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			Dedication

			For Ndeke Daniel, tuasakidila—“we laugh and we cry.”

		

	


	
		
			Notes to the Reader

			Unlike in Indo-European languages, the plural forms of words in Bantu languages rely on changing prefixes. Thus the words for the name of a tribe, a single member of the tribe, and the tribe’s language will all have different prefixes, although the suffixes will remain constant.

			Baluba—name of Cripple’s tribe

			Muluba—a member of the Baluba tribe, e.g., Cripple

			Tshiluba—the language spoken by the Baluba tribe (Note: “Tshiluba” was the spelling in 1958; it is sometimes spelled “Chiluba” today.)

			Bapende—of the twins’ tribe

			Mupende—a member of the twins’ tribe

			Kipende—the language spoken by the twins’ tribe

			Almost all of the African words used in this novel are of Tshiluba origin, since that was the predominant trade language for Kasai Province, where the book is set. Because life is so tenuous in this part of Africa, in Tshiluba where we might say “hello,” they would say “life to you.” A distinction is made between the singular and plural forms of “you.” Thus when one is speaking to an individual, the greeting is: muoyo webe. When addressing more than one person, one says: muoyo wenu. Both kah and aiyee have no direct translation, as they were merely expressions of surprise and dismay. As such, it is also possible that they were geographically restricted in their use.

			This is a work of fiction and, as such, none of the characters are real people. However, many of the incidents are based on my childhood memories. I did, in fact, live among the Baluba, Bashilele, and Bapende peoples, from birth to almost the age of sixteen.
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			Prologue

			It was much cooler in the canyon that lay in front of, and below, the village. Over centuries the crystal clear spring had carved itself a bed two hundred meters lower than the surrounding savannah. Erosion had widened this space enough to accommodate a forest with trees large enough to require buttress roots, their crowns soaring up to neck-craning heights. It was a place of magic, awe, and, of course, much superstition. Women had to go there to draw water, and men to cut the leaves of raffia palms with which to thatch their huts, but no one stayed after dark. Except the chief. One night the chief stayed in the canyon to kill a leopard that had been terrorizing his village. This is the story of what happened, and how it came to be that a boy could steal a leopard’s spots, and what that would mean for that boy when he grew into a man.

			This was no ordinary leopard, to be sure, but to understand that, one must first understand that the lion is not the king of the beasts; it is the leopard. Lions thrive mostly on the savannahs, because they are bulky creatures, unsuited for slipping silently between, and up, trees. Mature lions—that is to say, the males—have manes that can catch on deep brush. It is true that a lion is larger and heavier than a leopard, and thus can take down heavier prey. (However, the most dangerous of all the creatures on land is mankind, and an unarmed man is no match for a healthy leopard.) At any rate, the leopard has proven to be far more adaptable and its distribution far greater that of the lion, inhabiting both forest and plain, and the dense jungle in between. That is why a chief wears a leopard skin, and nothing else will do.

			But again, this was no ordinary leopard. Its first act of terror was to snatch a toddler who had strayed too close to the tall grass that encircled the village. The sun was not yet low in the sky when it happened. The child’s mother described an animal of mythic proportions with paws the size of a man’s head. Paw marks discovered in a nearby patch of sand indicated that the woman had not exaggerated. They also displayed signs of an extra toe on the forepaws.

			That night the leopard returned and set about dispatching every single dog in the village; not one was spared. This was a tragedy of the gravest sort, for the men in the village were hunters and they relied on their dogs to help feed their families. To them a good hunting dog was worth more than a wife.

			The villagers mourned the death of their dogs as one would mourn the death of a relative. They shrieked, they wailed, they threw dust in the air, but then, being a practical people, they picked up the torn carcasses and stewed them in palm oil along with hot chilies to eat with the evening’s musa. One did not waste protein in the Belgian Congo, Africa, of 1927.

			After that, the villagers stayed close to their huts, and for a few days and nights nothing untoward happened. And given that the people had done their best to round up their chickens, ducks, and goats and house them indoors, even their livestock went unscathed. But then gradually the villagers relaxed their guard, and one sun-drenched morning the oh-so-patient and very clever cat slipped unnoticed through the shadows of their huts and seized upon a woman as she scraped at manioc roots. Neither leopard nor woman emitted a sound, and the only proof that the leopard had been there was the woman’s absence, and the steaming pile of her entrails following her evisceration.

			“This is no real leopard,” the witch doctor cried. “This is the spirit of the man known as Never Stops Crying, he who took his own life by hanging. He has returned to haunt us. Truly, truly, I say this as one speaking with authority; we are being punished for the way we treated him when he was alive.”

			“Aiyee!” It was a male who raised his voice to keen like a woman, for that showed the intensity of his distress.

