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Qualifying for the Mansions

There was a crik, and a crack, then another crik, then crack, crack, cra … Adah pulled herself up with a start and sat in the hollow of the large double bed. It had a gradual valley-like hollow, which gave it a sort of U look. On both sides of her the mattress rose gently, just like two table-lands sheltering her in a hollow valley. The crik and the crack sounds came once more and she grabbed her four-month-old baby from its carry-cot. The cot was lying on one of the table-lands.

The sleepy baby was cross, her little face twisted in anger. Adah held the wet bundle to her breast and stared at her roommate, the Great Rat. The rat was by now used to Adah’s fright, he had long sensed that Adah was terrified of his sharp piercing eyes, long mouth and his big brown body. He stood there, relaxed but watchful, wondering what trick Adah was up to now.

She was always too scared to shout. Her mouth was dry and she was too frightened even to move. The rat got bored with watching her, started to hop from one table to another, happily enjoying its night play. Adah’s eyes followed its movements in the dim candlelight, then carefully and noiselessly she stretched out to reach the small reading-table by the big bed, picked up one of the library books she had piled on the table, aimed carefully at the hopping rat, and flung. The rat, for once, was scared. It ran right into the broken wardrobe at the end of the room, disturbing a group of sleeping cockroaches. One of the frightened cockroaches ran into Adah’s hollow for maternal protection.

She had been told the week before that the Council would soon have them rehoused.

She put the baby back in her cot, but did not dare go to sleep again. She was happy in her victory over the rat; at least she might now get some peace for a few nights. Another crashing noise jarred into her happy thoughts from the outside. ‘Oh, not again!’ she moaned to herself, nearly in tears.

This time it was her landlord. He had long given her notice to quit the premises with her five young children. But unfortunately for Adah, she was black, separated from her husband, and, with five kids all under six, there were few landlords who would dream of taking the likes of her into their houses.

Her landlord, a Nigerian, like herself, being aware of Adah’s predicament, was, of course, taking the best advantage of the situation. The rent he charged was double what was normally asked for rooms in such houses. He now wanted her to leave because she had had the effrontery to ask him to do something about the rats, the cockroaches and the filth. When he had failed to do anything about them, she had been to the Town Hall and, because there was no other place for her to live just then, the Council had stepped in. They had asked the landlord to do some repairs, and even asked him to give Adah a rent-book.

To give Adah a rent-book would have put him in trouble because, being a council tenant, he had pretended to the authorities that Adah was a relative and only a guest. He had begged Adah to withdraw her application for a flat from the Council but it was too late. There were, however, still lots of things he could do to make her life miserable. He would thunder at her kids for any of the slightest childish noises; this happened so frequently that one of her boys would run at the sight of any black man, and she dared not leave them alone in the flat for fear of what might happen to them. She could not leave any piece of food or drink in the filthy shared kitchen for fear of it being poisoned. All their food had to be kept under her bed, so it was hardly surprising that the number of rats had increased. The man was desperate and would stop at nothing. He had switched off the electricity so that she had to keep a candle burning all night, conscious of the terrible fire risk to the children, but even more afraid of what accidents could happen in utter darkness. But now there was something new: he was trying magic.

The poor man, instead of sleeping like everybody else, would wake up very early in the morning, round three or four, drape himself in colourful African material, just like juju masqueraders in Lagos, and start moving to and fro to the music of his low-toned mournful songs. When Adah had first seen this figure she could not believe her eyes. She was on the verge of screaming, but when she looked closer and saw it was only her landlord, she could feel only pity and contempt for him. Adah was more afraid of the rat than the juju landlord.

This morning she simply stared at him, not knowing what to do next; then, amused, she decided to join in his songs which, of course, she had known from childhood. Why was it that she was not afraid? she wondered. Was it because here in England one’s mind was always taken up with worrying about the things that really matter? But juju mattered to her at home in Nigeria all right; there, such a scene in the middle of the night could even mean death for some. Probably, she thought, it was because there it was the custom, the norm, and what everybody believed in. The people not only believed in juju but such beliefs had become internalised and it would not occur to anyone to think otherwise. But here, in north-west London, how could she think of the little man who was so familiar to her by day in his greasy second-hand lounge suit as a medicine man? She had heard rumours, and read in the papers of other Africans in London being ‘terrorised’ by juju. But I am tough and free, she thought, free, she repeated to herself. In England she was free to keep her job, keep her kids, do her studies; she felt safe to ignore the juju man and his pranks. No, the juju trick would not work in England, it was out of place, on alien ground. God dammit, juju, in England, where you’re surrounded by walls of unbelief!

