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Part One



THE WORD THAT DESCENDS BY NIGHT




Chapter One


Segu is a garden where cunning grows. Segu is built on treachery.

Speak of Segu outside Segu, but do not speak of Segu in Segu.



Why couldn’t Dousika get the song of the griots out of his head, the song he’d heard so often without paying any special attention? Why this fear, persistent as the sickness of a pregnant woman? Why this dread on the brink of day? Dousika went over his dreams for a sign, a clue to what might lie ahead. But there was nothing. He’d slept soundly and been visited by none of his ancestors. As he sat on a mat in the entrance to his hut, Dousika swallowed a mouthful of degue, the millet gruel mixed with curds and honey that was his favorite breakfast. It was too runny, and he shouted crossly for Nya, his first wife, to scold her about it. As he waited he inserted his tooth twig between his fine filed teeth: the sap from the wood, mixed with his saliva, would increase his physical strength and sexual potency.

As Nya didn’t answer he rose, left the hut, and went into the first courtyard of the compound where his wives lived.

It was deserted. Deserted?

Only a few millet sieves and some little wooden stools lay there on the spotless sand.

Dousika was a nobleman or yerewolo, a member of the royal council, a personal friend of the king and the father of ten legitimate sons, ruling as fa or patriarch over five families, his own and those of his younger brothers. His compound reflected his standing in Segu society. Its tall facade overlooking the street was ornamented with sculptures as well as triangular patterns carved into the clay, and surmounted by turrets of varying height and pleasing effect. Within were a number of flat-roofed huts, also of mud, connected by a series of courtyards. The first contained a magnificent dubale tree whose foliage formed a dome of greenery, supported by some fifty columns, roots grown down from the main trunk.

The dubale might be called the witness and guardian of the life of the Traores. Beneath its powerful roots the placentas of many of their ancestors had been buried after a safe delivery. In its shade the women and children sat to tell stories, the men to make family decisions. In the dry season it gave protection from the sun. In the rainy season it provided firewood. At night the spirits of the ancestors hid in its branches and watched over the sleep of the living. When they were displeased they showed it by making faint sounds, at once mysterious and as clear as a code. Then those experienced enough to decipher them shook their heads and said: ‘Beware – tonight our fathers have spoken!’

Anyone who crossed the threshold of the Traore compound knew at once what sort of people they were, guessed that they owned plenty of good land planted with millet, cotton and fonio, worked by hundreds of slaves – house slaves and captives. There were storerooms crammed with bags full of cowrie shells and gold dust lavishly bestowed by the king, the Mansa. In a paddock behind the huts were Arab steeds, purchased from the Moors. Signs of wealth were everywhere.

And why was the outer courtyard empty now, which was usually swarming with people? With girls and boys, all naked, the first with a string of beads or cowrie shells around their waists, the second with only a cotton string. With women pounding or sieving millet, or spinning cotton as they listened to the jokes of a jester or the epics of a griot singing for a dish of gruel. With men chatting together as they sharpened arrows for hunting or whetted farming implements. Dousika, getting more and more vexed, went on into the second courtyard, overlooked by the huts of his three wives and of Sira, his concubine.

He found the latter lying prostrate on a mat, her beautiful face gleaming with sweat and distorted with suffering.

‘Where is everyone?’ he barked.

She made an effort to sit up, and said in her imperfect Bambara, ‘By the river, koke.’

‘By the river?’ he almost yelled. ‘What are they all doing there?’

‘A white man!’ she managed to murmur. ‘There’s a white man on the bank of the Joliba!’fn1

A white man? Was the woman delirious? Dousika looked down at her belly, which was enormous under the loosely tied pagne,fn2 then up, apprehensively, at the clay walls of the hut. Alone with a woman about to give birth!

‘What’s the matter with you?’ he asked roughly, to hide his fear.

‘I think my time has come,’ she stammered apologetically.

For several months, out of regard for the life she bore within her, Dousika hadn’t been near Sira, now pregnant for the second time. Similarly he was supposed, throughout the birth, to stay away from her, and only put in an appearance after the delivery, with the fetish priest, when she was already holding the baby in her arms. Might it not vex the ancestors if he were there while she was in labor? He was just hesitating about retreating and leaving her alone when Nya appeared, with one child on her back and two more clinging to her indigo cotton skirts.

‘Where were you?’ he exploded. ‘I can understand everyone else here losing their heads. But not you!’

Without a word of explanation, still less one of apology, Nya moved past him and bent over Sira.

‘Have you had the pains for long?’

‘No,’ whispered the other. ‘They started just now.’

From anyone else but Nya, Dousika wouldn’t have put up with such offhandedness, verging on impertinence. But she was his first wife, his bara muso, to whom he had delegated part of his authority and who could therefore address him as an equal. Moreover she’d been born a Kulibaly, related to the ancient ruling family of Segu, and noble though he himself was, Dousika couldn’t boast of such distinguished origins. It was Nya’s ancestors who had founded this city on the banks of the Joliba, which soon became the heart of a vast empire. It was the brothers of her ancestors who ruled over Kaarta. So the love Dousika bore her contained a large element of respect, almost fear. He withdrew, and in the outer courtyard ran into a messenger from the palace. The man threw himself down in the dust as a sign of respect, and from there saluted him.

‘You and the light!’

Then came the motto of the Traores: ‘Traore, Traore, Traore – the long-named man need not pay to cross the river.’

Finally he delivered his message. ‘Traore, the Mansa wants you to come to the palace as quickly as possible!’

Dousika was surprised.

‘The palace? But it’s not the day for the council!’

The man looked up.

‘It’s not for the council. There’s a white man by the river, asking to see the Mansa …’

‘A white man?’

So Sira wasn’t delirious! And Dousika had already heard of this white man. Some horsemen coming from Kaarta had said they’d met him riding a horse as exhausted as himself. But Dousika had thought it must be one of the stories women amuse children with in the evening, and had taken no notice. Now, putting on his conical hat, for the sun was beginning to rise in the sky, Dousika left his compound.