			Several people laughed, at which point the witch doctor shook his staff in an angry fashion. “This man has a right to be afraid. You should all be afraid, for I witnessed all of you treating Never Stops Crying shamefully. All of you, that is, except for the chief.”

			“Yes,” they chorused, “except for our beloved chief.”

			“This means,” said the witch doctor, “that our chief is the only one here who stands even a chance of slipping down into the forest unseen and slaying this monstrous leopard.”

			“Ka!” the chief said. “What about you? Do you not have magic at your disposal?”

			The witch doctor shook his head vehemently, causing the long black-and-white monkey fur on his headdress to float in the breeze. “Even I tormented Never Stops Crying as a youth, calling him a girl-boy, and telling him that he was incapable of fathering a child. If I were to descend into the canyon where the leopard lives, not only would he kill me, but most probably his spirit would then forsake the leopard guise and crawl into my body. Then I would return to the village with this evil leopard’s spirit inside me, which none of you would see, and I would begin to unleash horrible curses on all of you with my knowledge of sorcery.”

			“Not so,” the man called Stubborn as Head Lice called in a loud voice. “Now that you have warned us, we will simply kill you.”

			“Eh! Eh!” the people chorused. Yes, yes!

			“Simpleton,” the witch doctor snarled. “You cannot kill a leopard-man. Even a white man’s gun cannot kill such a creature.”

			No one laughed then. “I see,” said the chief. “I suppose then that it is up to me to venture down into the forest to kill this giant beast. Tell me, how do you propose that I do that? With my bow and arrows?”

			No one laughed.

			“Did you not make a copy of the white man’s musket for yourself after you were released from conscription?”

			“Yes,” the chief said. “However, it will only shoot one bullet, and then it takes much time to reload.”

			“I will put a spell on that bullet,” the witch doctor said, “so that it will find its mark. But you must aim for the left eye.”

			“Or perhaps you will get lucky,” the village fool said, “and the leopard will kill and eat you while you are still walking through the elephant grass that lies between here and the canyon’s edge.”

			The chief did not reply to that; instead he returned to his compound where he said his good-byes to his six wives. Although it was not customary at this time and place for a man to make a show of affection to a woman—even one to whom he was wed—the chief lingered when delivering his parting words to his oldest wife. This was the woman he had married first, and who after twenty long dry seasons, and forty short wet seasons, had yet to bear him a child—although any day that would no longer hold true. As of late, Born Crouching’s womb had taken on the shape of a musa ball, and her breasts rested atop this sphere like large black papayas. Had it not been for the man-eating leopard, the chief would have taken his first wife into the tall grass for lovemaking, not to bid her farewell.

			It has been said that only a man who knows fear and faces it can be called “brave.” The chief of this Bapende village was terrified of following the narrowing path, ever descending, through the head-high grass that led to the canyon’s rim. Continuing down the steep path that hugged the canyon wall, leaving him utterly exposed, caused his gut to cramp. When at last he reached the place where the forest rose up to meet him, he had so much nervous sweat pouring into his eyes that he could no longer see. To compound his troubles, he’d been leading a large female goat who was herself frightened out of what little wits she possessed. Not only did she bleat incessantly, but along the most treacherous part of the trail, she repeatedly butted the chief from behind. Finally, unable to get him out of her way, she placed her front hooves on his shoulders and shuffled behind him on her hind feet like a deranged human being. Had there been another option, he would have killed her as soon as the trail widened, and cooked her up for supper.

			Thankfully, there was no other option. The chief kept walking until he came to a tree of the type known as Tshimaya, which has a coarse grain. This particular specimen was about only thirty meters tall—no more—but it did not begin to branch until a point at least six meters above the ground. The chief scanned the canopy to see if the leopard might already be hiding in there. When he was finally satisfied this was not the case, he tied the goat securely to a nearby shrub. Then using the point of his machete, he made a small wound in her left flank so that she should bleed, but only a small amount.

			“I am sorry, friend,” he said. Then after tying his ankles together, he looped a rope around his waist and the Tshimaya tree and climbed up to first branch. There he hurriedly fashioned a sling of sorts from some lianas, in order that he might sit while he safely discharged his homemade musket. Guns such as these were capable of knocking a man flat on his backside, if he was not careful.

			Meanwhile the goat continued bleating and thrashing in the bushes. The chief, who was a kind man, cursed the animal softly. Of course he would do his best to save the stupid beast from the big cat, although that was extremely unlikely—suddenly there it was! It was the largest leopard that the chief had ever seen. At the shoulder it stood a palm’s width taller than any other, and from nose to tail tip, it was a third again as long as any he had ever seen.

			But there was something else about it too, something that he couldn’t place until later when he had time to think. It was this: the leopard with the extra toes on both front paws was sick. Only a crazed, diseased animal would place itself so directly in harm’s way so many times. This leopard was not in possession of magic. Instead, it had lost the instinct to fear man.

