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About Apollo Africa

The original Heinemann African Writers Series was launched in 1962 with the publication of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, Cyprian Ekwensi’s Burning Grass and Kenneth Kaunda’s Zambia Shall Be Free, with Achebe himself acting as an editorial advisor. Over the next 40 years, the series continued to publish the best ­writing from across the African continent.

One of the founding aims of the Heinemann series was to make books by African writers available to as wide a readership as possible. Apollo Africa is proud to continue this work, ensuring novels, essays, poetry and plays from the original series are once again made available to readers all over the world.
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First Day





11.20 a.m.

‘We have read the manuscript of the novel you sent us. I have to tell you how very deeply we regret that we are unable to accept it.

‘It is, in fact, a very good novel; the writing has power. It is a convincing and disturbing book.’

Further on: ‘But what concerns us is not that the book makes accusations but that it makes it only too clear who is being accused.... Because of our pan-African policy, we cannot associate ourselves with an attack of such a personal nature.’

Still further on: ‘We are very sorry indeed, but we hope that it is only a postponement, for your book suggests to us that you will write others which we shall have the pleasure of reading and perhaps the satisfaction of publishing.

Yours sincerely etc.’

He dropped the sheet on the floor and picked up the next letter. ‘We have read your manuscript with special interest. It expresses a sense of desperation with great power, it rings true, and the style has the quality of poetry. It has greatly interested us, but since our output is limited, we cannot ...’

Like most people, because he could not publish it in Africa, he had sent his manuscript to a publisher in Europe. But here, too, he had met with rejection. This time because he had not appealed to Western emotions.

He sat down painfully on the edge of the bed and emptied the contents of his briefcase on to the floor. Wherever he went he took with him these carefully hoarded bits of paper, each one carrying on it all the desperate marks of his failures. Sometimes he asked himself if it was merely out of masochism. But each time he had, always, been able to reply no. The hope that one day he would come out on top, that he would be able to spread the evidence of his failures out on the table, with a loving wife on his right and proud children on his left. ‘Father, we want to be like you.’ Then he would reply: ‘The truth is hard. You must learn to accept this. Never give up and you will reach your mountain-top.’

Victory? Or when the goal seemed to recede Like the horizon, smoke hashish and walk like a conqueror to the edge of a world peopled out of your own body, with the thousand faces of your hopes. A crystal-clear ethereal world, the dream-Like sky of that village, where he had just caught sight of a man tied to a tree... Even if, afterwards, came the inevitable and sickening self-disgust. At any rate, it was a victory of a kind over life. Deceiving it like an unfaithful wife. Until the day comes when it wants a divorce.

‘Is it serious, doctor?’

‘If you had come to see me eighteen months sooner, I could have told you it wasn’t.’

‘I couldn’t afford it, doctor.’

‘And now?’

‘I still can’t afford it. In fact, I have just lost my job because of this ... this illness.’

‘That makes it difficult. If not impossible.’

The doctor had looked sadly at him. The look had forced him to smile back, stupidly.

‘I admire your courage.’

Fool.

All he could do was smile, in the same way he had smiled a moment ago, when he had seen the man pulling at the cord tied to his ankle, then falling on all fours and barking at a huge black dog ... A way to hide his impotence in the middle of this life without home, or child, wife, friend, or relative. All there was, was a village, a village where they must have long ago buried him in their memories and towards which a blind instinct drove him to return, to die there and have done. He knew that some animals when they are mortally wounded drag themselves in this way back to the field where they were born ... As if it were a kind of revenge against the overseas countries which had wrenched his illusions from deep within those lungs that he was gradually spitting up day by day.

He took a penknife from his pocket. Eight years ago he would have used it to cut the bonds of the prisoner. He was strong enough then to keep at arm’s length the inexhaustible love of the oppressed. Now he could not manage to work it up to please the publishers.

A dry cough tore at his chest as he slashed all his notes into tiny pieces. His red handkerchief – he always bought red handkerchiefs—was soon soaked with blood.

There was a knock at the door.

‘The madam wants to know if you’re having lunch here today.’ 

The woman who looked at him was of medium build and wore a dirty grey apron full of holes around her fat belly. She was deaf. He had to shout twice before he was able to get her to understand that he would be lunching at the hotel.

