his eyes,
opened them wide, shut them and opened them again with
great sweeps of his eyebrows. He gave me a dangerous look. A

"lock of hair hanging down over his forehead trembled. He
rubbed his hands and leant towards Madame. At the same time
he kept his eyes on me.

‘Come here,” said the prison-director, beckoning me. Then
he said to Madame, “You see, he can’t look us in the eye. His
eyes are shifty like a pygmy’s. He’s dangerous. Natives are like
that. When they can’t look you in the eye it’s a sure sign they’ve
got some idea fixed in their wooden heads . . .’

He grabbed me by the neck and forced me to look at him. I
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did not resist. He turned his head and said to Madame:

‘That’s funny. You’d better get rid of him. I'll find you
someone else. The place for this one is with me ... at
Bekon,* he added, using the word in my own language.

‘Robert is attached to him,” said Madame, ‘though I don’t
know what he sees in him . .. I've asked him several times to
sack him but you know how obstinate Robert is ...’

So, I was still at the Residence because of the Commandant,
I was right to be frightened when he was away.

‘It’s no good pretending to be putting away the china,’ said
Madame, raising her voice. ‘Open a bottle of Perrier and then
leave us alone, Monsieur Toundi.’

I brought the bottle of fizzing water.

‘Will Madame be wanting anything else?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she said impatiently. -

I bowed and backed out of the room. When I was beneath -
the veranda I heard the door shut and the key turn in the
lock. )

A song was running in my head. I noticed I was singing it out
loud. It is a song we sing in French when someone is dying.

Shut the door, Saint Peter,

Shut the door and hang up your keys
- He’s not coming, he’s not dying —

Shut the door, Saint Peter,

Shut the door and hang up your keys.,

* * %

Baklu with his right hand up to his nose was holding one of

Madame’s sanitary towels between the thumb and finger of his

left. He tried to come into the kitchen. The cook shut the door

against him and began to swear. Baklu went back to the wash-

house, roaring with laughter. He came back a few moments
*Prison
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later sniffing his fingers which were dripping with water and
trying to dry them by waving them about in the air.
~ The cook half opened the door and shouted through, ‘Don’t’
come in here, don’t come in here.’

‘What’s the matter?’ said Baklu, laughing. ‘You’re getting
very particular. Just to look turns.you over. What about me, I
have to wash it with my hands.’

He shook his hands about and went on:

‘What do you expect. Everyone has his job. You’re in the
pots and pans and I'm in the washtub.’

The cook watched him, horrified. Baklu still went on.

‘What amazes me is that you still haven’t got over these
things,” he said to the cook. ‘It can’t be the first time you’ve
seen one of them ...’

The cook passed his hand over his face. ‘It’s not the same,
seeing them,” he said, ‘the eye seems to be a long way away.
What would our ancestors say if they saw us washing things
like that for the whites?”

‘There are two worlds,” said Baklu, ‘ours is a world of re-
spect and mystery and magic. Their world brings everything
into the daylight, even the things that weren’t meant to be ...
Well we must get used toit... We laundrymen are like doctors,
we touch the things that dlsgust ordinary men.’

‘What are we to these whites?” asked the cook. ‘Everyone I
have ever worked for has handed over these things to the laun-
dryman as if he wasn’t a man at all . . . these women have no
shame ...’

‘Shame, you talk about ... burst out Baklu. ‘They are
corpses. Do corpses feel shame? How can you talk about
shame for these white women who let themselves be kissed on
the mouth in full daylight in front of everybody? Who spend
all their time rubbing their heads against their husbands’
cheeks or their lovers more often, sighing, not caring where
they are? Who are only good in bed and can’t even wash their
pants or their sanitary towels ... They say they work hard in
their own country. But those who come here . . .’
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Baklu was going on with this when Madame appeared on the
veranda. He looked at her, gave a little nod, and winked at
us.

‘Washman,” she called, ‘what are you doing over there?’

‘Nothing, Madame, I was just talking about my girl-
friend ...

Madame bit her lip so as not to laugh. She forced herself to
say, ‘Back to work. This is not the time . ..

Baklu hurried off towards the washhouse.

* * *

I was surprised today to see the doctor’s wife appear on the
steps outside the Residence. It was four o’clock and Madame
was still not awake. I ran out to meet the doctor’s wife and take
her umbrella. She pushed me to one side, averting her head.
She swept up the last two steps and on to the veranda. She
hammered at the door. There was no answer. She turned
around, came back to the top of the steps and hesitated. She
realized reluctantly she would have to ask for my help. She
raised her straggly eyebrow., and spoke through clenched gold
teeth.

I ran to Madame’s bedroom. The door was open. She was
asleep with her mouth open, one arm hanging down beside the’
bed, her legs crossed. There was a fly like a beauty spot on her
cheek. She was wearing drawers and had undone her bodice
revealing her firm breasts under the pink brassiere.

I coughed loudly and gave a little tap at the door. She sighed,
opened her eyes and leapt out of bed, hastily covermg her
breasts.

I excused myself by saymg, “The doctor’s wife is on the ver-
anda.’

She buttoned up her bodice, watching me with a contained
contemptuous anger.

‘Show her to the living-room,’ she said. “‘You don’t bother to
knock on the door any more?’
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‘The door was open, Madame,’ I said, ‘but I knocked all the
same.’ '

‘That will do,” she said. ‘Go and make up some lemon juice
and Perrier water.’

She slammed the door on me. When I got back to the ver-
anda the doctor’s wife was powdering herself and pulling faces
into a tiny mirror she held in the palm of her hand. She gave no
sign that she had heard me come back. She was trying to stretch
her non-existent lips as far as they would go. At each move-
ment wrinkles sprouted as if by magic under her little lustreless
eyes. She put away her mirror and compact. When she caught
sight of me, she checked a nervous start. Again she raised her
straggly eyebrows and stretched her mouth tight in a strange
grin. I bowed and threw open the door of the drawing-room.

She stalked haughtily inside. I showed her a chair. At this
point Madame appeared.

She had had time to slip on her grey silk dress and to com-
pose her face. What a pleasure it was to receive a visit from the
doctor’s wife, she said, putting on a great air of delighted aston-
ishment. The doctor’s wife said how well Madame was looking
and Madame pretended that she thought the tiny hat the
doctor’s wife was wearing was very smart. They talked about
the heat and the next rains. The doctor’s wife, like most old
colonials, loved exaggerating. She asked after the Com-
mandant, was full of his praise and then went on without a
pause for breath to talk about Mme Salvain and her husband
and then about all the other Europeans in Dangan. She men-
tioned a bout of malaria which had overtaken her husband and -
broke off only to give me a distant “Thank you’ as an indication
that I should pour no more from the jug into her glass.
Madame listened with now and then a little forced smile, hold-
ing her head between her thumb and finger. They raised their
glasses, put them to their lips and then, almost in the same
instant put them down again. The doctor’s wife placed her
hands together. She leant towards Madame and then flung her-
self against the back of her armchair with a little high-pitched
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laugh. Then she leant forward again. They smoked cigarettes.
The doctor’s wife began to repeat over again everything she
had said since the conversation began. She talked of her daugh-
ter who was studying medicine in Paris, of next winter when
she wotuild see her again.

At first I listened to their conversation as I usually do, pre-
tending to be busy in the room. When my ears were tired, I
began to think of other things. I had lost all awareness of what
they were saying, when a word from the doctor’s wife roused
my attention. I had just caught part of a phrase that she had
spoken, leaning over, into Madame’s ear. )

‘... it was yesterday, in the afternoon ...’ she was saying.
They both looked at me at the same time and Madame went
red. They took no more notice of me.

‘You know,” said the doctor’s wife, ‘they think we can’t
understand their language. My boys jumped out of their skins
yesterday when I caught them on the veranda pointing at M. -
Moreau who was passing your house. They were all talking and
laughing and shouting, “Toundi, Toundi”. I asked them what
they were looking at and they told me that. ..

The doctor’s wife bent over farther towards Madame and
they both turned and looked at me. Madame lowered her
eyes.

‘They are like that,” said the doctor’s wife. ‘Awkward and
indiscreet. They are everywhere except where you want
them...’

Though she was whispering right into Madame’s ear I
caught her last words.

‘You ought to be careful ... there is still time since your
husband does not know . . .’