			“Look at me, nkashama,” the chief commanded. “Look up here.”

			The leopard looked. The chief squeezed off one shot, which passed through the leopard’s left eye—an amber jewel of an eye—and the metal slug exploded in its brain. The leopard appeared to shrink like a gourd from the drought. It was a shot chosen because of the opportunity presented and not because of anything the witch doctor had said.

			Satisfied that the great beast was dead, the chief untied himself and climbed calmly down from the tree. By this point the goat had fainted from fear, as goats are sometimes prone to do, so the chief gave it a sound kick, which brought it back to life with a bleat. Putting his machete to good use again, the chief hacked off one of the leopard’s front paws. After that he used a smaller knife to skin the animal. He worked quickly, but with great difficulty, because the sun was beginning to dip below the canyon walls, and at the level of the forest floor it was already so dark that the fireflies had emerged. And so had the hyenas.

			The chief persevered, and when he was done, he dragged the heavy pelt, and the confused and reluctant goat, back up the trail a short way to where there was a small cave high up on a rock face. This was a place to which no man dared to go, on account of its association with snakes. With adrenaline powering both his physical and emotional states, the chief managed to lift the leopard skin above his head and cram it far enough into the recess so that it would not be seen by the casual observer, not even in broad daylight. Then the chief caught the rope tied to his goat and made haste to return to his village.

			While they were still a long ways off, the chief’s ears were assaulted by the wails of keening women. Someone in the village had died. Or perhaps even some woman had given birth to twins—although only two women were anywhere close to that stage. The chief released the goat and began to run. The goat, eager to be back within the safe confines of the village, needed no encouragement to do likewise. When the chief neared the hut of his first wife and saw the cluster of women outside, and others lying on the ground covering themselves with dirt, his temper knew no bounds.

			“Get away, you stupid fools!” he bellowed. “What is the matter that you should behave thus?”

			It was then that the witch doctor emerged from the hut, parting the women like clumps of elephant grass. “Your wife has invited evil spirits to inhabit her womb,” he said. The witch doctor held aloft his staff, on which was mounted a monkey skull, and also from which hung several small, stone-filled gourds, and a few guinea feathers. “She has given birth to demon twins—boys, both of them. I would have already begun the process of punishing the demon, but out of respect to you, we have waited until you returned from your fruitless attempt to kill the leopard with the extra claws.”

			As tired as he was, the great chief of the Bapende people raised himself to his full regal height. In one hand he held his homemade musket, but he in the other he gripped a cord of leather, from which hung a blood-soaked object: the leopard’s front paw. Even drenched, this paw was of a size never before seen. The chief held it aloft for all to see.

			“E,” he said, in a loud voice for all to hear. “It is true that I did not kill the leopard, but listen closely, my people, and believe me when I tell you that it was one of my twin sons who killed the giant beast. Come look at the paw, which was presented to me by the leopard himself before his spirit was vanquished into the netherworld.”

			Curiosity, the chief knew, had killed many a monkey; so it was that by and by, the elders could not stop themselves from examining the giant paw and exclaiming over its authentic appearance. And with each new convert the witch doctor’s rage grew hotter and hotter. Meanwhile the chief slipped into his favorite wife’s hut and examined his twin sons. They were perfect in every way—and identical. How could it be that a demon existed in one, and not the other, as witch doctors always claimed?

			Then his first wife, the wife of his youth, and wife of his heart, spoke. Her voice was weak and sorrow filled.

			“My husband, I beg that you forgive me. I have disappointed you woefully. But if you must—as surely you must—put someone to death, say that the evil spirit has forsaken the babies, and that it has entered me. Then stuff the chili peppers up my nostrils and bury me in the anthill, for these children have done nothing to deserve death.”

			“Hush, wife.”

			“Husband,” she said, her voice growing stronger, “yes, I remember clearly as the pains of childbirth subside—yes, it was I who made a deal with this evil spirit—”

			“Shut up, woman!”

			The chief returned to the growing bedlam outside the hut. The witch doctor was still trying to stir up the emotions of the people along the lines of traditional thinking. Everything the witch doctor said made sense; that was the problem. It was normal for women to give birth to one child at a time, just as it was normal for goats to have twins. If a goat failed to give birth to twins, the goat was either too young or too old to do so, or else someone had a placed a curse upon the goat. But when a woman gave birth to twins—well, that could mean only one thing.

			The twin child was an evil spirit entering this world in a human form, one that had taken advantage of the mother’s hospitable womb. The problem lay in discerning which one of the infants contained the human soul, and which one contained the spirit from the netherworld. Unfortunately, there was no time to waste, as an evil spirit could wreak tremendous havoc on a village in just a matter of days—sometimes even within hours.