The shouting brought on his cough again. His emaciated body ran with sweat. He had to sit down, leaving a thread of fresh blood on his handkerchief. Fresher and fresher blood, as if he had just had a tooth out. The village where he was born was no longer a far-off place. In four days the weekly lorry-bus would arrive, cross a piece of that Portuguese colony and finally drop him at the border. Then, three or four kilometres on foot. A good thing his suitcase was light. He smiled, alone and full of bitterness. Soon he would at last have the right to surrender himself to crying out as loud as he could in the pathetic voice of his poor lungs devoured by illness: ‘Why, oh God, why have you never helped me?’ And afterwards, if he still had some strength left: ‘Grant at least that no one remember me.’ Rather like a novel.

He began to play his own game, inventing fine, neatly turned phrases, full of contempt for the world, turning away from life with a shrug. Mythomania is not a sickness, but a form of triumph over triviality. He had written this one day in a cloud of hashish smoke.

He pushed the suitcase back under the bed with his foot – a wooden bed covered with a yellow sheet stinking of bugs – and lay down fully dressed, his handkerchief within reach, his head filled with the image of a young man who looked like him, wearily carrying a small, battered cardboard suitcase along a path which, in the misty twilight, wound its way round his little village, forgotten and nearly deserted. And while the forest all around, full of the cries of nocturnal birds, desperately tried to hold back in its branches the last glimmers of daylight, he imagined himself caressing a lump of fresh earth, with tears in his eyes, and, waiting for the night to fill the sky completely, lying in the grass wishing that the oblivion surrounding his name would take on the weight of a witches’ sabbath.

1.30 p.m.

Everyone called him Amigo. Around his neck hung a strange necklace made out of three eye-teeth of different sizes. The eye-teeth of three men he had killed with his own hands. Every day, before lying down for his siesta, he took out from under his pillow an old family photograph: his father, his mother and two sisters, all murdered during a revolt among their farmhands. Then he placed the photograph on the cupboard in his room and, seated on a chair, addressed them as he showed them the teeth one by one.

‘Father, you were too fond of those savages. You never wanted to believe that they were bad and incapable of gratitude. If old Da Silva and you had listened to me, neither of you would have got your throats cut for nothing... After the revolt, all you would have had to do was shoot one of them and that would have been the end of it... You remember their leader, the small black one, with the belly and bandy legs, who put the others up to refusing to work on Sundays? Well, this is his eye-tooth. As soon as I got back from the town after your funeral, I went after him all through the night. When I caught up with him, he started and said, “Boss, you know about it?” I replied, “Yes, I know about it.” I shone the torch in his face. It was just him and me in the middle of the night. He looked sadly at me. “Boss, we are sorry about everything that has happened. It was madam, your mother, who started it all. She took the gun, perhaps she only wanted to frighten, but it went off and Miguel fell. We are all sorry, really sorry, because we all liked your father.” I knew that if I did not say something right away I would not have the strength to kill him. Hadn’t he taught me to walk? I asked him to come nearer. He didn’t say anything, even when I hit him on the back of the neck with a stone. Getting his tooth out was a job. It was so dark!

‘This other eye-tooth belonged to that son of a bitch journalist who put out that our hands had been driven too far. He wanted to make them out as honest hard workers, all innocence and submission, who had been exploited like slaves. I invited him out to the plantation and there ... This rotten eye-tooth is his. This third tooth comes from the mouth of ...’

‘Boss, everything’s ready.’

He replaced the photograph under his pillow after kissing all his relatives one by one, and followed his servant. Before going out, he dampened his handkerchief and put it on his head. The heat made the air vibrate. From the front of his house, he saw in the distance the chained man, tied to his tree.

‘He won’t kill any more monkeys, Malick. Pass the rope over that branch and give me the end.’

When Malick handed him the rope, he pulled on it slowly, lifting as he did so a dog with black spots. The animal clawed at the air, kicked violently, twisted itself and suddenly urinated. When the body stopped moving, Amigo tied the rope around the tree.

‘I said I would catch this dog, didn’t I, Malick?’

‘Yes, boss.’

‘He won’t kill any more monkeys, will he?’

‘No, boss.’

‘Let the sun burn his backside a bit more before you throw him away.’

Amigo went back to his room, yawned slowly, and lay down.

4.10 p.m.

Rabi poured a little coffee into her glass. As she did so, she knew her parents did not like to see her drinking coffee. But she was not aiming to please them. They must give in. There was another packet of cigarettes on the table; she took one and lit it.