Madame was about to put her head into her hands but she
checked herself, emptied her glass and wiped off the little drops
of perspiration that studded her face The two women got up
and went out on to the veranda. They talked together for a long
time. The bugle from the police camp sounded half past five.
Madame went with the doctor’s wife as far as the road.
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When she came back she called the cook to light the Aida
lamp. Lighting the lamp every evening at the hour when the
first moths came brushing by was my job. Father Gilbert had
taught me how to light a petrol lamp and I was rather proud of
my special skill: At the Residence all the other servants were
scared stiff to go near one of these lamps. There were several
women in the location who had been widowed when a petrol
lamp exploded in a houseboy’s hands.

The cook pretended not to hear. Madame went to the
kitchen. She went on pretending not to notice me, caught the
cook’s apron and indicated the lamp on the veranda. The cock
waved his hands beseechingly and said that in all the years he
had been working with Europeans he had never lit an Aida
lamp. Madame was not discouraged. She called for Baklu who
at that time must have been somewhere in the location, sleep-
ing off his beer.

Once more she pointed the cook to the veranda. He reared
away like a sheep from the dip. Madame controlled a flash of
anger and came towards me. She seemed to be making an effort
to speak to me. I did not wait but went off to light the lamp.

The veranda, the courtyard and the kitchen were flooded
with light. Madame was walking up and down. She crossed and
recrossed the patch of shadow between the kitchen and the
washhouse. The cook went across the yard with a steaming
dish on his head.

T hurried to get the table laid. Madame came in. She did not
raise her head or open her mouth through the meal. After-
wards, she said we could go.

* * *

Madame was writing letters. She raised her head from time to
time and without seeing me her eyes wandered over the re-
frigerator I was polishing. She pushed away the table she had
been writing on and went over to the bowl of flowers in the
drawing-room. She picked a few petals of hibiscus and put
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them into an envelope. She moistened the flap with her little
pink tongue and stuck it down. She got up, collected her papers
and went into her bedroom. ‘

‘Boy, is my shower ready?’ she called to me through the
dividing wall.

‘Yes, Madame,’ I said.

She tried to whistle but soon ran out of breath and fell silent.
The noise of a bottle smashing on the cement floor brought a
sharp ‘damn!’ She called me to clear up the mess. It was one of
* the bottles of a preparation she puts on her face at night. Pieces
of broken glass had gone under the bed. I knelt down and
probing under the bed with the broom brought out not only
broken glass but also some little rubber bags. There were two
of them. Madame heard the sound of sweeping stop and looked
round. When she saw me turning the little bags over and over
with the end of the broom she sprang on me and tried to push
them back under the bed with her foot. Instead she trod on
one of them and a little liquid squirted out of it on to the
fioor.

‘Get out,’ she screamed. ‘Get out. You don’t know what they
are?’ she went on, out of control. ‘You don’t know? Con-
traceptives: contraceptives. Go on, tell everybody. What a sub-
ject for all the houseboys in Dangan to talk about. Go on. Get
out.’

There are times when the anger of white people leaves you
completely blank. While all this was going in I did not under-
stand anything. Madame pushed me outside and I stood com-
pletely bewildered on the veranda.

The cook was watching from the kitchen window. He shook
his head sadly, slapped his right hand against his left, and put
the palm of his left hand up to his mouth. This was a way he
had of indicating his astonishment. Today it merely irritated
me. He turned his head and disappeared. I stood there,
stunned, clutching my broom.

Twent down the steps and into the kitchen. The cook had his
back to me. For a good minute he did not speak. Then he said:
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‘Toundi, will you never learn what a houseboy’s job is? One of
these days you’ll be the cause of real trouble. When will you
grasp that for the whites, you are only alive to do their work
and for no other reason. I am the cook. The white man does
not see me except with his stomach. You lads of today, I don’t
know what’s the matter with you. The white man hasn’t
changed since the Germans went. Only the language has
changed. Ah, you lads of today, how you grieve us!’

He paused.

‘What have you been doing to Madame this morning?’

" He repeated his question. . A

‘Don’t look at me with those eyes,’ he said, ‘I am old enough
to be your father. It is the voice of wisdom ... outside his hole
the mouse does not defy the cat.’

‘What yousay is true,” I said. ‘But tell me . . . these little bags
made of rubber . . . mustn’t the houseboy. ..’

I was not allowed to finish. His face which a moment before
had been so solemn was split from side to side by an enormous
peal of laughter. He dropped down on to an empty packing
case, shaken by spasms of laughter. He looked up at me and
new gusts of laughter shook him. Baklu ran over from the
washhouse.

‘What’s the matter?” he demanded, getting ready to laugh
himself. “‘What is it?’

The cook was holding his sides. He raised his arms towards
me but another fit of laughter overtook him and he had to drop
them. He pointed and wiped his eyes. Baklu bared his teeth. He
was giving himself an advance on the laugh which the cook
gasping, ‘Wait, wai . .. wait’ was promising him. After a while
the cook grew calmer. He hitched up his trousers with his fore-
arm. Then he went over to the sideboard. He was like a gorilla
approaching a tree. He poured himself a little glass of wine,
cleared his throat and came back to sit on the box.

‘A chance to laugh like that,” he said, ‘only comes once a
year.’

He wiped his eyes again.
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‘Don’t be so selfish,” said Baklu, impatiently. ‘Are you put-
ting a price on the news?’

‘A wife!’ said the cook bursting with laughter. He meant that
this news was so expensive that he would have to tell him it for
nothmg

‘All right,” he began. ‘Toundl and Madame have been quar-
relling over little bags ..

‘Little bags?’ sald Baklu, hangmg his lip, pretending to be
puzzled.

‘The little rubber bags, you know . . . that the whites ..

- He completed the sentence by grasping his private parts.
Baklu folded in two and moved backwards step by step until
his bottom bumped against the sideboard. He slid slowly to the
ground and his shoulders rose and fell while he gave little dog-
like yelps. The cook got up and went to thump him on the
- shoulder. ’

‘It’s a long time since I had a laugh like that,’ said Baklu
dusting the seat of his trousers.

‘Come on, tell us about it!” the cook said, digging me in the
ribs.

He did not give me a chance to begin before he burst out
again, ‘These whites with their craze for puiting clothes on
everything, even their. ..’

They both dissolved into laughter again. :

‘Still, what are they for?’ said Baklu, putting on an act of
innocence.

‘To do things properly . . They put it on, like a hat or a pair
of gloves ...’ said the cook in an offhand, knowmg manner,
mocking my innocence.

“That’s it,’ sald Baklu. ‘It’s the thing to wear for that par-
ticular occasion.’

They laughed again. :

‘Hey, I must go,’ said Baklu moving off ‘T’ve got a couple of
baskets of dirty clothes .

The cook sniffed and w1ped his nose w1th the back of his
hand. '
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‘Never mind, lad,” he said to me. ‘It’s never out of season to
have a good laugh even at a dead man’s wake. You’re not going
to hold it against me for having a bloody good laugh, are
you?’

He smiled and then became serious agam

‘I suppose you’ve upset Madame,’ he said. ‘Your broom
reached a bit too far. You see, it’s a bit like you coming across
M. Moreau’s old man itself in the Residence. Women can’t
forgive a thing like that. It’s worse than if you’d looked up her
frock. A white woman just can’t let her houseboy find things
like that ...

He was trying hard not to laugh again. His strong lower jaw
was shaking. He turned his back and I could see his neck
quivering.

Madame appeared on the steps. She opened her mouth but
no sound came from her throat. She called me at last and told
me to bring my broom. She snatched it out of my hands and
disappeared. A moment later I heard the faint scratching
sound of straw on the cement.

‘Looks as if she’s going to sweep the bedroom herself,” said
the cook. ‘I only wish she’d try the cooking too.’

‘She is sweeping her bedroom herself,” called Baklu in the
vernacular. ‘If only she would do her own washing!’

At eleven when Madame had finished dressing, the doctor’s
wife came to fetch her in the car. '

‘I shan’t be in for lunch,” she told us. There was a slight
quaver in her voice.

The car drove off. As soon as it was out of sight Baklu and
the sentry joined us. They began to laugh again.

‘T’ve heard all about it,” said the sentry. ‘I thought I was
going to split myself inside this belt.’

He plucked at his cartridge pouch.

‘What are these Europeans going to think up next?’ said the
cook. ‘They are already uncircumcized and yet they have to
find other things to put round it.’
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‘The things they buy at the chemists stop their wives getting
pregnant,’ said Baklu. ‘And they use them when they sleep with
native women so that they won’t get the disease. One of the
orderlies told me ...’