			For the greater good, it was therefore necessary to torture and then ultimately destroy both infants. The torture was not an act of unnecessary cruelty; the torture was the only way to make sure that this particular demon (and there were many waiting in the wings) would have no desire to attempt a return visit.

			When the husband reappeared in the doorway of his wife’s hut, the witch doctor practically shoved his monkey skull staff into the chief’s face. “You cannot fool a sorcerer,” said the witch doctor. “I will admit that this appears to be the paw that made tracks in our village. But it was you who killed the leopard, not one of the twins. How could a child that small—on the day of its birth—do anything except cry out for its mother’s milk?”

			The chief was careful to control his smile. “Ah,” he said, sounding like a man who had just finished gorging himself at a feast, rather than a father fighting for his infant son’s life. “The spirit of my son was able to do so even when he was yet in his mother’s womb, for he is the opposite of what you claim. He is a good spirit—a great spirit—he is the return of my ancestor, Chief Sends Death Ahead.”

			The chief waited until the many gasps, whimpers, and much chattering had ceased. Even the witch doctor appeared to know when it was wise to keep silent, for although his eyes flashed, even in the gathering dark of the upland village, he kept his lips pressed tightly together.

			Finally it was the chief who clapped his hands. “Behold my people, this is a new day for our village. Soon I shall tell you why. But first I shall tell you this: it is true that when he was yet in the womb—a second time—the spirit of my dead ancestor flew down to the forest, and there the boy beheld me taking aim at this mighty beast. ‘Father,’ he said wisely, in a voice that only I could hear, ‘what good will it do to kill this leopard, for then its spirit will be reborn into another, and when that is killed, it will return as another, and so on it shall go? It is much better, Father, that we do something to stop this animal in this life, than in its next.’ ”

			The witch doctor laughed scornfully. “All this palavering while you were taking aim?”

			The chief’s smile had long faded. “The words of the spirit are spoken quickly. In the mind. Is this not something a man in your position understands?”

			The people laughed heartily, which meant his comment could have been a big mistake for the chief and his family, but he was beyond caring. Fortunately, the witch doctor merely scowled before answering.

			“Yes, of course. Do not presume to tell me things that I already know.”

			“Well, then,” said the chief, “I asked my unborn son what he suggested that we do. ‘We must do two things,’ he said. ‘You must spare the leopard’s life in this world in exchange for one of his paws, and I shall prevent his spirit from returning ever again.’ ”

			The people in this Bapende village murmured in wonder at the unexpected wisdom that this twin’s unborn spirit had dispensed to his father, the chief. “Yes, yes,” a man cried. “It is well known that a lion with three paws becomes a man-eater, but a leopard with only three paws feels shame and will not be seen again.”

			The chief knew that this was false information, but he did not correct the man, for he did not wish to shame him. However, a leopard with three paws, if it survives the mutilation, could well become a man-eater. It is only that such animals are rarely encountered. Anyway, what is truth, except those things which the majority of people hold to be true? Besides, the chief knew that this man was not alone in his opinion.

			So the new father of twins pressed on with his strange tale. “I then asked my son—who was still in the womb, but whose powerful ancestor spirit stood beside me—how he proposed to stop the powerful leopard from returning from each death time as another leopard? Here is what he said: ‘Father, you must cut off his paw slowly. As he is writhing in pain, I shall sneak up on him and steal his spots. Without his spots he cannot die and be reborn as a leopard but is doomed to live perpetually in the spirit world. For all leopards have spots, even the black ones that are known as panthers. Under their blackness—when the sun strikes them just so—one can see spots.’ ”

			“Then where are these spots?” the witch doctor demanded. “Show them to us! And which one of the boys stole them? We must know his identity, in order that we might destroy the other.”

			“You are a fool and a simpleton,” the chief said, “for only the boy who stole the spots is capable of telling you. That can only happen when he is capable of human speech. However, since you claim to be able to understand the speech of spirits, then go back into my wife’s hut and ask each boy to speak to you as a spirit. But I say this to you, old man—in front of all my people—if you select the wrong child, then I myself will kill you. And I will cut off your hand that holds your sacred staff, just as I cut off the leopard’s paw.”

			The witch doctor’s eyes bulged, and a vein along his neck pulsed. Sweat streamed down his head, following the contours of his prominent brow. He raised his arms aloft and shook his staff so vigorously that the monkey skull flew off into crowd.

			“Your chief is lying to you,” he roared. “He has consented to having an evil spirit live in our village. Already this evil spirit has begun its work by inhabiting the body of your chief. How else could one possibly explain his ability to make a threat against me—the most powerful person in the tribe? Listen well, my people, remember that it is your witch doctor who holds the knowledge of all curses and potions, not your chief. Choose wisely whom you will follow.”