On that particular morning, the landlord had either slept late or was very tired, or both, for Adah soon heard the rattling of the milkman’s van; it must be six a.m. Mrs Devlin, the Irish woman living in the top flat, padded down with her empty bottles rattling, the milkman came up the road with his merry whistle, and the landlord stood on the pavement, just outside Adah’s ground-floor window, like a statue, apprehensive of the rattle and whistle. Adah watched from the window, fascinated. What would happen now? she wondered.

Mrs Devlin gave such a scream that the poor milkman had to lean against his van for support. The landlord could not push the old lady away, for she blocked the only doorway leading into the house. He simply did not know how to begin to explain what he had been doing, and stared at them all, his eyes looking ridiculously white in his black face. Adah did not want to miss the show, so, tying a lappa over her nightdress, went out. The landlord’s wife also came out, and so did the other Nigerians living down the road. How could the landlord explain to this group of Londoners why at such an early hour he had tied a red cloth round his naked body and arranged an ostrich feather sticking up at the back of his head, looking to them like a television Red Indian who had had a shot too many?

The milkman fixed his gaze on him, silently demanding an explanation. The face of the landlady was another picture. It was still unmade-up and she still had her hair threaded (like many African women, she ‘threaded’ her hair before going to bed, in small pleats, so that when the thread was taken out, the hair would lie on the head in attractive coils and not stick out), and in her haste she had not remembered to cover it with her wig. Mrs Devlin, who was on good speaking terms and neighbourly with Adah, looked appealingly to her to explain. Just then the landlady’s face turned to her, saying without words, ‘Please don’t say anything, please don’t.’

Adah started to stare at the ceiling by the doorway to avoid looking at any more faces. Then she thought of the picture they, the Nigerians, must present to their neighbours. The plaits on the landlady’s head would definitely remind any foreign person of the pictures of black devils they knew from their childhoods, for her plaits stood out straight, just like four horns. The landlord with the feather looked like the Devil’s servant. Adah too was part of the picture. Her lappa with yellow and red splashes provided a good background.

Blast these illustrators! Who told them that the Devil was black? Who told them that angels are always white? Had it never occurred to them that there might be black angels and a white devil?

The milkman recovered first from the shock. ‘Were you going to her room?’ he asked, deliberately, with accusation in every word, pointing at Adah’s room.

Adah did nothing to help the landlord’s dilemma but was quite regretting coming out in the first place. She did not know why she was so keen on keeping her landlord’s secret. Patriotism? After all, one did not like to have one’s dirty linen washed in public. Whatever happened, they were all originally from the same country, the same colour, both caught in the entangled web of an industrial society. He wanted to make money from his house to pay for his studies, Adah wanted the proper value for the rent she paid. In their own country, the situation would never have occurred in the first place. Ibo people seldom separate from their husbands after the birth of five children. But in England, anything could be tried, and even done. It’s a free country.

The landlady started scolding her husband in Yoruba. The other Nigerians agreed with her. Why should he take it upon himself to frighten a lonely woman? Did he not fear God? The whole race of men were beasts. She had always said that, in fact her mother told her so at home when she was little. He had made a fool of himself. God only knew what these whites were going to do.

To Adah she said nothing, but her frank speech was meant as an apology. It was very funny really, because everybody knew that everything the landlord had done had been planned by the two of them.

When the landlady started her speech in the Yoruba language, which Adah understood perfectly, the white people started to move away. The milkman swore, so did Mr Devlin and his two sons, who by now had joined the party. Mrs Devlin would go to the ‘Town ’all, Monday’.
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Drifting to the Mansions

After a cold and rainy night, the day was warm. It was early spring. Adah found a space on a bench beside two women who were talking about death, and sat down. It seemed very odd to be talking about death on such a beautiful afternoon, and in such a beautiful park. She looked at the two women momentarily and decided that the day was too fresh, too pure and too lovely to listen to death-talk.