In 1797, Segu, the city with 1,444 sacred balanza trees, each an earthly avatar of Pemba, god of creation – Segu, capital of the Bambara kingdom of the same name, was a vast place made up of four residential quarters built along the banks of the Joliba, which at this point was a good three hundred yards wide. The quarter known as Segu Korro contained the tomb of Biton Kulibaly, the founding father, while Segu See Korro could boast the palace of Mansa Monzon Diarra. A livelier place was not to be found within a radius of several days’ march. The main market was held in a big square surrounded with mud-roofed sheds divided by partitions of wood or woven matting. Here, women sold everything that could be sold: millet, onions, rice, sweet potatoes, smoked fish, fresh fish, peppers, shea butter and chickens, while craftsmen hung the products of their trade on strings: strips of woven cotton, sandals, saddles and finely decorated gourds. To the left was the slave market, where prisoners of war were crammed together, attached to one another by means of branches torn from saplings. Dousika disregarded this all-too-familiar sight. At the risk of lowering his dignity he hurried along, waving away the griots always lurking in the streets ready to sing the praises of well-born men.

Segu was at the height of its glory. Its power stretched as far as the outskirts of Jenne, the great trading center on the banks of the Bani, and it was feared as far away as Timbuktu on the edge of the desert. The Fulani of Macina were Segu’s vassals and paid a heavy yearly tribute of cattle and gold. Admittedly, things had not always been like this. A hundred or a hundred and fifty years earlier, Segu was not numbered among the cities of the Sudan.fn3 It was only a village where Ngolo Kulibaly took refuge, while his brother Barangolo settled further north. Then Biton, his son, made friends with the god Faro, master of water and knowledge, and with his protection transformed a collection of daub huts into a proud city at whose name the Somono, Bozo, Dogon, Tuareg, Fulani and Sarakole people all trembled. Segu made war on them all, thus acquiring slaves who were either sold in its markets or made to work in its fields. War was the essence of Segu’s power and glory.

If Dousika was hurrying it was because the Mansa’s summons reassured him, made him think he hadn’t fallen from favor as he’d feared. There were plenty of people at court who were envious of his closeness to Monzon Diarra and of the special relationship of jesting, friendship and mutual aid that existed between them. These people had taken advantage of Dousika’s attitude to war to whisper in Monzon’s ear, ‘Dousika Traore is the only one who opposes your glory. He says the Bambara have had enough of fighting. And it’s because, deep down, he’s jealous of you and your success. Don’t forget that his wife is a Kulibaly!’

And gradually Dousika had seen mistrust dawn in Monzon’s eyes. Every time they looked at him they seemed to be asking, ‘Is he my friend or my enemy?’

Dousika entered the palace courtyard. The palace was a magnificent building, the work of masons from Jenne, surrounded by a mud-brick wall as thick as the walls of a town. The wall had just one gate, watched over by a permanent guard armed with guns brought from the coast by the slave traders. Dousika passed through seven antechambers full of tondyonsfn4 to the council chamber, outside of which fetish priests were predicting the future by means of kola nuts and cowrie shells, while courtiers had to wait to be allowed into the Mansa’s presence.

Monzon Diarra lay on an oxhide spread upon a dais, his left elbow propped on a goatskin pillow decorated with arabesques. He looked worried. With one hand he was stroking one of the two long braids that started on the top of his head and crossed under his chin. With the other he was toying with the ring in his left ear. Three slaves were fanning him. Two more crouched nearby, preparing snuff in little mortars and offering it to him in golden boxes.

The council members were all present, and Dousika was furious to think he was the last arrival. Following the customary procedure he beat his breast and bowed low, then moved on his knees to his place beside his mortal enemy, Samake.

Monzon Diarra had inherited the beauty of his mother Makoro, whose memory the griots still celebrated. His entire being inspired respect and terror, as if the kingship which his father Ngolo had usurped from Biton Kulibaly’s descendants had become legitimate in him. He wore a white cotton tunic woven on Segu’s finest looms, and white trousers held in at the waist with a wide belt. There was a strip of cotton around his head. His muscular arms were adorned not only with animal horns and teeth, supposedly for protection, but also with amulets confected by priests – finely worked little leather pouches containing verses from the Koran. He looked down at Dousika.

‘Well, Dousika,’ he laughed, ‘which of your wives has been keeping you?’

All the fawning courtiers burst out laughing, while Dousika, restraining his anger, made his apology.

‘Master of energies,’ he said, ‘it is not long since your messenger reached me. See – I’ve come so fast I’m still perspiring …’

After this interruption Tietiguiba Dante, the head griot, who conveyed the Mansa’s words to the assembly, rose and said: ‘The master of gods and men, he who sits on the royal hide, the great Mansa Monzon, has brought you here for a reason. There is a white man, white, with two red ears like embers, on the other bank of the river, asking to be received in audience. What does he want?’

Then Tietiguiba sat down, and in accordance with the usual ceremony another griot rose. Everyone was in awe of Tietiguiba because of his intimacy with the king. His appearance was imposing. He wore a white and indigo cotton tunic, and on his head a crest trimmed with fur and cowrie shells. As he also acted as a spy, he let his eyes rest on each member of the council in turn, as if to appraise and then report on them. When the second griot had finished speaking, he stood up again.

‘The white man says he is not like a Moor. He does not want to buy or sell. He says he has come to look at the Joliba …’

There was a shout of laughter. Were there no rivers in the white man’s country? And isn’t one river like another? No, it must be a trap – the white man didn’t want to reveal the true object of his visit.

Dousika asked leave to speak.

‘Have the buguridalas and the morisfn5 been questioned?’ he said.

‘We didn’t wait for you to do that …’ murmured Samake.

Once again Dousika got the better of his wrath and repeated his question. Tietiguiba answered.

‘They haven’t given any answer.’

They’d given no answer? That showed how serious the situation was!

‘They say,’ Tietiguiba went on, ‘that whatever we do with this white man, others like him will come and multiply amongst us.’

The members of the council stared at one another in amazement. White men come and live in Segu among the Bambara? It seemed impossible, whether they were friends or enemies! Dousika leaned forward and spoke to his friend Kone, sitting a little way off.

‘Have you seen this white man?’

Unfortunately, in the silence, everyone could hear this rather childish question. The Mansa sat up.

‘If you want to see him,’ he said ironically, ‘he’s on the other side of the Joliba. With the women and children and outcasts.’

Once again the assembly burst into obsequious laughter, and again Dousika was the object of jokes and sarcastic remarks. But what did they really have against him? He was accused of speaking with a forked tongue. Of professing to hate war while taking his share of the booty; of getting rich without effort, since he seldom took part in any campaigns; of letting his familiarity with the Mansa and his wife’s royal origins go to his head, and looking down on everyone else; in short, of growing arrogant and vain. Some said he took after his father Fale, the haughtiest yerewolo who’d ever trod the streets of Segu, and who was punished by the gods with an ignominious death. His horse had thrown him in the middle of a swamp, where he’d struggled for hours before drowning.