			Yet one by one the villagers drifted away, and for the first time that anyone could remember, they were not afraid to have twins living among them. Their chief had proved to them that he was a brave man, and they trusted him. Besides, was it not more comforting to believe that a twin was a good ancestor, instead of a demon? Yes, of course! And then there was the story of how the spirit child, not yet born, stole the leopard’s spots while it was enraged, thrashing about in pain. A story such as this was also of great comfort to children growing up in a land where leopards abounded.

			Father,” one of the chief’s twin sons asked, perhaps five long dry seasons, and ten rainy seasons, later: “Is it really true, that I, or my brother, stole a leopard’s spots? Neither of us can remember where we put them.”

			The chief smiled. “My son, do not ask the same of our stories as the white man demands of his own tales. Truth and information need not be the same thing. Someday you will understand this paradox. In the meantime, it would be wise if you both claim to be the boy who stole the leopard’s spots.”

			The boy nodded, for he was wise beyond his years.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Belgian Congo, 1935

			The boys were still naked when they attended their first ceremony, which meant that they had yet to grow the hair that would mark them as men. No one in the tribe could remember children so young ever being admitted to the eating-of-flesh ceremony, and it was a matter of much whispered discussion among the women. Even the elders were bewildered by such a drastic break with tradition, but the boys’ father was the chief, and he was adamant that his sons should partake in the sacred ritual. Thus it was so.

			It was only when the chief agreed to shoulder all responsibility for this particular ceremony that the elders acquiesced—although there are some things that no man, even a chief, can guarantee. If the spirits were displeased, they would punish only the chief. However, should the Belgians discover that the men in this village still practiced the ancient custom of cannibalism, they would hang every last one of the village men until dead, and then string them up to swing from the trees that grew along the road that stretched between Nyanga and the Loange River.

			The boys were privy to these discussions, but they were not afraid; only curious. In what manner were the victims prepared? How would they, meaning the boys, feel after partaking in this ceremony? Would it, in fact, right the wrong that had been perpetrated against the one brother?

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Belgian Congo, 1958

			Despite the heat Madame Cabochon carried her breakfast of coffee, croissant, and pineapple out to the terrace, where she could watch the baby hippos frolic. Across from the Cabochons’ house, the Island of Seven Ghost Sisters divided the Kasai River neatly in two, and the water on the lee side was rife with enormous crocodiles. But nature had armed hippopotamuses, which are vegetarian, with tusklike teeth, as much as eight inches long, and even large crocs are reluctant to tangle with an angry mama hippo.

			Today the water was the lowest Madame Cabochon had ever seen it get, so for a change she paid more attention to the island than to the wildlife it supported. According to one legend, the island took its name from the ghosts of seven sisters who drowned while trying to escape from a cruel husband whom they shared in common, when the canoe they were riding in was overturned by one of the aforementioned mother hippos. But the missionaries will tell you that the island was given this name because the natives are afraid of ghosts, and that the island is used by a secret and very wicked society that initiates girls into womanhood.

			As much as Madame Cabochon disliked missionaries—they were forever trying to get the Africans to put on clothes—she believed their account. This was only because she had seen with her own eyes the dugout canoes packed with young girls approach the island from the far side, where the shore was unfavorable for hippo calves. At night she would lie awake and thrill to the pulsating drums, as a very drunk, and exceedingly corpulent, Monsieur Cabochon, who reeked of Johnnie Walker Red, would lie sweating beside her, like a volcano oozing magma, and snore.

			During those long nights, Madame Cabochon ached to have been born African. Of course she dared not ever share this longing with another living soul, so bizarre was it. Nor dare she even, in the safety of a confessional, whisper that she found the sight of a Mushilele, a headhunter, with his loincloth slung low beneath sculpted abdomen, somewhat stimulating.

			Madame Cabochon was a Belgian, born of Belgian parents. She had, however, been born in the Belgian Congo, which was a huge colony sprawled across the heart of the African continent. Therefore, since Africa was the place of Madame Cabochon’s nativity, did this not make her a native of Africa? Of course it did, Madame Cabochon reasoned.

			After all, the sights of Africa, the smells, the sounds, the tastes, had all found their way into the developing fetus via her mother’s nervous system. Someday science would prove that; just wait and see. Someday—just not today. Madame Cabochon wasn’t stupid.

			She drained the last of her coffee and then licked her fingertip so that she might dab up the croissant crumbs remaining on her plate. Madame Cabochon was a sensual woman who firmly believed in satisfying all her senses. Since she was stuck being a Belgian, she might as well enjoy everything European with gusto, and croissants were one thing that Europe had gotten right.