‘If they don’t want their wives pregnant why do they do it at
all?’ asked the sentry. ‘They are mad, these whites. How can
they say they are really doing it at all when it is just with a little
bit of rubber?’

They discussed contraceptives all the afternoon.

Madame came back at four o’clock. She walked across the
yard, her head bent. She vanished into her room and did not
reappear until dinner. She hardly touched the chicken but ate a
banana and drank her usual cup of coffee. She swallowed her
tablets and told us not to go away before midnight.

When we left she was already snoring. The sentry helped me
to shut the doors and windows of the Residence.

* * *

Madame asked the cook to find her a chambermaid and this
morning he brought the girl he has found. He says she is the
cousin of the niece of his sister’s brother-in-law,

Very well developed at the back-and her breasts still firm.
She came barefoot, wearing a tailored jacketover hercloth and a
single golden earring to set off her poverty. A real girl of the
soil. Thick lips, black eyes and a sleepy expression on her face.
She was waiting for Madame, sitting on the top step with a twig
in her mouth.

The cook told us that he had only found out last night that
they were related. Yes, she really was the cousin of the niece of
his sister’s brother-in-law.

‘She’s a town-girl,” he told us,” ‘she’s never been back to the
village. The whites are all crazy about her behind, well you’ve
seen it, those lovely elephant’s livers bulging beneath her cloth
... but she’ll never make her fortune. Her parents must have
eaten a travelling salesman. She can’t stop still in one place. She
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lived on the coast with a white man. He was talking about
marrying her and taking her home with him. And you know,
when a white man marries a daughter of our people, she’s
usually something very special. Thewhite man had no heart left,
the cousin of the niece of my sister’s brother-in-law swallowed
it up in one night. They say you could see him sitting all day
long with Kalisia — that’s her name - on his bony knees. Then,
one morning, Kalisia went off, just like that, when the birds
were off at the end of the dry season. The white man cried and
moved heaven and earth to find her again. They were fright-
ened he would go out of his mind and the Commandant in
charge there had him sent home. Kalisia had had enough of
whites and she lived for a long time with one of the coast
negroes you know, the ones with salty skins. Then she left
him. She lived with other white men, other blacks, and other
‘men who were not quite black and not quite white. Then she
came back to Dangan like a bird comes to earth when it is tired
of flying in the air . . .

‘And this is the one you have picked to be Madame’s
chambermaid?’ asked Baklu, somewhat overwhelmed by this
history. ‘There are plenty of women down in the township ...’

‘Madame said I must find a clean girl who understood
French and was not a thief. I couldn’t have found anyone
better. And what is more, she knows whites better than any of
us,” he added, looking at each of us in turn.

‘I'm afraid this girl will start trouble that will land us all in
jail, said Baklu. Any man with eyes can hardly see her with-
out...

The cook laughed.

‘Are you talking about the Commandant or about one of
us?’ he asked. ‘I know the Commandant. He’s the kind of
white man who will always suppress his feelings however
strong they are . . . Besides, his wife is here; there is no danger.
The Residence is not very big and I don’t somehow see the
Commandant climbing into a ditch. .

‘You can’t always rely on a sense of dlgmty in these matters,’
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said Baklu, ‘especially with whites. Look at Madame ...’

‘We shall see,’ said the cook. “‘Women can sense these things.
I can tell you that if Madame takes Kalisia on, it means that
she doesn’t think she’s a danger ...

Nine o’clock came and Madame was still asleep. By now the
heat of the sun had become overpowering. The skin began to
toast pleasantly, Kalisia had stripped her shoulders. She drew
her knees up under her chin and began to doze like the little
grey lizard that was squatting in a scrap of newspaper just
beside her. Baklu was stretched out on his stomach behind the
washhouse and I was sitting at the top of the flight of steps
waiting for Madame to wake up and letting a sense of warm
well-being soak into my body. ,

Suddenly Madame’s bedroom window opened. I woke up
with a start. She rubbed her eyes and buttoned up the top of her
pyjamas. She stretched herself, stified a yawn and called me.
She did not open the door but spoke to me through the par-
tition. She sent me to change the water in her shower. She
wanted to wash herself in cold water. At eleven o’clock, fresh
as a day-old chick, she went on a tour of inspection of the
rooms I had cleaned. She looked at the day’s menu, went to see
how much wine was left, drank the glass of lemon juice which
I make for her every morning and began to go through the pile
of letters waiting for her on the couch.
~ The cook came in. Madame asked him irritably what he
wanted.

‘Girl for chambermaid outside ...” he said with a broad
smile, bowing deeply.

The cook had a natural flair for showing respect. You have
only to watch him making a bow before Madame or the Com-
mandant. It begins with an imperceptible quivering of the
shoulders. This gradually spreads through his whole body.
Then his body as if it were under the sway of some mysterious
force begins to bend slowly forward. He lets it go, his arms
tight against his sides, his stomach pulled in until his head lolls
on his breast. At the same time little dimples of laughter appear
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in his cheeks. When he has reached the position of a tree about
to topple from the axe, he gives a broad grin.

‘Ever since Madame told him he was quite a gentleman the
cook has felt his importance swelling daily after every bow.

He did not notice the icy look that Madame gave him over
the top of the letter she was hurriedly reading.

‘Where is she?’ asked Madame.

The cook ran out and called Kalisia. She replied by a little
humming sound and buttoned up her jacket. She pulled the
twig she had been sucking out of her mouth and began to climb
the steps nonchalantly. Everything about her seemed weary.
She made no attempt to lift her feet which caught against every
step as she climbed. She leaned in the doorway and gazed at us.
Madame had gone back to reading her letter. She held it in one
hand while with the other from time to time she tapped her
cigarette-holder. The cook stood to attention by her side star-
ing up at the ceiling.

Atlast Madame came to the end of her letter. She sighed and
looked up at us each in turn. )

‘Bring the woman in,” she said to the cook.

He signalled to Kalisia. She coughed, passed her hand over
her lips and stepped into the room.

Madame put her mail to one side and crossed her legs. Kali-
sia stared at Madame with that look of insolent indifference
that always infuriates her when it comes from an African. The
contrast between the two women was striking. The African was
completely calm with a calmness that seemed nothing could
ever trouble. She looked at Madame without concern, with the
vacant look of a ruminant sheep ... Madame changed colour
twice. Suddenly her dress became damp at the armpits. This
wave of perspiration always heralded one of her rages. She
looked Kalisia up and down. The corners of her mouth were
turned down. She stood up. Kalisia was slightly taller. Madame
began to walk round her. Kalisia although she pretended to be
staring intently at her hands was now completely absent.
Madame came back and sat down in front of her. She stamped
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her foot. The cook clicked his heels. Kalisia looked across to
her kinsman, giving a tiny glance at Madame on the way.
Madame went red. I turned my head away so as not to smile.

‘Monsieur Toundi!’ she thundered.

She lit a cigarette and inhaled. As she blew out the smoke her
whole body seemed to go slack. Her forehead was beaded with
drops of sweat.

‘Have you been a chambermald before?” she asked
Kalisia.

‘Yeeeeeesss,” said I"alls1a with a smile.

‘Where was that?’

‘Over there - by the sea,’” said Kalisia pointing with her arm
westward towards the sea.

I could hardly hold myself. I bit my lips. Kalisia had a rather
special idea of what her job was. I broke in and explained to
Madame that she would have to put the question in a different
way — something like, ‘Have you ever been a lady’s houseboy?’
Kalisia gave an ‘Ah’ and told me in the vernacular that they
would have had an interesting conversation at complete cross
purposes.

Kalisia then admitted that she had never been a chamber-
maid in her life but that she would do her best to give satisfac-
tion because from now on she did not want to earn her living in
any other way. Madame seemed touched by this half-con-
fession. At once, now that Kalisia had offered a kind of.self-
excuse, Madame regained her air of superiority.

‘T will see what I can do for you,’ she said. ‘Toundi will show
you round.’

She dismissed us with the back of her hand.

‘You can begin right away,” she called after us.

Kalisia followed me into Madame’s bedroom. _

‘These whites are rich,” she said, looking round the room. ‘I
like working for whites like these. You know, when they are
poor they are as mean as a catechist ... I once lived with a
white man who used to count the lumps of sugar and measure
the loaf after every meal. What are they like here?’
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‘All right when they are not angry,’ I said. “You’ll see.’