‘Smoke, my girl, smoke. It’s good for your health,’ said her mother, looking at her father, whose feet were in a basin of cool water.

Rabi got up and went and took an old newspaper to fan herself. Her father muttered something and took his feet out of the basin with a sigh.

Ali, her small brother, was pushing his car (a stool) across the big room which they used as their sitting-room.

‘Out of the way or I’ll run you over.’

He knocked into Rabi’s feet.

‘Mummy, she won’t let me pass.’

He got up and began to snivel.

‘Ali, go and wash your face,’ his mother scolded.

‘This government won’t last much longer,’ her father prophesied.

He went over to his daughter and sat down beside her.

‘My dear, you know I can’t refuse you anything, but I can’t allow you to rejoin your fiancé.’

‘He has written to me. He wants so much for me to have the baby in our own home. He wants to be the first to see our child. He wants, father ...’

‘I know... I also know that if you go back there they will take you as a hostage. And he won’t dare to resist... resist such an intolerable action. They won’t even respect you because you are pregnant.’

The noise of a bucket being overturned and a bottle breaking.

‘Lord, what a trial that child is,’ grumbled the old woman as she hurried out to the bedrooms.

‘My dear,’ her father resumed, affectionately, ‘I have been condemned to death in my absence. This is the only place where I am safe. The hospitality of the Portuguese authorities isn’t free. They are undoubtedly hoping to use me one day against this corrupt régime. And if they give me the means, I shall use them. Then, if we win, you can go where you like, marry who you like. But in the meantime, I beg you, my dear, obey us always. And be careful what you write to your fiancé. Letters are censored and he could get into trouble.’

Rabi stubbed out her cigarette. She did not know what to say. Not long ago, she had been proud of the authority and leadership of David, her father. Now, he was just an old soldier fallen into disgrace, hunted, with a price on his head. A man on his own, forced to ally himself with the devil.

‘I understand, father.’

The old man’s eyes lit up and he put his arms around her.

Rabi got up and went to the window. A hanged dog swayed gently in the sun. A little farther off, another dog barked. She turned her head and saw the prisoner.

‘Father, why is that man being treated like an animal?’

‘Everyone has his problems, my child . . . It’s nothing to do with us.’

4.30 p.m.

He sat outside the front of the old abandoned shop. Overhead, the clouds were so long and black they seemed ready to fall. Old Kelani set up two empty bottles in front of him, alongside a hollowed-out tree-trunk. Then he lit the liamba in his pipe and watched the four little girls silently attaching long, multicoloured feathers around their waists and tying small bells made from hollowed-out fruit-stones around their ankles.

He inhaled the first puff of tobacco greedily, his pipe firmly fixed between his teeth and his eyes half closed. It was his dog that Amigo had just taken. He drew deeply on his pipe again. One of the little girls lifted her leg and shook it to try the bells. Old Kelani turned and smiled with affection at her. Yesterday, Amigo’s monkey had leapt from its perch and grabbed her by the neck. To save her, his dog, who was passing at the time, had killed the monkey. He wondered, briefly, where he could get another. There was only one other dog left in the village. But it was too wild and would not go near anyone except the albino. He knocked his pipe against his heel to let the first ashes fall out. Fat Maria passed and called out a greeting to them. No one replied. She was deaf. The little girls waved gaily at her. She wiped her forehead with her fingers and went on her way.

Old Kelani, freed from the heat by the first fumes of the drug, followed her for a few moments with a vacant look.

It was not long ago that the village had been full of dogs. Those were the days when it was wonderful how everything flourished: the rubber trade flourished and before that, the slave trade and the ivory trade. In those days he loved to walk down the streets with his three big dogs. One day, even, the police chief had said to him: ‘Kelani, you’re lucky. Your dogs are worth more than ten blacks.’

But when rubber dropped in value, the village was, little by little, abandoned. Then the soldiers came, to help some of the colonists to gain a foothold and to teach a lesson to those farmhands who, like the ones who belonged to Amigo’s father, began to make demands. Later, when they found diamonds, the prospectors of the Diamond Company arrived. The whole of Wirriyamu for miles around was declared a mining zone. The traders were expelled. So the stores fell into ruins in their turn, and the Africans left
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7.50 p.m.




8.30 p.m. 

150 kilometres from Wirriyamu














8.30 p.m. 

Deep in the forest, 90 kilometres from Wirriyamu















11.35 p.m.








11.42 p.m. 

85 kilometres from Wirriyamu
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