			Sunday was her cook’s day off, so the pineapple had been sliced the day before and kept in the refrigerator. Since even someone who is only pretending to be a European would still eat everything with a knife and a fork—even an orange—Madame Cabochon had brought with her from the kitchen a very sharp little knife that the cook used when he sliced uncooked yams and other tough root vegetables.

			Madame Cabochon did not believe in luck; she believed in opportunity. It was just as she was picking up the sharp little knife to cut the pineapple slice into bite-size pieces that Madame Cabochon noticed the snake. It was a green mamba, one of Africa’s deadliest snakes, and it was coiled around the armrest of her husband’s chair—less than a meter away.

			Mambas have a reputation for being aggressive; Madame Cabochon had heard Congolese women speak of being chased from their fields by these venomous serpents. Well, there was no point in finding out if these tales were true. Opportunity had also presented itself, so Madame Cabochon took it. Without wasting a second to think about the consequences, she lunged at the snake, her arm fully extended.

			When Madame Cabochon clambered to her feet a few seconds later, the mamba’s head had been severed, but Madame Cabochon’s favorite church dress—the deep forest green frock with the questionably low neckline and slash pockets trimmed in white—was splattered with small flecks of blood. “Merde,” she said aloud. Then, without giving the matter much thought, Madame Cabochon picked up the severed mamba head using some tissues she kept in her slash pockets and went inside to survey herself in a mirror.

			Honestly, one would never guess that this blond bombshell had just celebrated her forty-eighth birthday, and in great style! Every white in town had been invited, and everyone sober enough to walk or drive had shown up although none of them knew her age. Not even Monsieur Cabochon, who was too drunk to find his way out of their bedroom, knew her true age. That was because her uncle had been the marriage registrar in Stanleyville, where they were married, and as a wedding present to his niece he obligingly shaved a cool decade off her age to match the stories she’d spun.

			But Madame Cabochon really did look good for her fake age of thirty-eight; one might even believe her to be in her early thirties. Of course she owed it all to the American cinema. Jane Mansfield, Doris Day, Marilyn Monroe—all of them were women with curves. Meanwhile a lot of European actresses looked as if they were still living on war rations. But not that gorgeous brunette, Sophia Loren; now there was a woman one could emulate!

			Madame Cabochon tossed her flaming tresses this way and then that. Oh yes, it had to be the forest green dress! See how it lit up her hair like a savannah fire? Besides, the flecks of blood were completely dry now and appeared as tiny newborn freckles, almost as if they belonged there. Anyway. she would put it to soak when she returned from church across the river where the blacks lived.

			Madame Cabochon, who considered herself to be a native-born African, despite her flaming red hair, lived in the town of Belle Vue, in the Kasai Province of the Belgian Congo, which was the name applied to a vast area of central Africa between the years 1908 and 1960, when it was a colony of Belgium. (Later the name was changed to Zaire, and eventually to the Democratic Republic of the Congo.)

			Approximately eighty times the size of Belgium, this colony covered as much territory as the eastern third of the United States and stretched from a narrow outlet along the Atlantic Ocean in the west to snow-covered peaks bordering the Western Rift Valley. The interior portion formed a shallow bowl that contained one of the world’s largest tropical rain forests.

			This rain forest was drained by the Congo River, which was second only to the Amazon in the amount of water that it discharged into an ocean. So powerful was the Congo River that, after its juncture with the Atlantic, it continued to flow underwater for another hundred miles, carving out a canyon in the ocean floor that was four thousand feet deep in places. The Kasai River is one of the major tributaries of the great Congo River, but it is also well known for another very important reason: the banks of the Kasai River, and the streams that feed into it, contain alluvial deposits of gem-quality diamonds.

			Belle Vue, where Madame Cabochon lived on the day that she slew the little—but deadly—green mamba, was especially famous for its fine gemstones. Coincidentally, Belle Vue, which means Beautiful View in English, was also known for its spectacular scenery.

			Not only did the Belgian-owned villas sprawl across the tops of high grassy hills, with just a necklace of emerald green forest along the river, the town overlooked a stunning, horseshoe-shaped waterfall that gave rise to a perpetual rainbow. Surely the rainbow was God’s promise that good fortune would always smile upon the simple, well-meaning inhabitants of this town, these 136 brave colonialists who wanted nothing more than to improve their lives, which had been made wretched, even intolerable, by the two wars in Europe.

			However, one could not run a diamond-mining operation, even of the alluvial sort, without many hundreds of African workers and, of course, servants to manage the affairs of home because life was so very difficult in the Belgian Congo. And, just as in Europe, the lower class and the upper class did not live side by side, for the two classes shared nothing in common. This was no mean prejudice, merely a statement of facts. After all, a family just in from the bush who squatted behind their house for their personal needs, a mother who went topless, plus a father who slaughtered pigs in front of his door—such a family would not feel comfortable living next door to a housewife who practiced Chopin for three hours every afternoon and who wrote long, poetic letters in ancient Greek to her brother in a monastery back home in Flanders.