No one went so far as to wish such a fate on Dousika. But everyone at court thought a good lesson wouldn’t do him any harm.

Meanwhile, Nya had been tending Sira.

The two women were no longer alone. Because so many people had wanted to see the white man, the dugout canoes crossing the river had been crowded out, and many slaves, after hours of waiting, had been obliged to return disappointed to their tasks in the compound.

Nya had sent in haste for Souka the midwife, who had delivered all Dousika’s wives and with her skillful hands revived more than one infant reluctant to enter the visible world. As she waited for Souka to arrive, Nya gave orders for certain plants to be burned to drive away evil spirits and help the milk to come. Then she returned to Sira, who was squatting in order to facilitate the birth.

Sira occupied a special position in the compound. She was a Fulani, not a Bambara. Mansa Monzon, during an expedition against his Fulani vassals in Macina whose ardofn6 were always slow to pay their taxes, had, by way of reprisal, taken captive a dozen or so boys and girls selected from among the best families in the capital, Tenenkou. It was his intention to give them back as soon as the money was paid. But one day Dousika, crossing the palace courtyards on the way to a meeting of the council, had caught a glimpse of Sira and wanted her as his concubine. Because of the bonds between them, Monzon, though unwilling, had not been able to refuse. In due course the tax was paid and Sira’s family sent a delegation to get her back. But Dousika refused to let her go. Besides, it was too late: Sira was already pregnant. As she was both foreign and a captive, Dousika hadn’t been able to marry her, but it was plain that he preferred her to his legitimate partners, those who had the same language and the same gods as he.

At first Nya had hated Sira. Admittedly it wasn’t the first time Dousika had had a concubine: it was impossible to count the number of slaves who had taken their turn in his hut at night. But never before had one meant so much to him. There was no doubt about it: Nya could detect his passion from a thousand signs invisible to others. Then somehow her hatred and jealousy had given way to feelings of pity, solidarity and affection. Sira’s fate might well have been her own. The violence of men, the whim of one of them, might easily have snatched her too from her father’s house and her mother’s arms, and made her into an object of barter. So to everyone’s surprise she began to take her former rival under her wing.

Despite her self-restraint, Sira uttered a groan. Nya, who didn’t want it to be said that her co-wife had been lacking in courage at the moment of supreme trial, clapped her hand over Sira’s mouth. As she did so she thought how, once Souka had come, she would go and make another offering in the altar hut in the innermost hut of the compound. She had already been there once soon after she awoke that morning, but as Sira had already had a stillborn child the previous rainy season, extra precautions were needed. Nya had a white cock put by in case of emergency: its color would be pleasing to the god Faro, who watched over the smooth running of the universe night and day.

Souka entered. She was already an old woman, the wife of a fetish priest, herself in communication with the tutelary powers and possessing an air of great authority. Around her neck she wore a necklace of animal horns full of healing salves and powders. A glance at Sira told her she still had hours of waiting ahead, and she started pounding up roots and leaves in a mortar, muttering prayers known only to herself. Reassured by Souka’s presence, Nya went out to fetch some goat’s milk to give to the baby before he drank his mother’s.

The courtyards were full of life again. Everyone seemed to be back from the river. Nieli, the second wife, was sitting at her door greedily devouring some n’gomi, millet fritters prepared for her by one of her slave girls. Nya reproached herself for her feelings toward Nieli, who ought to have been like a younger sister. But how could anyone put up with her laziness, her whims and fancies, her constant whining? For Nieli could never forget how she had come to be here in the compound. Years ago, Fale, Dousika’s father, had gone with Mansa Ngolo Diarra to Niamina, where, spending one evening at the house of a Bambara nobleman and noticing that his host’s wife was pregnant, he had, in accordance with the custom, asked to have the child for his son if it turned out to be a girl.

Dousika was a dutiful son and had always dealt justly with this wife who was not of his choosing, but he had never loved her. And since Sira’s arrival this difference of feeling, obvious in countless details, had been torture to Nieli.

She stopped chewing her n’gomi to ask, ‘Has the stranger had her baby yet?’

That was how she always referred to Sira. Nya took no notice.

‘No,’ she said. ‘The little newcomer isn’t yet among us. May the ancestors give him an easy journey!’

Nieli was obliged to mutter the customary prayer. Nya went on toward the little hut that sheltered the altars. It was a secret place accessible only to the fetish priests attached to the family, the heads of the various family units, and a few women who like herself were invested with a certain amount of authority. In the second courtyard she came upon Dousika, back from the palace and clearly looking for her.

‘Monzon has humiliated me again,’ he began, ‘and –’

She interrupted.

‘Undo your belt. Sira is in labor.’

Would she never overcome her bitterness? She no longer resented Sira’s presence, but what galled her was the way time had lessened his feelings for her: the death of his desire. Their relationship had become one of mere routine. During the nights she spent now in his hut they slept together without touching. They never talked to one another about anything but the children, the managing of the property, the worries of public life. Oh, it’s sad, growing old!

‘Listen!’ he said imploringly. ‘Monzon made fun of me twice right in the middle of the council, I tell you! … Send for Koumare …’

Nya stared at the ground: sand, mixed with finely ground pebbles.

‘When do you want to see him?’ she asked.

‘As soon as possible, of course!’

Koumare was a fetish priest, the high priest of the Komo.fn7 For years he’d been interpreting the signs of the visible and the invisible for Dousika, trying to ward off undesirable events. He’d have to be called in soon anyway, to surround Sira’s child with protection as soon as it was born. Nya started to go on. But just as she was about to enter the third courtyard she felt sorry for Dousika, standing there wondering whether to go with her or return to his hut. She turned around and said kindly: ‘Wait for me. I’ll be back in a moment.’

He watched her go, torn between the grief he felt at her indifference and the desire to clutch at her skirt like a little child. How old was she? He didn’t know her age, any more than he knew his own. They had been married sixteen dry seasons ago. So she must be thirty-two! She’d lost her figure. Her breasts drooped, and the wrinkles of responsibility already emphasized her features, which were lofty and fine like those of all the Kulibaly, said to be the handsomest among the Bambara. In repose she looked severe, but when she smiled a light beamed from her long, slanting eyes. Nya! – he needed her strength! Why did she refuse it?