‘The mistress is beautiful,” said Kalisia. ‘A white woman
with eyes like hers can’t do without a man. Let me see’ (she
went to peep at Madame through a crack in the door, ‘I’d say
she couldn’t do without a man even for a fortnight . . . I bet she
has a lover. Who is he?’

‘You’ll see for yourself,’ I said.

““You rascal, you rogue, you sly devil,” she shouted. ‘Slender
hips like you’ve got are often the nest for a great big snake.” She
pinched my buttocks. ‘Don’t think Madame doesn’t know that
as welll’

. She made a grab at my sexual parts and gave a little hoarse
cry.

‘See, I was right,” she said. “That’s already had a taste of
white flesh, I know. It’s you. It’s you that’s Madame’s man. I
knew right away. You only have to look at her eyes when she
talks to you.’

This was really too much. Her familiarity and abandon
made me furious. I turned on her, my eyes blazing. She was
dashed at once.

‘I didn’t mean to make you angry, ray brother,” she said, so
repentant that myanger quickly drained away.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘Only you went a littie too far...’
‘'We both smiled. She winked at me and we turned Madame’s
mattress.

‘What is she like?’ she asked me after a pause.

‘Who?’ T asked.

‘Madame,’ she said.

I made a vague gesture.

‘How many times do you do it a week?’ she went on ques-
tioning.

Ilifted up my arms in astonishment.

‘Listen,” I said. ‘Either you must keep your mouth shut or
you must go back home. You may be crazy but I am not.

‘Oh, dear,’ she said. ‘So there really is nothing between you?
Still, you re a man. Down on the coast, the houseboys sleep
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with their Madames, it’s quite normal. Up here you’re all too
scared of the whites ... It’s silly to be so scared, I can tell
you... '
‘All right,’ I cut her off.

We spread the coverlet over the bed. Madame came into the
room and made no comment on our work.

‘She really is a woman,” said the terrible Kalisia when
Madame had gone.

Kalisia is going to work for two hours every day at the Resi-
dence. Still, she really is rather splendid.

* * *

The Commandant arrived out of the blue this afternoon. We
were not expecting him before the end of the week. Madame
herself seemed disconcerted.

The Commandant’s face was drawn. In his crumpled grubby
shorts he looked like a schoolboy who had been playing truant.
He got out of the car without a word, picked up his briefcase,
brushed his lips against Madame’s forehead and made his way
heavily to his room. Madame told us to unload the car and
then went after him. She left the door open behind her.

She called to her husband and asked him what was wrong.
He replied with a grunt. She went on badgering him and at last
he said that she was looking too well to go worrying over him.
She was silent for a moment. Then she told him he was being
unfair.

She went and lay down in her hammock on the veranda and
for a long time was lost in her thoughts. After he had rested the
Commandant called for a shower. Later he appeared, shaved
and pomaded. The colour had come back to his face. He had
put on his white linen suit and was going through the official
correspondence which the orderly had brought to Madame.
She did not speak. The Commandant seemed to have forgotten
she was there. He went into the garden and walked a little way
from the Residence, his hands in his pockets. He came back
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towards the veranda and seemied to be going to his wife but he
turned off into the drawing-room.

Madame got out of her hammock and in turn went into the
garden. The Commandant called me and sent me to find her.
She was staring straight in front of her, her chin between the
thumb and finger of her right hand. She did not hear me
coming and when I coughed she was startled. She listened to
my niessage without a word and followed me back to the Resi-
dence. '

When the Commiandant called me I had the feeling he had
just changed his mind about something and that was why he
sent nie to look for Madame. He was half lying down on the
couch and holding something hidden in his hand. It was the
time for the evening apéritif. When Madanie came in I took up
nmy position beside the refrigerator as an excuse to stay in the
rooni. The Commandant did not look his wife in the eyes. He
seemed distant and bitter. '

‘What is wrong with you?’ his wife asked, touching his
shoulder. \

The Commandant shrank away. Then, noticing I was there,
he allowed his wife to touch him. He kept his left hand clasped
'under the table. Madame’s eyes and my own lighted on it
at the same moment. He raised his glass with the other hand
and eniptied it at a single gulp.- He called for some
brandy.

‘Brandy for Christ’s sake,” he bellowed.

He filled up two glasses which he drank off one after the
other. Madame tried to stop him. The Commandant pulled his
arm away violently. Madame ran off into her room.

The Commandant tried to stand up but fell. He missed the
couch and slipped down on to the floor. As I helped him up he
swore at me. I had never seen him like this, even before
Madame came. He managed eventually to get on to the seat’
again and stayed for a long time staring at the ceiling, his hands
crossed on his stomach. Suddenly Madame burst out of her
room and ordered me to go.
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‘No, let him stay,” shouted the Commandant, ‘let him stay!’

He was sitting on the edge of the couch looking at his wife.
She stood petrified in the middle of the room. Suddenly he
hurled something at her. It slid along the floor towards the
refrigerator. It was a lighter, M. Moreau’s lighter. I had only
seen it once, when M. Moreau came to dinner, but I recognized
it. : -
Madame put her head into her hands and dropped into an
armchair. _

‘What about that?’ shouted the Commandant, pointing at
the lighter. ‘What do you have to say about that, eh, Madame
Decazy?’

Sobs began to shake her shoulders but she controlled herself
and raised her head arrogantly.

‘Boy, leave us,’ she said.

‘Leave us?’ shouted the Commandant. ‘Are there any secrets
between us? All the houseboys in Dangan know about it. Yes.
You sleep with Moreau - the man you considered such a
boor...

Madame stood up. She walked up and down the room,
wringing her hands. The Commandant watched her. His eyes
were full of hatred. She walked up and down in front of him,
glancing now and then at the lighter on the floor: Then she
swung round and faced her husband. The Commandant’s eyes
passed over her shoulder and out through the open window
beyond. ‘

‘We can’t go on together after this,’ said the Commandant.
“You didn’t even give it a bit of time before you started deceiv-
ing me out here as well ... and the natives had to know all
about it before I did.’

He gave a pale smile and went on.

‘For them I was ‘“‘ngovina ya ngal a ves zut bisalak a be
metua’’. Do you know what that means? Of course you don’t.
You never bothered to learn the local language. Well, it means
everywhere I go I am now the Commandant whose wife opens
her legs in ditches and in cars.’
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‘It’s not true,’ cried Madame. ‘It’s not true!’

She began to sob.

‘And I did not know I had the honour to be cuckolded by
Monsieur Moreau!’ said the Commandant contemptuously,
giving great stress to the word “Monsieur’. “This time you had
to go down to the gutter to find yourself a lover.

After a while he went on:

‘If you knew how sickened I feel .

Madame was crying. The Commandant lay down on the
couch.

‘Listen, my dear . ..’ said Madame, lifting her face, the tears
running down.

‘T know, I know,” said the Commandant, smiling at the
corners of his mouth. T know the old story. Your great weak-
ness. How easily you go off the rails. The struggle between flesh
and spirit. Well, I’'ve had about enough of it, do you hear, I've
had enough. You’ve always taken me for a fool. Ah, your
outings in the car on Thursdays! That Monsieur Moreau you
hardly ever mentioned and then only to despise him. You had
them here to dinner because we must be careful not to look
down on them just because they weren’t quite our sort. My
dear, I knew what you were up to . . . The natives were already
calling me ‘“Ngovina ya ngal a ves zut bisalak a be metua”!
Only I didn’t know it was with him ... And you ... he
shouted, lifting his head in my direction, ‘you were the go-
between, eh? For a cigarette from Moreau and a little present
from Madame - eh?’

He shook his head sadly and dropped back on to the couch.
Madame was still crying. The clock in the Residence chimed
midnight.

The Commandant was watching me out of the corner of his
eye and I could feel Madame’s eyes through her fingers. I
untied my apron. Before I went out on the veranda and hung it
up as I did every evening after my work I bowed and wished
them good night.

The Commandant stirred on the couch and turned against
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the wall. Madame came and closed the door after me.
Outside the night was like pitch. A night without star or
firefly ...

* * *

Kalisia was listening open-mouthed. Every now and then she
cracked her finger-joints with astonishment. When I had
finished telling her what I had just seen she looked at me ner-
vously and then turned away her head.