			Besides, since the Almighty had placed a river at the Belgians’ disposal, like a giant moat, and the Divine had seen fit to fill it with hippopotamuses and crocodiles, and then to cap it off with a dangerous waterfall—well, one would certainly be remiss not to take advantage of it, wouldn’t one? So at the loss of much human life—most of it African, and thus regrettable, but not altogether tragic—the infamous Belle Vue Bridge was built. And directly adjacent to the waterfall, too, if you can imagine that!

			Ooh la la, did this ever put Belle Vue on the map! The little town prospered, especially after the Second World War, when the Consortium, the company that owned the mine, built a combination grocery and dry goods store for its employees. No longer did the Consortium’s employees need to drive more than a hundred miles over a single dirt track through bush that led through territory inhabited by headhunters. Not only that, but the Belle Vue store supplied milk and cheese flown in via Cessna, and store employees even began baking croissants and bread—sold fresh every morning.

			When in 1950 the residents of Belle Vue saw the construction of a clubhouse, with a restaurant, and swimming pool, just for them, they were practically delirious with happiness. Some folks even spoke of retiring to Belle Vue when their productive years were over. Why not? Except for one month a year—the month preceding the big rains—the climate was livable. And anyway, what did Europe have to offer now, except the possibility of more war? (Europe was always at war, was it not?)

			It should go without saying that both the store and the clubhouse were for full-blooded whites only. Light-skinned mulattoes and Asians needed to check in with management immediately upon entering the premises, unless they were on business for a white. Just as long as everyone knew their place, it was an easygoing world, one in which nobody wanted trouble.

			Shortly after the amenities went in, the Belgians graciously, and inexplicably, announced that they would share them with all whites in the area. Thus it was that the Missionary Rest House was built in record time, high on a cliff top, just above the bridge and the falls. As the missionaries were Protestants, and the Belgians were predominantly Roman Catholic, the Missionary Rest House was built on the African side of the Kasai River, on the “native” side.

			Some might say—perhaps herself included—that Madame Cabochon was the femme fatale of the town of Belle Vue. However, Amanda Brown was currently the only female in residence at the Missionary Rest House on the native side of the river—fatale or otherwise. That was because October was the suicide month. No one, not even a lowly, self-sacrificing missionary, wanted to waste his, or her, precious few days of vacation on these, the most miserable days of the year. For three months straight, not a drop of rain had fallen, but now, every day for a month, the clouds had piled higher and higher, like a cotton candy staircase to heaven. At any moment these towering, even majestic, structures could turn jet black and rain would dump down upon the hills—not in buckets, but in barrels.

			But in the meantime, the air was so thick with moisture that even the slightest bit of exertion set one to gasping like a fish out of water, although only a very few whites saw the irony in that. The Europeans, who were Catholics and not prigs like the Protestants, swore vehemently at the high humidity while they still had the energy. One common denominator was that everyone, regardless of their religious persuasion, sweated a great deal. Eventually, somewhere in the colony, a person of light skin succumbed to the punishing climate and committed suicide.

			One Sunday morning during the suicide month, Amanda Brown left the relative coolness of her cement block house to investigate the commotion she heard behind one of her outbuildings. Laughter, that’s what it was, but the fact that she could hear it above the roar of the waterfall—now that spoke to trouble. Upon rounding the corner of her woodshed, Amanda felt immensely relieved to see that the chief instigator of all the noise was none other than her housekeeper, Cripple.

			Africans in this part of the Congo, Amanda had soon learned, were most often given names that referred to some aspect of their birth, birth order, or physical appearance. Upon first meeting her, one might think that Cripple, with her bent and twisted body, would hardly qualify as a good housekeeper, but Amanda had never before in her life encountered a mind that sharp, or a personality quite so wily. Amanda would let the cook and head housekeeper, whose name was Protruding Navel, do the heavy lifting; Cripple would serve as her entrée into the mind of the native.

			But this, this—whatever it was—was going too far! What was this? Amanda asked the same question of Cripple and was ignored. Angry now, Amanda stepped right up to her employee, who was seated on an overturned washtub, which had been placed on top of an even larger tub. Still unnoticed, Amanda clapped her hands directly in front of Cripple’s eyes.

			“Cripple, answer me!” Amanda spoke in Tshiluba, which was the local trade language and, as such, was spoken by all the Africans living in Belle Vue.

			The tiny woman was capable of emitting enormous sighs. “These are my customers, Mamu.”

			“Customers?” Amanda practically shouted. “You have nothing to sell.”