The altar hut that Nya entered contained a block of wood called a pembele, a representation of the god Pemba, who by whirling around had created the earth while the god Faro took care of the sky and the waters. Around the pembele were red stones representing the family’s ancestors, together with boli or fetishes made of every kind of material: hyenas’ and scorpions’ tails, bark, tree roots, all regularly sprinkled with animal blood and acting as concentrated symbols of the powers of the universe, designed to bring the family happiness, prosperity and fertility.

Nya took up a little broom made of vegetable fiber and carefully swept the floor. Everything was as it should be, except that the blood on the boli was dry. She’d come back soon and see to it: they must be thirsty.




Chapter Two

Sira was alone with her fear and her pain.

Fear, because the previous year she’d had a stillborn child. Nine months of anxiety just to bring forth a little lump of flesh into which the gods hadn’t deigned to breathe life. Why? Were they angry at the unnatural alliance between a Fulani woman and a Bambara man?


Fulani, keep your flock.

Black, keep your spade, your wearisome spade.



That was what the herdsmen’s poem said. No link was possible between the two peoples. Yet the gods knew very well she hadn’t wanted it herself, she’d been a mere victim. So why had they punished her? And were they going to punish her again? Condemn her to this fruitless waiting? To another funeral, when she’d been hoping to exult in the glory of a name-giving ceremony? She looked at the mound in her hut where the little creature had been buried, snatched away immediately from her love, and her eyes filled with tears. Oh, that the gods would grant life to this child, even if it was only the child of a Bambara, of a man she ought to have hated.

She groaned in spite of herself, and Souka came over and adjusted her squatting position, helped her to clasp her hands at the nape of her neck, then, singing softly, gently massaged her belly. Her nostrils filled with the smell of burning wolo, a plant beloved of the god Faro and favorable to childbirth. She sneezed, triggering such a wave of pain she thought she would die. She remembered the precepts of her mother, of Nya, and of all the women who had passed through that ordeal before her. Don’t flinch. Master your pain. But it was impossible. Impossible! She gritted her teeth, bit her lips, was conscious of the insipid taste of blood, then opened her eyes on Souka’s finely braided hair, bristling with gris-gris, bending over her abdomen.

When she was a child she had ventured with one of her brothers into Dia creek, where he took the cows to graze in the dry season. But this time it was the rainy season and the waters were high, and they’d lost their footing and found themselves being swept away helpless amid the weeds that covered the surface. They were just thinking they would never see their mother or their father’s house again when suddenly a rice field appeared, offering them the help of its as yet fragile stems. It was the same terror that she was experiencing now, the same distress, and suddenly, unexpectedly, the same peace.

Incredulous, she heard a cry, or rather a wail.

‘What is it?’ she stammered.

Souka rose, and carried over to the calabash of warm water a little bundle of bloody flesh, which she started to wash with astonishing care and gentleness.

‘One more bilakoro,’fn1 she said.

Then the slaves rushed in with Nya, some bringing soup made of dried fish and pepper, some bringing powdered vines with which to massage her stomach.

‘Is he alive – really alive?’ she murmured, turning to Nya.

Nya pretended not to hear this unfortunate question, which might make the gods angry.

Souka was looking at the child. She had received so many of them in her ample and powerful hands! Cut so many umbilical cords, buried so many placentas! So she only had to look at the shape of a mouth or an eyelid to tell which child would be its parents’ pride, and which would drag itself about for years on legs too weak for its body. And she knew that the little boy she held in her lap now would be a bold one, doomed to a singular fate. It would be a good thing if Nya offered up to the family boli an egg laid by a black hen without a single white feather, and some antelopes’ hearts. And Dousika must be lavish with the red cockerels whose blood he would spill to anoint the baby’s penis. The precautions were needed to ensure a good life. Souka rubbed the warm, shapeless little body with shea butter, wrapped it in a fine white cloth, and handed it to its mother, giving silent answer to the question in Nya’s eyes: ‘Yes, of course – a fine boy! And the gods will lend him life …’

Sira held her son to her at last. Traditionally he would not be given a name until the eighth day, but she knew that as he came after an elder son who was stillborn he’d be called Malobali. She pressed the fragile little mouth against her own, amazed that so light a flesh could already have such weight in her own life. Her son was there, really and truly alive. No matter what the circumstances of his birth, he avenged her for her humiliation, her sufferings, her disgrace as the daughter of a Fulani ardo, master of hundreds of head of cattle, becoming the concubine of a farmer.

Sira could scarcely believe it had ever happened, when she thought of her former existence. In Macina life was ordered in accordance with the seasons, as the flocks came and went from the Dia to the Mourdia pastures. The women milked the cows and made butter which the slaves bartered for millet at the neighboring markets. The men loved their livestock better than their wives, and sang of their beauty at night around the wood fires. Other peoples made fun of them:


Your father died, you didn’t weep.

Your mother died, you didn’t weep.

Some cow or other dies and you howl! – 

Boo-hoo, the house is destroyed!



But did other peoples matter? Sira’s only had anything to do with them in the dry season, to make arrangements about pastures and water for the cattle.

Then one day the Bambara tondyons had appeared in their twin-peaked caps and short yellow tunics, all covered with animal horns and teeth and amulets bought from the Muslims. With the smell of gunpowder still in her nostrils, Sira found herself in Segu, in the Mansa’s palace. There, despite the grief she felt at her captivity, she couldn’t help admiring her new surroundings. Behind walls that challenged the sky, slaves sat beneath awnings weaving on looms made from four vertical posts set in the ground, joined together with four horizontal shafts. She never tired of watching, fascinated, as the long white snake of material emerged. Masons worked at repairing and replastering the fronts of the houses. Everywhere merchants offered for sale carpets from Barbary, perfumes and silks. Jesters, in their loose patchwork costumes of hide studded with cowrie shells, cut capers to entertain the royal children. Sira was intrigued by all this: her own people, the Fulani, did not build; they made do with their round huts made of plaited straw or branches.

Was it to punish her for her involuntary, almost unconscious admiration for her conquerors that the gods had delivered her into Dousika’s hands?

No, she mustn’t think about Dousika or her present happiness would be spoiled. Yet how could one separate a child from its father?

At that moment Dousika entered, accompanied by Koumare, who’d been sent for in haste to perform the first sacrifices. She turned her head away so as not to meet Dousika’s eyes and share his joy. As she did so, she rebuked herself for her hypocrisy. What was to stop her leaving him, leaving Segu? She’d told herself she was waiting for her own gods or her own people to execute some staggering revenge, better than anything she herself could do. But was it true?