‘If I were in your place,’ she said, ‘I’d go now before the river
has swallowed me up altogether. Our ancestors used to say you
must escape when the water is still only up to the knees. While
you are still about the Commandant won’t be able to forget.
It’s silly but that’s how it is with these whites. For him, you’ll
be ... I don’t know what to call it . . . you’ll be something like
the eye of the witch that sees and knows. . . A thief or any one
with a guilty conscience can never feel at ease in the presence of
thateye...”

‘But I’m not the only one who knows that Madame sleeps
with M. Moreau ...’ I told her without much conviction. “The
Commandant himself said all the natives knew . ..

Kalisia shrugged her shoulders and said:

‘That doesn’t make any difference ... At the Residence you
are something like ... I don’t know what to call it ... some-
thing like the representative of the rest of us. I'm not talking
about my kinsman the cook or. Baklu — they are only men
because they happen to have balls. . . . If I were silly enough to
want to get married, I'd marry someone like you. I was saying
though, that because you know all their business, while you are
still here, they can never forget about it altogether. And they
will never forgive you for that. How can they go on strutting
about with a cigarette hanging out of their mouth in front of
you — when you know. As far as they are concerned you are the
one who has told everybody and they can’t help feeling you are
sitting in judgement on them. But that they can never accept
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. If I were in your shoes, I swear I'd go right away ... I
wouldn’t even wait for my month’s wages.’ :

Kalisia looked at me as if she expected I would run off as she
finished speaking. She clapped her hands, then she undid her
cloth and retied it making a great knot under her jacket.

‘All my blood has just trembled,’ she said, ‘as if I were going
to hear bad news or something terrible were going to happen

. I always feel these things . .

She would not look at me as we walked S1de by side towards
the Residence. So that I would have to go on alone she went
behind a bush and called: ,

‘Go ahead by yourself. I am going to see Monsieur W.C.
When you meet him you don’t lift your hat, you lift your .
skirt.”

Her behind disappeared into a clump of grass.

Was I afraid? I don’t think I was. Nothing that Kalisia had
said to me seemed strange. There are things one prefers not to
think about but that doesn’t mean one forgets about them.
When 1 left the Residence yesterday evening I looked round
into the darkness several times. I thought I was being followed.
I got home with a chilly sensation in my back. Lying on my
mat I went over the scene at the Residence in my mind. There
seemed no doubt that the. Commandant was quite used to being
deceived by his wife. I understand now why he pretended not
to understand or not to hear when my country-men would
greet him and shout after him ‘Ngovina ya ngal a ves zut bi-
salak’. He would begin to whistle or else, to make it quite clear
that he had not understood he would lean out of the car
window with his finger raised against the brim of his topee.

* * *

Nothing today, except steadily mounting hostility from the
Commandant. -He is becoming completely wild. Kicks and
insults have started again. He thinks this humiliates me and he
can’t find any other way. He forgets that it is all part of my job
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as a houscboy, a job which holds no more secrets for me. I
wonder why he too refers to me as ‘Monsieur Toundi’ ...

* * *

I walked in on the Commandant and Madame kissing. I
thought he would have held off longer. He was like a little boy
caught stealing something he had pretended he did not want.
Now I realize Madame can do whatever she likes.

‘You ... Now you’ve started spying on us!’ bawled the Com-
mandant, panting for breath.

All through the evening he dared not look at me. Madame
had a faint smile on her lips and her eyes were contracted to
two round dots. She stared now at the Commandant, now at
me and drummed on the table with her fingers.

* * *

The Commandant trod on my left hand. He was talking to
Madame at the time and he went on talking as if he hadn’t
noticed. He managed to bring his foot down while I was off my
guard, giving his boots a final polish before he went out. He has
no memory and no imagination. He forgets he has already tried
this on me and it did not make me cry out. As the first time he
just walked on without looking round but this time he went
jauntily like a man who feels pleased with himself.

* * *

The Commandant was sitting on the couch beside his wife with
his head in a newspaper pretending to read. I finished clearing
the table in the afternoon heat. The Commandant had not said
a word. His looks are expressive enough, especially when he is
angry. They had all been directed at me.

During the meal Madame made an unsuccessful attempt to
question her husband on the kind of morning he had had. Then
she fell into a daydream, only breaking off to serve herself as
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the dishes came round. Now she was reading side by side with
her husband. I could see his eyebrows moving over the top of
his newspaper.

“It’s hot,” he said, unbuttoning his khaki shirt. ‘It’s hot.’

‘Why don’t you take your shirt off and just sit in your vest?’
said his wife.

He unbuttoned his shirt completely and pulled it out of his
shorts but he did not take it off. His wife looked on, indifferent.
She went back to her novel.

The Commandant called for a glass of water. When I
brought it to him he asked if the water had been boiled.

‘Yes, it is always boiled,’ I said.

He picked up the glass of water between his thumb and
finger and held it up to his eyes. Then he held it at arm’s length,
raised it above his head then brought it down again to eye-
level. He brought it up to his nose, made a face, put it down on
the tray and demanded another glass.

His wife almost imperceptibly shrugged her shoulders. I
went back to the refrigerator and took the opportunity when
the Commandant was not looking to spit — just a few tiny
specks of spittle — into the clean glass I was filling. He drank it
down and put the glass back on the tray without looking at me.
He waved me away with a nervous movement of the back of his
hand.

He folded up his newspaper, stretched himself and stood up.

. He began to sniff as if he had detected a bad smell. His nose
turned first in one direction, then another, like a weather vane.
It came to rest pointing towards one of the shutters which had
been pushed to by the wind.

‘There’s a smell ... a smell in here. Open that shutter,” he
ordered.

Madame twitched her nostrils and with a delicate movement
of her body breathed the air all round her. She looked up at her
husband whose back was towards her, and went on reading.
When I had opened the shutter I came back, passing in front of -
the Commandant. He stopped me.
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‘Perhaps it’s you,” he said, lifting up his nose, ‘perhaps it’s
you.’

Madame looked up at the ceiling. The Commandant made a
movement with his chin that I should stand farther away. He
came back to the couch, tore off a strip of newspaper and went
to wedge the shutter which I had ]ust opened and which had
not swung back.

‘When there are natives about ... everythmg must be kept
wide open ... he said, trying to slip the paper into the hinge of
the window.

He went out on to the veranda and lay down in an easy chair
with his chest uncovered.

When I had finished I bowed to Madame and went off to the
kitchen. As I walked across the veranda I heard the Com-
mandant going back inside.

- * * *
I was arrested this morning. I am writing this sitting on bruised
buttocks in the house of the chief native constable who will
hand me over to M. Moreau when he comes back off tour.

It happened when I was serving breakfast. The agricultural
engineer and Gullet drew up outside with a screaming of
brakes. They ran up the steps and apologized for disturbing the
Commandant so early in the morning.

‘It’s about your houseboy,” said Gullet, tw1stmg his neck in
my direction.

The coffee-pot slipped from my hands and smashed on the
cement floor.

‘He knows why we’ve come,’ said Gullet, warming to the
business, ‘don’t you, my boy?’

The Commandant pushed away his cup, wiped his mouth
and turned towards me. Madame smiled, curling up the left
corner of her mouth. Sophie’s lover seemed rather ill at ease.
He asked Madame if he could smoke. It took him two attempts
to get the cigarette alight.- Gullet was completely composed.
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‘Now,” he began, ‘M. Magnol’s cook has disappeared with
the workmen’s wages.’

‘This came to my notice at six o’clock,’ said Sophie’s lover
with a quaver in his voice. “The box had gone from my desk. I
called my cook, whom you know,” he went on, nodding to-
wards the Commandant. ‘Her Toom was empty ... the bi...’

He coughed so as he would not have to finish and to cover up
that he had tried to correct himself when it was too late. Then
he went red.

‘She has gone off with my cashbox and my clothes,” he said,_
‘as well as her own things.’

“He gave me a look as if he could slice off my head.

‘It seems she is the fiancée-mistress of your houseboy,’ said
Gullet, rather proud of the compound noun he had invented.
‘As soon as I was warned by M. Magnol I closed the frontier.
My men are searching the location ... we thought your
boy...?

‘How much was in the box?’ asked the Commandant.

‘A hundred and fifty thousand francs,” said the agricultural
engineer, ‘a hundred and fifty thousand francs.’

‘I see,” said the Commandant, eyeing me.

His wife whispered something in his ear. I saw his eyes open
wide. They talked together for a moment. The Commandant
cleared his throat and pointed at me.