The blue sky was liberally dotted with white clouds. The flats opposite had window-boxes displaying the first flowering shrubs. There were daffodils everywhere. Daffodils in the park, daffodils in the front and back gardens of houses, daffodils edging the park’s footpaths, all planted with the type of carelessness that has a touch of calculation.

She inhaled the pure fresh air around her and said under her breath, ‘I feel so happy I could burst.’ A group of pigeons wobbled towards her as she unpacked her fish sandwich. She broke one slice of bread into pieces and threw it at them. They pecked at the crumbs agitatedly. Why was it that pigeons were always hungry? Eating as quickly as they did must give them stomach ache.

It was a Friday, and her half-day. She would have her sandwich and spend a couple of hours in the library, then she would cook, then what, she would clean the flat, then bed. Q.E.D.!

But the warmth of the sun was caressing and, after the sort of nights she had been having lately, the lure to doze off was too much of a temptation. The last bit of resistance to sleep was removed when the two women talking about death decided to leave. So she could snore if she liked.

Africans say that it is possible to have four seasons in one day in England, and indeed when Adah woke it might have been any winter day. The park was empty, even the pigeons had taken shelter from the icy cold rain. She got up quickly, looked at the clock on the tower and realised that she had slept the two hours she had saved for reading. Not to worry … she had enough fresh air in her lungs to face her choky flat. She hurried home.

Mrs Devlin was at the door of their house when she got home. She was excitedly talking to her friend Mrs Marshall, who was, as usual, holding the lead of her black dog. The two women turned to look in Adah’s direction when they saw her coming. She was sure they were still talking of the juju episode which had been so spiced to flavour that she was already the heroine of a rather dramatic story. But heroines, being human like everybody else, do get bored of being praised. Not being in the mood to listen to any more new versions of the juju episode, she decided to dash past them, without greeting, to the nursery.

‘Hey, what do you think you’re doing? Come ’ere, we’ve good news for yer.’

Adah wondered what good news there could be for her. She seldom got any news, but good news – well, she might as well listen.

‘They’ve got a flat for yer. The manager was ’ere a minute ago, he said he would come back in thirty minutes to see if you were back.’

‘Me? A council flat for me? Are you sure he was asking for me? I can’t believe it. Are you quite sure? I mean …’ Adah was becoming incoherent in her excitement. Her voice was loud and panicky.

‘Yes, of course, dear, he came for you. Aahr, dear, don’t cry, it’s going to be all right now. He’s coming soon,’ Mrs Devlin assured her.

Adah did not realise that her eyes were watering. She wiped her face, peered at the thin face of Mrs Marshall to make sure she was not dreaming, and in response Mrs Marshall pulled her dog to herself, nodding intermittently. ‘It is true, it is true.’

Yes, it must be true, but she still had to fetch her babies from the nursery. The day was too good to be ruined by Matron’s anger. The matron of her kids’ nursery had become a friend, but was very keen on punctuality. She never hid the fact that she too had children of her own who would be waiting for her at home. So mothers were usually begged to come for their babies on time. Though she was so happy about Mrs Devlin’s announcement, though she was dying to see the manager himself and get all the particulars, she would rather have taken the risk of missing all these than face an angry matron. She had a frightening anger, that matron had.

Aloud she said, ‘I must get the children first, otherwise I’ll get told off by the matron.’

‘That’s all right, you run along and get them; we’ll wait for him when he comes. I am so happy for yer.’

She thanked Mrs Devlin and ran excitedly to the nursery. She picked up the baby from the pram where she had been left in the clean hospital-like room. The babies’ room was painted blue with blue and pink teddies painted all over the blue furniture. Even the drinking mugs had teddies drawn on them. Did babies, when only four months old, really take notice of all those teddies, or were the teddies for the delight of the plump nurses with merry faces and fixed smiles? Her baby was gurgling at nothing in the pram. She even gave a smile of recognition when she saw her mother. Adah did not have much time to talk to her as she was supposed to be doing. It took her a long time to learn this ritual of talking to a baby who either did not understand or in most cases did not know what to make of it. In England they said it was very good to chatter to your child, even when it was a few hours old, so she too started doing it, but would make sure that none of her people were around. They might well think her a witch, talking to something that did not answer back.