A few weeks ago a Fulani woodworker had come into the compound selling pestles, mortars and handles for tools. They had recognized each other through their language, the sweet sounding Fulfulde tongue, and he’d given her news from home. The Fulani had had enough of Segu’s domination and of the Bambaras’ raids and exactions. They’d turned away from Ya Gallo, the war chief of the Dialloubefn2 clan, and now pinned all their hopes on a young man of the Barri clan, Amadou Hammadi Boubou, a fervent Muslim who’d sworn to unite them all in one sovereign state that would acknowledge no master but Allah. At that, people began to whisper a prediction made several centuries ago to Askia or King Muhammad, of the Songhay kingdom of Gao. He’d been told a Fulani would deal the Bambara kingdom a mortal blow and found a huge empire. And that Fulani might be Amadou Hammadi Boubou!

Was it possible?

Sira, gently stroking her baby’s head, imagined the forked tongue of the fire serpent licking at the Mansa’s palace, the compounds and the clumps of mahogany trees, then halting at the edge of the Joliba River after consuming the Somonos’ fleets of canoes. Ah, nothing less would be enough to avenge her! She shut her eyes.

Souka was listing all the physical details that would enable Koumare to say of which ancestor the baby was a reincarnation. Then Sira heard the flapping of wings and the brief squawk of a cockerel as the fetish priest slit its throat. Then all was silent, and she was alone with her son.

Naba tugged at Tiekoro’s tunic.

‘Let’s go home now,’ he wailed. ‘I’m hungry. And tired.’

But Tiekoro couldn’t bring himself to go back: he longed with all his heart to see the white man. He stopped a man coming toward them, his naked body covered with sweat.

‘Did you see him?’ he asked. ‘What’s he like?’

The man grimaced.

‘Like a Moor, except that he’s got two red ears and hair the color of grass in the dry season.’

Tiekoro had an inspiration.

‘The trees! We must climb a tree!’

But when he looked up he saw that too was impossible. The branches of the shea and silk cotton trees were all covered with human beings, like fruit.

‘Come on then!’ he said crossly.

At fifteen Tiekoro, Dousika’s first born, son of Nya, was almost as tall as a man. The griots who came and sang the family’s praises in the compound compared him to a palmyra growing in the desert and foretold a marvelous future for him. He was a silent, thoughtful youth: everyone thought he was arrogant. He’d been circumcised a few months ago but had not yet been initiated into the Komo.

The fact was that Tiekoro had a secret, a secret that tormented him.

It all began when, out of curiosity, he went into a mosque. He’d heard the call of the muezzin the day before, and something inexpressible had awakened within him. It was to him that sublime voice was speaking, he was sure of it. But he couldn’t overcome his shyness, and hadn’t gone into the mosque right away with the Muslim Somonos. It wasn’t until the next day that he found the courage, after spending all night summoning up his resolution.

A man the same age as his father was sitting on a mat in a courtyard. He was wearing a loose dark blue robe over dark blue trousers, pale yellow heel-less slippers, and a little dark red cap on his closely shaven head. So far there was nothing unusual. It wasn’t the first time Tiekoro had seen men dressed like that, even in the Mansa’s palace, where he sometimes went with his father. But what intrigued Tiekoro was what the man was doing. In his right hand he was holding a thin piece of wood with a pointed end. He dipped it into a small pot and then drew some tiny patterns on a white surface. Tiekoro crouched down beside him.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

The man smiled.

‘You can see what I’m doing! Writing!’

Tiekoro hadn’t heard this word before, and he turned it over in his head. Then he seemed to see a light. He remembered the amulets some people wore.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘You’re practicing magic.’

The man laughed.

‘You’re a Bambara, aren’t you?’ he said.

Tiekoro, aware of the contempt in his voice, answered proudly: ‘Yes. I’m the son of Dousika Traore, court councillor.’

‘I’m not surprised you don’t know about writing, then.’

Tiekoro was furious. He tried to think of a stinging answer, but couldn’t. Anyway, what can a child do against a grown-up? But the following day he went to the mosque again, and from then on he went every day.

Now Naba was complaining.

‘You’re going too fast!’

Tiekoro slowed down.

‘What would you do if I went away?’

The child looked at him in surprise.

‘To the war? With the Mansa?’ he asked.

Tiekoro shook his head vigorously.

‘No, no – I’d never fight in that sort of war!’

Killing, raping, looting! All that spilling of blood! Segu’s whole history was bloody and violent!

From its very foundation to its expansion under Biton and right up to the present day, there had been nothing but murders and massacres. Young men walled up alive, virgins immolated on thresholds, emperors strangled by their slaves with strips of cotton. And, as a constant thread running through it all, sacrifices. Sacrifices to the boli of the town, the kingdom, the ancestors, the family. Tiekoro shuddered every time he passed the hut that held the boli of the Traores. One day he’d plucked up the courage to go in, and had wondered in terror where the blood drying on those obscene shapes had come from.

O for another religion, that would talk of love! That would forbid those sinister sacrifices! That would free man from fear! Fear of the invisible, and even of the visible!

As they went past the Somonos’ mosque Tiekoro walked faster, lest anyone should recognize him, and Naba find out his secret. Then he was ashamed of his cowardice. Shouldn’t a believer be ready to die for his faith? And he was a believer, wasn’t he?

‘There is no god but God, and Muhammad is His Prophet!’

The words intoxicated him. He had but one desire – to leave Segu and go to Jenne, or better still to Timbuktu and enter Sankore University.

The two boys started to run at top speed through the winding streets, jumping over sheep and goats, just missing the Fulani women who at that time of day came selling their gourds full of milk. The tondyons, drinking their dolo or millet beer, shouted jokes at the boys from the taverns.

When they arrived, bathed in sweat, at the compound, all the people rushed up to them and plied them with questions.

‘Did you see him? Did you see him?’

‘Have you seen the white man?’

They had to admit they hadn’t. Flacoro, Dousika’s third wife, hardly any older than Tiekoro, made a face.

‘Not really worth spending all day by the river then …’

Then she added, ‘Sira’s had a son.’

A son? And living? Tiekoro’s heart filled with joy.

His friendship with Sira had begun at the same time as his interest in Islam. He’d heard that many Fulani practiced that religion. But when he summoned up the courage to ask Sira about it, she hadn’t been able to tell him anything. One of her uncles had been converted, but she didn’t know anything abut him. Islam was new to the region, brought there by the Arab caravans like some exotic merchandise!