			Cripple gently pushed the white woman’s hands away and began to sway as if she might suddenly be dizzy. “Mamu, as you well know, I am swollen large with child. Those enormous white hands of yours have a most unpleasant odor—worse even than that of a jackal that has been dead for three days. At any moment we both might experience a great unpleasantness over which I will have no control.”

			The gathering—there were over twenty villagers waiting in a queue, and even more standing around just to watch—erupted in laughter. Smelly hands, they mocked. Worse than a jackal that has been dead for three days! Why not just two days? Why not four? Surely a white woman’s hands smelled as bad as all that, for they were undeniably a loathsome people.

			“Cripple,” Amanda said, trying hard to focus only on the woman seated atop a washtub throne. “You must tell all these people to go home—at once! It is Sunday, the Lord’s Day, and I will not have you desecrate it with this heathen business of yours. Whatever it is.”

			“But, Mamu—”

			“Must there always be a ‘but,’ Cripple?”

			“Eyo, Mamu, but only because I loathe injustice.”

			“As do I.” The American sighed, just not nearly as loudly as Cripple had. “Okay, you may state your case.”

			“It is only that I am a heathen, Mamu. In my healing business I make no mention of your Lord or his special day. So you see, it is impossible, therefore, for me to desecrate that which you hold sacred.”

			“Nevertheless, this land belongs to the mission; I cannot have you mumbling secret incantations and communing with the spirits of the dead. My holy book—the Protestant Bible—is very clear about this being wrong.”

			Cripple was of two minds; the human side of her wanted to laugh uproariously at Mamu’s insane suggestion. After all, communing with the dead was the last thing that Cripple would ever want to do—that even came after kissing the thin, wormlike lips of a white man. What about the other side of Cripple’s mind? It was all business. Keeping Mamu happy was what really mattered if Cripple was going to support herself and the failure she called Their Death (whom she also called Husband).

			“Cripple,” Mamu said sternly, “I said to tell these people to go home.”

			As can be expected, the crowd that had gathered exclaimed among themselves and talked excitedly. But Cripple’s cheeks burned with shame, and for the first time she regretted her relationship with the young American missionary. Amanda Brown, hostess of the Missionary Rest House, had been always a fair and kind employer. In fact, Cripple had fallen into the trap of thinking that the white woman was her friend. Now this.

			Cripple thought of standing, but her dignity bade her to remain seated. “You may dock my last week’s wages, Mamu, because I quit my job—beginning yesterday.”

			The white mamu smiled—just a bit around the corners of her mouth. “Quit? You seemed to be happy in my employ. I am afraid I do not understand.”

			“These people pay me what they can, Mamu. Sometimes it is a few francs, sometimes a piece of fruit, and sometimes nothing. Truly, it is all nothing compared to what you pay me. But I have a stomach,” Cripple said, referring to the child that stirred within her, “and the stomach asks that I remain seated for much of the day. That is why I have decided to quit this most desirable position of being your humble servant.”

			“In that case I understand,” Mamu said.

			It was Cripple’s turn to smile, for she was both pleased with the outcome of their conversation and she had a business proposition. Before Their Death was fired from his job at the post office, he had learned from Monsieur Dupree that Europeans always conducted their business with smiles and handshakes. No doubt Americans, who shared the same unnatural physical attributes, expressed themselves in a similar manner.

			“Mamu Ugly Eyes,” she said, for that was this white woman’s name, “is it not the case that Protruding Navel works like a slave washing your clothes in these very tubs on the day before your Sabbath?”

			To be sure, that remark was followed by a great deal of laughter and poor Mamu’s unnatural complexion turned from white to red. “Kah! He does not work like a slave!”

			“Nevertheless, for the rest of the week these tubs remain unused, nasha?”

			“E. But—”

			“Then why not rent them, and this space, to me? I will pay you real Congo francs, not bananas or eggs.”

			Amanda, who was only twenty-three, took her first posting as a missionary seriously. True, her job was to run a guesthouse, but during the oppressive heat of the suicide month, the rooms remained empty. Meanwhile, here was an opportunity to show Christian charity to a self-proclaimed heathen, and possibly even in the long run she might be able to convert Cripple. Still, there was a certain protocol to follow and boundaries to be set.

			Amanda gestured at Cripple’s customers. “This is a place for missionaries to come and rest; it is not a place for crowds to gather. What is wrong with your own compound, Cripple?”

			“Kah! There are so many children, chickens, and goats running about in my family compound that even an intelligent woman like yourself would find it impossible to think. Mamu, how then must a much less clever woman, such as you see before you, be expected to solve the problems of these poor people who have great need.”

			Amanda bit her lip as she remembered to think twice before speaking. “And you can solve their problems?”

			“Observe, please, Mamu.” Cripple clapped her hands and nodded at
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