‘Well, what have you got to say?’

‘Do you know the person involved?’
‘Yes, Sir.”
‘Where is she?’
He put on his self-satisfied look, puffing out the underside of
his chin and giving a list to his shoulders. Then, after a brief
discussion with his wife, he rubbed his hands and without look-
ing at me he said:

‘Well, you will have to settle this affair with these gentle-
men... :
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Gullet twisted his neck, Sophie’s lover sighed. Madame
called Kalisia.

‘Give her your apron,’ said the Commandant without look-
ing at me,

‘Come on, let’s go,” said Gullet, getting to his feet.

The lover of Sophie went out first. They apologized once
again to the Commandant and his wife. I went after the two
white men. Big tears ran down Kalisia’s cheeks as she tied my
apron round her waist. It came right down to her ankles.
Madame went over to her flower-bed, skipping like a little
girl. :

Baklu and the cook had not yet come to work. The sentry
called down a vernacular curse on all white men.

Gullet and the lover of Sophie had come in a Land-Rover.
So that I should not escape Gullet came in the back with me.
The lover of Sophie drove. We took the road to the police
station. Gullet held on to my belt and from time to time he trod
on my big toe with his boots, all the time watching me closely.
The agricultural engineer drove at speed, pedestrians scattered
in panic as the Land-Rover lurched past.

‘What’s happened?’ shouted my countrymen in our langu-
age, waving their hands.

Gullet drew me tighter and placed his hobnailed sole on my
foot. In this way we drove through the Commercial Centre.
Then we turned off to the police camp and stopped in front of a
little discoloured tin shed. A tricolour fluttered over the roof.
This was the police station. Gullet jumped down from the
Land-Rover and dragged me with him. My knees were already
bleeding. A constable ran up and then stood to attention.
Gullet pushed me towards him. To show his enthusiasm for
duty the constable struck me heavily on the neck with the edge
of his hand. Everything was swallowed up in a great yellow .
flash.

When I came to I was lying face downwards on the ground.

Gullet was astride my back, giving me artificial respiration.

‘That’s it,” said Sophie’s lover, ‘he’s comingto.. .’
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They got me to my feet. Gullet asked me where Sophie
was.

‘Perhaps she’s gone to Spanish Guinea?’ I said.

‘How do you know?’ shouted her lover.

‘She told me . . .°

‘When, eh, when?’

‘Eight months ago...’

“You knew about last night?’ said Gullet. -

‘No, Sir,” I answered.

‘Then how do you know she was going to Spanish
Guinea?’

‘She told me she would eight months ago.’

‘Anyway, you were her lover?’

M. Magnol’s face darkened at that. He grabbed me by the
neck of my jersey and stared into my eyes.

‘Admit it,” he screamed, breathing foul breath into my face,
‘admit it.’

I felt a terrible urge to laugh. The two white men watched in
astonishment. Then Sophie’s lover let me go.

Gullet shrugged.

‘She’s not my type,’ I said, speaking to Gullet. ‘She’s not my
type ... I used to listen to her talking to me without really
seeing her...

Magnol’s hands trembled. I thought he was going to fling
himself at me. His face began to twitch all over. Little inar-
ticulate noises came out of his mouth.

‘It won’t be easy with this one,” said Gullet. ‘I don’t think
we’ll get anything out of him. We’ll go and search his place
tonight. ..

" They called the sergeant and whispered something in his ear.
The constable handcuffed me and pushed me in front of him,
We went into his house.

The sergeant is the head of the constables and his name is
Mendim me Tit. It is the funniest name I have ever heard. The
translation is ‘meat-water’.

He’s a kind of hippopotamus man. When he comes you
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withdraw strategically unless you want to make a sudden ap-
pearance in front of Saint Peter’s knocker.

When I was at the Residence I often used to say good morn-
ing to him and always fitted in a little conversation. He would
listen to me with his huge arms behind his back and his pro-
truding, strangely restless eyes seemed anxious to catch each
word as it came out of my lips. Sometimes he laughed and that
was really terrifying. The bray of an elephant and his face set in
a fixed grimace which turned my bowels to water.

He was not one of our people. He had been brought here
from somewhere over in Gabon. His arrival in Dangan had
caused a sensation.

When we were inside the sergeant took off my handcuffs.

‘We meet again, Toundi!’ he said, patting me on the
shoulder. “You’ll be all right here. But when you go to
Moreau’s ...’

He trailed off into a vague gesture. The constable who had
brought me clicked his heels and went away. Mendim me Tit
patted me on the shoulder again.

“They haven’t done much to you yet,” he said, taking a look
at me. ‘If they’ve sent you here though, that’s what it’s for ...
We must see what we can do. You must look bloody. We’ll
pour some ox blood over your shorts and jersey. Can you
cry?’

‘We began to laugh.

‘They thmk because I don’t come from round here I'll have
no mercy.’

We spent the day playing cards.

It was about eleven when Gullet and the lover of Sophie
came to the police camp. I had splashed myself with ox blood
and was lying down groaning .

Gullet shone his torch in my eyes and grabbed me by the
hair. I don’t know how I came to be really crying. I had been
practising making little sobs and by the time they came I was
crying as I had never cried in my life.

‘Good,’” said Gullet, letting go of my head. ‘Now we can give
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his place a going over. Where is Sophie?’ he asked me, grab-
bing me by the neck.

“This is a tough one,’ said Sophie’s lover to egg him on.

‘We shall see,’ said Gullet giving me a kick in the kidneys.

They made me get into the back of the Land-Rover with
Mendim. Gullet sat in front beside Sophie’s lover. We drove off.

The headlights cut a bright path of light through the great
drifts of darkness that had settled on sleeping Dangan. They
picked out the last house in the European quarter. We climbed
the next hill and then began to come down the other side
towards the African township. It lay at the foot of the hill, built
in what had once been a swamp. Soon it came into sight. Goats,
drawn by the unusual brightness, came and gathered in the
beam of our headlamps. Sophie’s lover swung the wheel about
nervously, to avoid them. Then he tired of this and bore down
directly on the animals. The Land-Rover went skidding
through the maze of decaying mud houses. I found it hard to
pick out my own place among them.

‘There, that’s where I live, the house in the headlights now,’ I

said.

We pulled up. Gullet came over and spoke into my ear.

‘Act as if you’re just coming back from work in the ordinary
way. Don’t try any tricksor. . .’

He pushed me in front of him. I banged on the door. There
was silence for a moment, then a familiar muttering.

‘It’s me, Toundi,’ I shouted.

‘Where have you been, this time of night?’ the muttering
said, coming closer.

‘T've been at work,’ I said.

‘What’s all that light? You haven’t brought the sun home in
your pocket by any chance?’

There was a sound of wood being moved and the door
opened.

My brother-in-law brought his arm up in front of his eyes,
blinded by the light. He adjusted his cloth.
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‘You should have told me you were ... But ... You’re with
Europeans . .

He gave a broad smile and then bowed to Gullet
and to Sophie’s lover. He turned to me again and brought
his hand up to his mouth when he saw the red stains on my
jersey.

‘What has happened, what has happened, my brother?’ he
cried in panic.

‘Anyhow it’s me, Joseph. You should have put the fire out.
The house is full of smoke ...’

‘There she is!” shouted Gullet grabbing me by the shoul-
der.

‘It’s my sister,” I said laughing. ‘It’s only my sister.’

‘Make her come out into the light,” he called.

‘Come and show yourself,” her husband told her.

My sister came out wrapped in a grubby sheet. Gullet turned
towards the agricultural engineer.

‘That’s not her,” he said impatiently. :

‘Joseph, what have you done?’ she asked me. ‘Why are these
whites with you?’

There were tears in her voice.

‘What have you done, O my God,” she went on, what have
you done .

‘Nothing,’ I said, ‘nothing.’

She came forward and touched my jersey. Her scream shat-
tered the silence of the night.

‘What’s going on? Who’s dead?’ someone called.

“The whites have come to arrest Joseph,’ she wailed. ‘They
will kill him. His back is covered with blood.’

The whole location was strangely stirring. No one seemed
left sleeping in the huts. A great circle had formed around us.
Africans wrapped in blankets or cloths closed in. The worst
thing to bear was the women. They gathered round my sister,
wailing shrilly and tearing their hair. My sister kept shouting
that the whites were going to kill her brother, the only brother
she had in the world.
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I felt embarrassed. This custom of useless lamentation over
other people’s misfortunes irritated me.