Tiekoro went to Sira’s hut, though he knew no one would be allowed in for a week. He saw his father come out with Koumare the fetish priest. Hiding his fear of the latter, he greeted the two men politely and was about to run off when his father signaled him to follow. Trembling, he obeyed.

A few years before, Tiekoro had looked up to his father as a god. He had admired him much more than the Mansa. When had he started to think of him as a barbarian and an ignorant drinker of dolo? It was when the achievements of the Muslims had begun to acquire importance in his life. But the fact that he’d stopped admiring his father didn’t mean he didn’t love him any more. So Tiekoro suffered from a conflict between his heart and his head, between instinctive feelings and intellectual reasoning.

He sat down silently in a corner of the entry and, conscious of the honor being given him, took a pinch of snuff from the box that was offered. He dared not look in Koumare’s direction, for he believed the priest could decipher his thoughts and discover what he’d been hiding from everyone. And indeed Koumare was staring at him with his red-flecked eyes. As soon as he could do so without disrespect, Tiekoro rose and went outside. Apprehension and effort combined to make his stomach contract, and he vomited painfully against the wall of one of the huts, bringing up a brown liquid streaked with mucus. Then he stood still, his head burning. How much longer could he keep his secret?

Meanwhile Koumare, left alone with Dousika, was thoughtful. He still gazed at the low door through which Tiekoro had left. Something was troubling that boy. What?

He took a set of a dozen divining cowries out of a little bag and spread them on the ground. He was so surprised by what he saw that he picked them up, meaning to try again later. Dousika had noticed his astonishment.

‘What can you see, Koumare?’ he asked eagerly. ‘What can you see?’

He was really thinking only of himself and how he had been made fun of in the council. Koumare decided not to disabuse him.

‘I can’t say. It’s not clear. I shall work all night – then I’ll be able to talk to you.’

It certainly wasn’t clear! One son was arriving, another going away! The father was rising, then falling! Veritable chaos was invading a hitherto orderly compound. Why?

Koumare belonged to one of the three great families of blacksmiths whose ancestors, from the underground village of Gwonna, had discovered the secret of metals. One day when they were warming themselves at a big fire they’d seen one of the stones in the hearth melt. When they examined it later they found it was so hard they couldn’t break it: it was the first piece of copper. Afterward they discovered the secrets of gold and iron, and made weapons, knives, arrows and tips for various implements. Thanks to them the Bambara were able to abandon their old silex tools. And as the blacksmiths were under the protection of the god Faro and his aides, the spirits of wind and air, they were also the masters of the art of divination.

The unseen held no secrets for Koumare.




Chapter Three

‘An evil word is like a stench. It attacks a man’s strength, going from the nose to the throat, the liver and the sex.’

So thought Monzon Diarra as he looked at Samake. He interrupted him sharply.

‘What is there to prove that what you say is true? How do you know all this?’

Samake managed to meet his glance, which the griots compared to that of a jackal.

‘Master,’ he answered, ‘I know it through my first wife Sanaba, who as you know is in the same age group as Nya, Dousika’s first wife. They belong to the same sisterhood, too. And you know how women talk. The day before yesterday Dousika received a delegation from Dessekoro, whom you defeated at Guemou, and who fell back on Dioka with his court. He wants to reconcile the two Kulibaly clans – the one in Kaarta and the one in Segu. And with just one object: to overthrow you and unite the two kingdoms under the same family.’

Monzon shook his head.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he said.

The Kulibaly of Kaarta and the Kulibaly of Segu hated one another. Reconciliation between them was unthinkable! Tietiguiba Dante, who’d arranged this secret interview and was in league with Samake and the rest of those who wanted to destroy Dousika, intervened.

‘Master of energies, make no mistake. The Kulibaly have never resigned themselves to losing the throne of Segu to your father. They’ll stop at nothing to get back into power. Dousika, as you know, is greedy for wealth, though he hasn’t got the energy to fight for it. They’ll have promised him gold …’

Monzon looked pained.

‘Dousika is my blood brother,’ he said in a low voice. ‘We were circumcised on the same day. Why? Why? What can he get from betraying me that I can’t give him?’

Samake and Tietiguiba exchanged looks, surprised at the sincerity of Monzon’s grief. Then the Mansa jumped up and began to pace about the room. The slaves scattered in fear, afraid the royal wrath might descend on them. Then Monzon regained his self-control, and came and sat down on his oxhide again.

‘I’ll question him in the council tomorrow,’ he said. ‘He’ll have to confess, with the knife at his throat.’

Tietiguiba shook his head.

‘You’re as impetuous and hotheaded as your father!’ he said. ‘No, master, that’s not what you should do. Catch him by guile …’

He drew nearer the king, though remaining at a respectful distance so that his breath should not reach him.

‘Dishonor him. Accuse him of having cheated on his taxes. Banish him from court for it. Take away his seat on the council and in the law court. Then put him under surveillance. You’ll soon see how he behaves then.’

Monzon said nothing, and remained deep in thought. He was not as cruel as some of his predecessors. As Dekoro, for example, the son of Biton who, angry at the defeat of his troops at Kirango and Doroni, got his priest to mark out a square, placed sixty of his men on each side of it, and then had them all built up alive into a rampart, crying, ‘I’ll live in the middle, and my slaves shall serve me whether they like it or not!’

Monzon exercised his royal powers with justice and tolerance. Dousika’s treachery wounded him. What had Dousika to gain by changing masters? Could a new mansa treat him any more generously? Was it true he was influenced by Nya, his first wife? If so, anything was possible. Who knew how far a woman could lead a man once she made herself mistress of his soul or of his body?

At that moment a slave came to tell him Mori Zoumana was asking to see him. Mori Zoumana was one of Segu’s most powerful soothsayers. He worked with the four great boli, but had also learned the magic of the Arabs and spoke their language perfectly. He was dressed in the Muslim manner, in a white caftan and trousers, with an Arab cloak over his head. To show his independence he did not prostrate himself before the Mansa, but crouched down on his haunches.

‘Master of energies,’ he said, ‘the spirit of your father himself has come to tell me what ought to be done. Tomorrow morning, send a messenger to the white man. Tell him you wish to help him, a stranger so far from his own country, so you’re sending him a sack of five thousand cowries to buy food with. Say he can use your messenger as a guide to Jenne, if that’s where he’s going. But do not allow him to enter Segu.’