In the toddlers’ room there was always noise and clatter. Shrill repetitive and nerve-racking voices piped in the air. The nurses clad in their shapeless flowered overalls moved about in the confusion, soothing, separating, yelling and laughing alternately. The floor was cluttered with children’s litter. Toys of all shapes – kangaroos, lizards, ducks – all sorts. Some were very good, soft and cuddly, though in most cases the little devils would rather throw them at one another than play with them.

One of the nurses, on seeing Adah, made several attempts to call her children away from the confusion, but the kids found it funny to pretend not to hear her. Adah, annoyed, marched into the confusion, pulled Bubu, one of her two boys, by the collar, but he jerked away and she had to let him go for fear of dropping the baby. Triumphant, Bubu laughed and invited his mother to ‘chase me, Mummy, you can’t catch me, you can’t catch me’. Luckily for Adah, a nurse saw her predicament and, marching in like a sergeant-major, took Bubu and his younger sister Dada by the hand to the cloakroom for their coats. The kids protested fiercely, ‘I don’t want to go home, I want to play.’

‘You’ll come back tomorrow, then if the weather is nice we’ll go to the park, we’ll go by bus, we’ll …’ The nurse went on and on, telling them what they were going to do ‘tomorrow’. To kids tomorrow is always a long time away and they would scarcely remember what it was the nurse had said the day before. She went on cooing to them in that sugary tone some people reserve for kids. They eventually came out of the nursery.

The next argument was who was to be on the right or the left of the baby’s pram. Bubu said he had been on the right of the pram in the morning, and would now stay on the left. Dada said she took the left first, and was not going to give it up. She looked determined, clutching the coveted side with her little hands, and leaning her head against it. Bubu tried to pull her away, and Adah commanded him to stop. ‘Tomorrow you’ll be on the left.’ Bubu was pacified, especially as Adah agreed with him that Dada was a naughty girl and would not have sweets tomorrow.

She hurried them home as fast as she could in the circumstances. Coming into her street, she could see that the man was already waiting for her. She quickened her pace and the children on either side of her started to trot, just like horses, their unworn gloves dangling lifelessly from the sleeves of their coats.

The man who was waiting for her was in his mid-thirties, with his belly slightly protruding. With a belly like that he must watch his diet, his beer … ‘Hello,’ she said breathless.

The man seemed unsure of what he should do next. He had glasses, his grey top coat was unbuttoned, revealing a very clean shirt. The glasses he had on gave him a highly intelligent look, but he ruined the effect by keeping his mouth open most of the time. With his mouth opened like that he looked both intelligent and stupid simultaneously.

He decided to come to the point. ‘Are you Mrs Obi?’

‘Of course.’

She wondered why professionals ask this sort of question. What exactly was she supposed to do, wear a label? Of course she was Mrs Obi. She was beginning to hate the suspense. ‘Have you a flat for me?’ She might as well know the worst. This man now managed to look like both a sharp plain-clothes detective and a mere clerk.

He cleared his throat. There was nothing to clear – he was just embarrassed or something. ‘Yes, we’ve got temporary accommodation for you at the Pussy Mansions, not very far, just around the corner.’

‘Come now, that’s unfair,’ Mrs Devlin cried. ‘Why do you put a girl like her in such a Godforsaken place? Her children are very young, and she’s very hard working. It’s not fair at all. Why, she might as well stay where she is now!’

‘Huh?’ cried Adah wondering whether Mrs Devlin had gone mad. ‘Stay here? You must be joking. Any hole is better than this filth.’

This pleased the man in the grey coat, and he gave Mrs Devlin a why-don’t-you-shut-your-mouth sort of look. Mrs Devlin went on protesting.

‘It’s a rough place to put a girl like that.’

The grey-coated man felt that he had to volunteer an explanation as Adah was beginning to look at him dubiously. ‘You see, we have to rehouse you rather quickly because we were told about the kind of bitter experiences you are being subjected to and gather that this place is not very safe for your children. You are going to stay at the Mansions for a short while – just a temporary arrangement, nothing permanent at all. Of course you can reject the offer if you don’t particularly like it.’

He started to dangle two keys in front of Adah’s face as if tantalising her. ‘Take it or leave it!’ his attitude seemed to be saying.

His cuff links were real gold, and his wrist-watch was golden too. He probably was the manager after all. The keys kept on dangling in front of her. Should she refuse the offer to save Mrs Devlin the humiliation of being slighted? Should she accept the offer just to move away from the oppressive situation she was in? 
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