Gullet called for silence. He walked into the crowd brandish-
ing his whip. He cleared a space in front of him. He said some-
thing quietly to Sophie’s lover. He signalled the constable to
grab my shoulder and hold me so that I could not go with the
Europeans into the house. ,

‘Everyone stay out81de, said Gullet. ‘We are going to
search.’

‘There go all my water jugs again,” moaned my sister, ‘all my
poor jugs.’

She tried to follow the Europeans into the house but the
constable pushed her back.

‘Don’t let him eat my bananas,” she persisted. ‘Don’t let
Gullet eat my bananas.’

Laughter spread among the crowd. The constable put his
large hand up to his mouth to hide his own laughter.

The Europeans were busy in the house. Everything that
could be moved they kicked into the yard. It sounded like a
storm raging inside the house. They turned out a mattress
made of dead banana leaves sewn up in an old sack. Gullet
took out his knife, slit it open and began to examine the filling,
leaf by leaf. The constable and Sophie’s lover helped him. They
soon gave up. Sophie’s lover was the first to straighten himself.
He wiped his fingers with his handkerchief. Gullet called my
brother-in-law.

‘Do you understand French?’ he asked him.

My brother-in-law said he didn’t, shaking his head from side
to side. Gullet twisted his neck towards the constable who
clicked his heels and took up position in between the white man
and my brother-in-law.

‘Ask him if he knows Sophie,’ said Gullet to the constable:

The constable turned to my brother-in-law;

“The white man asks if you know whether the woman we are
looking for is Toundi’s girl-friend,” he said in the vernacular,

My brother-in-law raised his right arm. He bent his index
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finger and folded his thumb over it. The other three fingers
remained straight. This meant that he swore before the Holy
Trinity the truth of what he was going to say. He moistened his
lips with his tongue and then in a deep, harsh voice he said that
there had never been anything between Sophie and myself and
if he lied might God strike him down on the spot.

‘Let him slay me,” he shouted.

The constable translated that my brother-in-law was a good
Christian. The two Europeans looked at him in some astonish-
ment but he went on, unperturbed.

‘He is a good Christian who will not swear lightly. He swears
it is the truth that he knows nothing.’

‘And his wife?’ said Gullet, pointing to my sister.

She raised her right hand as well. The lover of Sophie
stopped her before she went further.

‘Right, that’s enough of that!” he shouted. ‘No one knows
Sophie - not even you, eh?’ he added looking at me.

“Tell them that anyone who tells us where Sophie is hiding
will get a present,” said Gullet to the constable as we came out
of the house.

' The constable clapped his hands and spoke to the crowd that
was melting away into the night.

‘If you want to have plenty of money,” he said, ‘inform
against Sophie . . . you might even get a medal ... .

‘What do these uncircumcized think we are?’ someone
shouted. ‘

‘Right,’” said Gullet, turning to me. ‘We’re going to put you
in a safe place while we continue our inquiries. Let’s
go.’ ,

To show his thoroughness Mendim pushed me roughly
towards the Land-Rover. An indignant murmur came from the
crowd.

Gullet sat down next to the lover of Sophie who was banging
on the steering wheel with his fists and muttering ‘The bitch . .
the bitch . ..” He backed and then flung round the wheel. The
crowd scattered in panic.
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‘Give him twenty-five blows of the sjambok,” Gullet told the
constable when we got back to the police camp.

I lay down on my stomach in front of the constable. Gullet
handed him the hippopotamus-hide whip he always carried.
The constable made it hiss down on to my buttocks twenty-five
times. When it started I determined not to cry out. I must not
cry out. I clenched my teeth and forced myself to think of
something else. The image of Kalisia came up before my eyes.
It was followed by Madame’s image and then my father’s ...
the day’s events passed before my eyes.

Behind my back Mendim was beginning to pant.

‘Scream, for God’s sake,” he yelled in the vernacular, ‘cry
out. They’ll never let me stop while you won’tcry ...

He counted twenty-five, then he turned round to the
whites.

‘Give me the whip,’ said Gullet.

He brought down the hippopotamus-hide lash across the
constable’s back. The constable gave a roar of pain.

‘See, that’s how I want him whipped. Start over again!’

Mendim rolled up the sleeves of his khaki jacket, his lips
twisted in pain. _

‘Scream, scream,’ he begged as he went to work on me again.
‘Are your ears blocked with shit?’

The lover of Sophie shouted at him to shut up. He gave me a
kick under the chin. Then he called ‘Stop, stop.’

. Mendim stopped.

‘Tomorrow, nothing to eat ... Understand?’ said Gullet
turning me over with his foot. “You will bring him to my office
in the afternoon. All day, the whip . . . Understand?’

‘Yes, Sir,” said Mendim.

The whites went off.

I could hardly have expected to spend the night in Mendim
me Tit’s house. He is dozing in front of me, his mouth open,
huddled in an old armchair like an old overcoat.

‘I think I’ve done something today that I shall never be able
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to forget or to make up for ...’ he said to me when the whites
had gone.

His great eyes grew dim with tears.

‘Poor Toundi . . . and all of us,” he moaned.
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SECOND NIGHT AT THE
POLICE CAMP

There are about twenty of us ‘in trouble’ who take the water
round to all the white houses in Dangan. This is the water-
party. The well is down at the bottom of the hill more than a
kilometre from the European quarter on the slopes above it.

My can had a hole in it. I stopped it up as best I could with
clay but the water still ran down on to my shoulders. The worst
was climbing up the hill with a can of water on my head and a
constable behind me with a whip. We ran back downhill to the
well and then all over again . .. By midday I thought my head
would crumple up. It’s lucky I've got tough wiry hair so that
my can could rest on it like a cushion.

I felt pleased to think that neither the Commandant nor M.
Moreau nor Sophie’s lover ... nor any other European in
Dangan could have stood up to it like we did.

At midday, a visit from Kalisia.

Tears to laughter and back again. A packet of cigarettes.

News from the Residence. '

I am not mentioned any more. Perfect love between
Madame and the Commandant - or so they pretend.

At one o’clock, a visit from Baklu.

His lips trembled. A little money.

News from the Residence.

I am completely forgotten. Madame loves her husband, but
sometimes looks out of the window to watch the cars passing.
Is she hoping to see M. Moreau come back? He would have to
pass the Residence. There is no other way to his house.

Visit from my sister.
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Much crying. You would think she had lost her husband.
She has not washed since I was arrested. Lines of tears and snot
on her face. What a way of expressing sorrow, to make yourself
disgusting. But it is the custom. As long as I am here she will go
> on crying until she has driven her husband mad and the poor
man is too afraid to ask her for his food.

She brought me a little money, just enough to put into
Mendim’s big hand. He is my guardian angel. She told me not
to get excited as if this would help in not provoking the
whites. B

Poor sister. She is quite the little mother now with her
advice, her worried frown, her eyes dimmed with tears. Yet
how moved I was. ..

Visit from my brother-in-law.

We have our own way of talking. We ask questions and the
only answers are other questions. There was a moment of
emotion when we met again with the guard looking on. My
brother-in-law broke the silence with, ‘Where is it all leading
to?” and ‘What kind of people are we ...?” and waving his
arms. . .

There was nothing for me to say except just as he was leav-
ing to ask him the same question.

Visit from Obebe the catechist.

A tedious little old man. It was as much as I could do to
control myself throughout his visit. Talked at length about the
Passion of Our Lord. Perhaps he thinks ’'m a new Christ. He
recommends forgiveness and speaks of the rewards and bless-
ings of the Lord and tells me about heaven as if my arrival
there was only a matter of days. He still suffers from the gonor-
rhoea he has had since before the war. His spiritual concerns
did not keep him from taking a share of our tiny meal. He
promised to come again tomorrow.

Mendim is going to get rid of him for me.

* * *
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Water-party.
Water, sweat. Whip, blood.
Up the slope, killing. All in.
I cried.

* * *

I vomited blood. My body has let me down. There is a shooting
pain through my chest like a hook caught in my lungs.

This morning Mendim took me to Gullet. At first he
wouldn’t listen.

‘You can’t put it over on me as easily as that,’ he said,
stiffening his neck. ‘Not quite as easily as that.’

He got up from his desk and came over. He turned my head .
in various directions. He put a damp hand on my forehead and
pulled a face. Then he took my pulse.

‘Right,” he said and went back to his chair.