Monzon gave a sign of assent.

‘Where is the white man now?’ he asked.

‘A woman has given him shelter.’

The four men looked at one another and began to laugh. Monzon, despite his depression at the news of Dousika’s treachery, permitted himself a joke.

‘Well, in that case he’ll get to be an expert on both Segu’s river and Segu’s women.’

Samake, Tietiguiba Dante and Mori Zoumana withdrew. Monzon, to take his mind off things, sent for Macalou, one of his favorite griots, who came with his tamani drum under his arm. Seeing the mood his master was in, Macalou asked gently, ‘What would you like me to sing? The story of the founding of Segu? Or the story of your father?’

Monzon indicated that he left the choice to Macalou, and the griot, who knew his master’s preferences, began to sing the story of Ngolo Diarra.

‘Ngolo’s father having died, Menkoro, one of his uncles, had to go to King Biton to pay the dues, and he took the child with him to Segu. As usual, Menkoro lodged with Dante Balo, wife of one of the smiths at court. As usual he spent all his time in the taverns, filling his belly with dolo, so that next day he realized he had squandered all the funds that were meant to pay the dues. So he went to his hostess and told her that the tondyons had robbed him during the night, and lamented what would be his fate at the hands of Biton. The good woman was taken in by his show of despair, and agreed to plead with Biton and ask him to take the child as a pledge …’

Monzon listened to the familiar tale, of Biton, charmed by Ngolo’s intelligence and telling him all his secrets, then suspicious and trying to get rid of him. In vain. After Biton’s death and years of anarchy, Ngolo seized power. Then he went back to his native village and had all his relatives put to death to punish them for having delivered him into slavery.

Through the familiar words and pleasing music, Monzon’s thoughts still dwelt on Dousika and on the white man at the gates of his kingdom. Were the two things connected, his friend’s betrayal and the presence of the stranger, perhaps spewed up from some terrifying other world? Were they two deceptively distinct signs sent him by the gods? What were they trying to warn him against?

He had thought himself invincible, and his kingdom too. And now, perhaps, hidden dangers were threatening them both. He shivered.

Around him the room was growing dark: the wicks in the lamps had drunk up all the shea butter, and as it was very late the slaves, who were half asleep anyway, hadn’t liked to replace them.

Macalou’s song was ending.

‘Ngolo Diarra reigned for sixteen years, and before he died he consulted his fetish priest about how to make his name immortal. They told him to give one of his daughters to Allah, which he did at once, entrusting her to the marabout Markake Darbo from the village of Kalabougou. Then the fetish priests told him to put earrings into the ears of a hundred and twenty crocodiles. “Thus,” they said, “your name will never die as long as there are crocodiles in the river.” ’

As long as there are crocodiles in the river! The gods have a way of mocking men by such cryptic phrases, open to all kinds of interpretation! Did it mean that in a thousand years, ten thousand, posterity really would remember Ngolo? And what would remain of him, Monzon? The memory of a just and strong mansa? Strong, when the Fulani, whom he’d never completely subjugated, were beginning to be restless? Now they’d found a new excuse – religion. Islam. Monzon, even though he made use of the services of Muslim marabouts, had feelings of the greatest repugnance against Islam, which castrated men, reduced the number of wives they might have, and forbade dolo. Could a man live without dolo? Without it, where was he to find the strength to face each succeeding day?

As if to prove him right, Tietiguiba Dante and Samake, in another room in the palace, were emptying gourd after gourd of dolo with Fatoma, the war chief who was also involved in the plot against Dousika, and other tondyons.

‘Soon,’ bellowed the war chief, ‘I’ll be putting on my yellow robes, my war dress, and going off to battle. Segu wasn’t meant for peace. Segu loves the smell of gunpowder and the taste of blood.’

They all agreed.

But Samake had things to do, so he left the drinkers to get more drunk. Every time he went through the royal palace at night, with its series of antechambers either dimly lit or else quite dark, Samake was more frightened than he’d ever been in battle. The fact was, men are not to be feared, only spirits, and Samake was always expecting them to rise up out of the bulging earthen jars full of the offerings which were meant to appease them but which had not succeeded in doing so.

Fane, his fetish priest, was waiting for him, and emerged from the darkness of the third antechamber.

‘Well?’ said Samake.

‘She’s had a son.’

‘Alive?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is that what I pay you for?’ cried Samake angrily.

Fane walked along beside him, explaining.

‘Dousika Traore is a very rich man, and he’s not mean. He gave Koumare twice what you gave me, so I couldn’t undo his work. The child lived. But believe me, he won’t have a good life. His parents will not see all the harvest of his sowing, and he won’t be at their bedside when they leave this world. He’ll be a poisoned arrow in his mother’s heart. He’ll meet with a bad end.’

Samake was the center of the plot against Dousika. He was also a nobleman, a yerewolo. But his relatives, who came from the Pogo region, had long been enemies of Segu, and he was the first of his family to be in favor there. Even so, Monzon subtly treated him like a conquered vassal. After military expeditions in which he distinguished himself regularly by his rash bravery, his share of the booty was always smaller than that of Dousika, who took as little part as possible in the fighting. And twice Dousika had humiliated him, luring women away from him by better presents than Samake could afford to offer. For all these reasons he had decided to destroy Dousika.

When the moon refused to rise over the Joliba in Segu, it was like being shrouded in a thick veil, darker than the darkest indigo. The only lights were those of the taverns where people were drinking dolo. Dolo was no ordinary drink, just fit for warming the stomach. In the days of Biton Kulibaly, the trade in it had been to all intents and purposes a royal monopoly. While the monopoly was now a thing of the past, Monzon Diarra did still keep a strict watch over the taverns where it was drunk. His spies were in league with the women who kept the places, and mingled with the drinkers slumped for hours on end in front of the seething kettles. People peddled everything there. Traders from Kangaba or Boure offered gold at a price lower than that fixed by the Mansa. There was sweet kola from Goutougou. Amulets bought from Muslim Moors. Plotting too. Fane and Samake hurried along, for they were both afraid of being swallowed up by the darkness. Fane was going home to the smiths’ quarter backing on the river. Samake was going to Batanemba’s tavern, where his friends were awaiting the outcome of his interview with the Mansa.

‘She’s thrown herself down the well! She’s thrown herself down the well!’