He took out a book and asked me my name. When he had
finished writing he gave the book to Mendim who clicked his
heels.

‘Take him to the doctor,” he said. ‘We’d better clear this up

... As for you,” he said, looking straight into my eyes, ‘don’t
think this means I won’t be questioning you again this after-
noon.’ ’

We went out.

All T knew about the hospital were the discoloured walls that
had once been yellow I glimpsed over the top of the hibiscus
hedge as I went to market. There are two places that terrify the
natives in Dangan. One is the prison and the other is the hos=
pital. Everyone calls it “The Blackmen’s Grave’.

Atlast we got there.

Dangan Hospital is between the Administrative Centre and
the Commercial Centre. There are about a dozen small ident-
ical buildings arranged around a central lawn. In the middle of
the lawn is the red and yellow Operating Theatre.
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An African orderly saw us and came up to Mendim with his
arm outstretched and a broad grin on his face. I realized from
his jauntiness he must be afraid. He was afraid of Mendim like
all the others we had passed, feverishly removing their hats as
we went by. Without any sign from Mendim he offered him a
cigarette and was upset to find he did not smoke. He felt in his
pockets and brought out a kola nut. He broke the nut in two
and offered one piece to Mendim. He tossed the other into his
own mouth. The orderly then pulled a face.

‘What’s wrong with this fellow?’ he said. ‘Is he malinger-
ing?’

Mendim drew his head into his shoulders and stopped chew-
ing. He spat between the orderly’s legs. ;

‘Oh, I’'m sorry,” said the orderly, ‘we often get malingerers
among your prisoners.’

Mendim spat again, on to his shoes. The orderly stood
aside.

‘I’'m s0-0-0 sorry,” he stammered behind us.

‘They’re all like that,” said Mendim, ‘all the same ... he

lmows sooner or later I’ll run across him again ... so he goes
on like that ...’
- We went towards the dispensary. The patients were waiting
two deep outside a door marked ‘Doctor’s Surgery’. The queue
was really too long for the veranda and the constable on duty
had somehow to keep all the people waiting inside the tiny
space. All the illnesses in the world touched and jostled,
sweated and squeezed, surging backwards and forwards every
time the door opened or shut. There were terrible cases of
yaws, all pocked like cassava stalks, there were lepers with
cracked and blistered - skins, sufferers, from sleeping sickness
with their far-away look, pregnant women, old women, whim-
pering babies . ..

As soon as he saw Mendim the constable stood to attention.
Mendim gave the order, ‘At ease’. With his baton he cleared a
path for us both through the crowd of patients. He knocked on
the door of the surgery. Another constable was behind the
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door. He opened it a little but when he saw Mendim, he came
out and respectfully, he ushered us inside.

“There’s no one here yet,” he said, ‘it’s only ten o’clock. The
African doctor is doing an operation at the moment. As soon
as he has finished consultations will begin. The white doctor is
never here. He’s just been made a captain ...’

I sat down on the bench. I was thirsty. I felt a needle pass
through my lungs from one side to the other. I couldn’t breathe
deeply because of the weight on my ribs. Mendim was sitting
opposite to me. He kept turning the pages of the medical exam-
ination book and nodding his head.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you got a rifle butt in your chest
yesterday?’ he asked suddenly.

‘A butt in the chest from Djafarro is not a thing you get
over,” he went on. ‘I must say it puzzles me — your countrymen
in the north are real savages . ..’

There was a great stir beyond the door. The African doctor
came in. He shook hands with us, hung up his topee and sat
down at his desk.

He was a man who must have been nearing forty but his
slimness made him look younger. The tattoo marks
between his eyebrows were made a few years after the first
war.

He told me to undress. He moved his stethoscope over my
back, then put it on my chest and told me to breathe in. He
frowned and for a fraction of a second a look of horror crossed
his face. Then he became impassive again. He took the stetho-
scope from his ears, lit a cigarette, got up from his chair and sat
down on the table in his office.

‘Another rifle butt . . .” he began. ‘T’ll have to X-ray. Trouble
is I haven’t got the keys of the X-ray room. The doctor in charge
isn’t here ...’ 4

He got up and stubbed his cigarette fiercely into the ash-
tray.

‘He’s not here . . . he’s never here,” he said as if to himself.
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He came over and put his hand on my shoulder. -

‘T'm going to send you to hospital . . . Don’t be afraid, every-
thing will be all right. I’'m going to make a report to the Chief
of Police.’ '

He wrote for ten minutes and gave the letter to Mendim. He
clicked his heels and left. The doctor called an orderly.

Another orderly rushed into the office with a bottle under his
arm. ‘He’s not there,’ he said.

He banged the bottle on the table. ‘Some more arcoo,” he
said, ‘some more arcoo.’

He pulled off his cap and mopped his forehead. He was a
huge frog-like man with a squashed face, as if it had been
punched in. His coat and overalls were unbuttoned to give
room for his great belly. A little gold chain disappeared into
one of the folds of his great bull-neck and reappeared on his
Adam’s apple where a tiny metal Christ hung suffering, bathed
in the gross black man’s sweat.

The doctor glanced at him indifferently and showed him the
door. The orderly hesitated, picked up the bottle and staggered
towards the door.

‘0O.K., O.K., he said laughing. ‘O.K., Chief.’

The stench of alcohol and ether that had filled the office
vanished with him.

I felt cold. Even in the strong sun, my teeth chattered. A
numb weariness filled me. I felt light, a thousand pairs of
bellows quickening my breathing. My thoughts came to a stop.
The doctor’s white coat rose up, covered me, covered the whole
room. It was floating down there over Father Gilbert’s grave,
over his motor cycle, over the ‘Hammer of the Whites’. I was at
the top of the cotton tree high up among the branches. The
whole world stretched out at my feet, a great sea of people with
leprosy and yaws, pregnant women with their bellies slit open
and slimy old men, and millions of Gullets perched on the
anthills kept order, cracking their hippopotamus-hide whips
... I took off from my branch and dived headfirst plunging a
thousand miles down on to that world. My head burst like a
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bomb. Now I was only a cloud, a cloud of fireflies, a bright dust
of fireflies swept on the wind . . . then blackness . .

When I came to I was lymg on a matina wqoden bed, alone
in a small cubicle. The partitions came down nearly to the
floor. From my bed I could see only people’s feet. The handle
on the door of my cubicle turned. I shut my eyes.

‘He’s not awake yet,” said a voice I recognized as the African
doctor’s.

He took my wrist and laid his hand on my forehead. Then he
went away. The handle of the door turned again. I heard the
noise of bare feet on the ground. An ordinary African, like me.
I opened my eyes and saw a scarred face under a red chéchia.
He was standing to attention. It was a Sara. I made signs that I
was thirsty. He threatened me with his bayonet Ilay still. I had
a terrible headache.

At six o’clock the African doctor came back This time the
white doctor and Gullet were with him. They pulled back the
blankets while the African doctor explained. He said that I
must have a broken rib which had perforated my bronchia.

‘We’ll see about that tomorrow,” said the white doctor.
‘Meanwhile, what about his temperature . . .?’

He looked at my chart.

. only 103 — that’s not serious for them. He won’t slip
through‘ your fingers,’ he said, to reassure Gullet.

They made me swallow some pills. The African doctor
pulled the blankets back over me. They went away.

At midnight I was pretending to be asleep. The Europeans
- came back by themselves. The doctor told the others what the
African doctor had told him. I opened my eyes just enough to
see. M. Moreau was there. He was swaying backwards and
forwards on his feet. How happy he looked!

‘He must have his punishment,” he said. ‘Take care of him
and send him to me. He’s a dangerous element. I shall make
him talk . .. I shall set to work on him tomorrow.’

The Europeans went away.

The orderly came to see me on his round. He wore his white
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coat directly over his underpants. He looked at me hard and
took my hand.

‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t think you did what they say. I always
lsnow. You’re not capable of a thing like that. There’s some-
thing else behind it all. I wonder why you are such an important
patient. When the whites have decided to get one of us they
always get him . .. I wonder why you don’t get out. No one will
believe you while there’s only you to tell the truth ... You’re
only good for Spanish Guinea ... or the prison cemetery ...’

I must get away . . . Go to Spanish Guinea. M. Moreau is not
going to have me .. .

The constable is snoring already. The hospital clock has
struck three in the morning. .

I'must take my chance. But it’s a slim one.. . «
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