Twenty heads crowded around over the gaping shaft. Whiffs of chill air rose from it; in its depths, water glittered. Using a complicated system of ropes and vines they’d drawn up the fragile corpse, its breasts pointed like those of a scarcely nubile girl, its belly curved like a little mound. They’d laid her on the earth she’d so greatly offended by daring to take her own life. A woman had had pity on her and taken off one of her own skirts to cover her nakedness.

Who would touch the corpse now? The corpse of a suicide? The corpse of a criminal?

At that point Siga awoke from his dream.

Night. Like a ponderous presence. He was afraid. Of the dark, or of his dream? He didn’t know if that was how it had been. He’d been too young, only two or three, and afterwards no one had ever talked to him about his mother. All he knew was that she’d thrown herself down the well.

Siga was Dousika’s son, born the same day as Tiekoro, with only a few hours in between. But Siga’s mother was only a captive whom Dousika must have lain with one day, aroused by the tightness of her skirt over her buttocks. So while on the eighth day the blood of white rams had flowed in honor of Tiekoro, amid the clamor of trumpets, xylophones and drums of all shapes and sizes, for him, Siga, only a couple of cockerels had been dispatched to the gods and the ancestors, so that they might not be totally against him. Similarly when it came to circumcision: Siga and Tiekoro had both been equally brave under the priest’s knife, and when finally they were men, soon to be allowed to wear trousers, they had danced side by side amid the women’s acclamations, the pistol shots, and the griots’ shouts announcing the new and bloody birth. But Dousika and the family had eyes only for Tiekoro in his ochre tunic and his tall cap with earflaps and long strings. So the ceremony that should have filled Siga with pride had left him only with a sense of frustration, dust and ashes.

Alas, the hazards of birth! If he’d been born of this womb rather than that, his life would have been quite different. He was just as handsome as Tiekoro, just as tall. They were often mistaken for one another, with their dark black skin like their father’s, their large bright eyes, their full bluish lips, and on their cheeks the ritual scarifications of noblemen’s sons. And yet everything else was different.

It was not surprising that Siga’s whole existence had reduced itself to a battle, not to rival the favorite, for that was unthinkable, but to force Tiekoro to look at him if not as an equal at least as another human being. But Tiekoro did not even see Siga. He adored his younger brother Naba, who trailed faithfully after him wherever he went. He didn’t despise Siga – he ignored him.

For some time Siga too had had a secret. One that tormented him.

Siga’s secret was Tiekoro’s.

Siga knew there were Muslims in Segu. They were Moors, Somonos, Sarakoles – in any case, strangers and strange folk who wore long loose garments and whose daughters did not go bare-breasted. They could be seen flocking like sheep to their mosques, which were curiously topped with crescent moons; or else just flopping down in the dust in the streets or squares or markets. He felt the same contempt for them as any good Bambara would have done.

And now hadn’t he with his own eyes seen Tiekoro go into a mosque? Flattened against the wall of the mosque, hadn’t he seen his brother take off his cowhide sandals and bow down with the rest? Another time he’d seen him making cabalistic signs on a board, instructed by an old man. Had he gone mad? Siga’s first impulse had been to run to Nya and tell her all about it. Then he’d been afraid. The sin was so great. Might he not meet with the usual fate of the bearer of bad news, and be beaten, punished, disgraced forever? So he’d said nothing; but the silence that made him an accomplice was torture. He was wasting away, unable to eat or sleep, and people whispered that his mother, weary of roaming from branch to branch like an evil spirit unable to find reincarnation, wanted his company and was drinking his blood. Nya became worried and took him to see Koumare, but the latter wasn’t going to put himself out for the son of a slave, and just prescribed baths of water mixed with roots and powdered palmyra.

Like Tiekoro and Naba and all the children of the family, Siga adored and respected Nya. It was she who had brought him up. After his mother’s suicide she had collected him from the bancofn1 pit near which he’d been crawling, and taken him into her own hut. She’d fed him with her own milk after Tiekoro had had his fill. She’d given him the food Tiekoro left or refused. She’d been fair. She’d been kind. But, people must know their place: the son of a slave is not the son of a princess.

Siga rose and stepped over two or three naked bodies lying around him. He wasn’t old enough yet to have a hut of his own, and slept with ten or so boys of his own age: sons of Dousika or of the latter’s four younger brothers, Diemogo, Bo, Da and Mama. The boys called them all father, and were growing up under their joint authority.

Siga went and crouched by the door, staring at the ebony rectangle beyond.

Night over Segu.

Not a star in the sky. Above the flat roofs of the houses, crowded together like frightened animals, rose the tufted tops of the mahoganies, the baobabs, and the slenderer palmyras. The smell of oysters and river mud was mitigated by a cool night breeze, though the day had been like an oven. It was one of the charms of the town, this respite the dark afforded to weary bodies. Siga could hear a chorus of snores that made him feel more unable to sleep than ever. Somewhere a cock crowed. But the stupid bird had made a mistake – the night was still young and strong, full of spirits taking revenge for the neglect of the living and trying to communicate with them through dreams.

Were there countries where there was no night?

The country of the white men, perhaps? Like all the other inhabitants of Segu, Siga had hurried to the riverbank to see the strange visitor. But he’d seen nothing except a great scuffle, with canoes besieged and the more venturesome splashing about in the water. Where was the white man now? Had he found a roof to shelter him? Siga was gripped by superstitious terror. Perhaps after all it wasn’t a man, but an evil spirit. If so the Mansa had been right not to let him enter the town. Siga felt a fleeting sense of gratitude toward the ruler. Then he went back to his mat and curled himself up to sleep.

‘She’s thrown herself down the well! She’s thrown herself down the well!’

The crowd drew closer. The frail body. The pointed breasts. The little curve of the belly. The pitying gesture of the woman.

Siga realized he’d fallen asleep for a few moments and returned to the obsession that haunted his nights. Which of his two obsessions did he prefer? The one that haunted his days! Siga came to a decision. He knew Nya was the first to wake in the morning. After sprinkling her hut with water and fumigating it to drive away any spirits lingering on into daylight, she went to the women’s bathing hut, where she washed herself at great length with senna soap. Then, dispensing with the help of her slaves, for she liked to do everything herself, she put some bread to bake in the banco oven, and prepared the degue for the younger children.

There was no use trying to talk to her during all that. Siga crouched down to the left of the door, waiting for the time when, after having been greeted by all, she allowed herself to sit down and drink some of the senna tea she took for her migraine. Siga buried his head in his hands, praying the gods to forgive him for the pain he was going to inflict.
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