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Chapter One

I am sitting here before my large oval mirror. I like oval things. They are not too round and not too square, is what I say when people ask why my everything is oval, mirror, tables, all. Truth is, I just like ovals. I find them serene and they dispense more sympathy to me than other shapes. And God knows I need a bit of it.

I am staring painfully at an image. My image? No! – what is left of what once used to be my image. And from my left and right, all about me, I keep hearing chuckles and pantings, wild bedspring creaks, screaming oohs and yelling aahs. They are coming from rooms that are the same as mine, rooms where the same things are done as they are in mine. And in all of them there are pretty women like myself, one in each room waiting to be used and abused by strange men. They are all about me. And yet here by myself, alone inside my room, I feel so very, very far away on my own. So friendless, isolated and cold.

I am just in brief silky red underpants, so I’m virtually naked, but that is not why I feel so cold because this coldness I feel does not grip my body so much as it does my soul. It’s deep inside me that feels this chilliness, from the dejected soul my body harbours, a soul grown old from too much use of its shelter. Yes! I’ve used myself and I have allowed myself to be too used to care any longer. But that doesn’t render me emotionless. I’ve still got lots of feelings in me, though sometimes I’m not sure if they aren’t the wrong ones.

Tears are building up in my eyes. They always do when I stare at what is left of me. They are blurring my vision and are slowly rolling down my face in an agonising rhythm like the beating of the devil’s own drums . . . ta . . . ta . . . ta . . . dropping down one after the other, painfully slow, painfully gradual, onto these two flabby, floppy drooping things I call my breasts, my tired graceless bosom. I fear what I see when I look at myself. I shiver at the sight of my sore cracked lips which still show through the multiple layers of the glossy crimson paint I apply to hide them. This gaudy pink rouge I’ve plastered on my ebony-black face looks horrid too, I know, but I wear it because it’s a trademark of my profession. What my poor mother back home in black Africa would say to these hideous traces of bites and scratches all over my neck, should she ever have the misfortune of seeing them, I fear to imagine. They extend even far beyond the back of my ears, several bruises and scars left generously there by the sadistic hands of my best payers, my best spenders. And even back down my spine too run a couple more – horrendous ones which I fortunately do not suffer the distaste of seeing vividly like those on my neck, and so I care less about them.

I have yet another handicap too, my little left finger. I think often of the games my mother used to play with them, my fingers. Childish games when I was her innocent naive child. ‘Give me your hand,’ she used to say. And I would give it to her. And she would take it, usually my left hand, and spread out my five fingers on her thighs, her coal-black thighs. And start the song: this one cries, gaa gaa gaa, this one asks, what is wrong, this one says, maybe hunger, this one says, let’s go take and eat, but thicky Tom thumb won’t agree, he says, I’ll tell when father comes, and so small goes crying on, gaa gaa gaa.

Small was my little finger and it still cries, but no more for mother’s playful hunger. It’s bent. Its bone’s been displaced and it looks weird. I see it all the time and I loathe it, but not the money that came with it. The injury was done to me by one of my best spenders, a giant of a man but who always, when he comes to me, cries like a baby in my arms, telling me about his dictator wife whom he loves but who treats him so bad she makes him lick her feet at night. Then filled with the loathing and rage of revenge for this wife he’d love to kill, but lacking the guts even to pull her hair, he imagines me to be her, orders me to shout I am her, and does horrible things to me like I never saw a man ever do to a woman before in the bushes I hail from. But I bear it because it is part of my job. I listen attentively to his talk and comfort where I can. And even when he puts me in pain and spits upon me and calls me a nigger fool I still offer him my crimson smile and pretend he’s just called me a princess, for I’ve got a job to do, and I’ve got to put my all in it. But like I said, I may be dirty, old and overused but I can still feel emotions. And that is why I cry sometimes. And when I’ve got my crying to do I sit here alone before my large oval mirror and stare painfully at this bit of garbage that once used to be me and I cry.

This room in which I am sitting is in a lone, isolated house on the outskirts of Munich, a house I hear once belonged to a prominent wealthy German who had it built for the purpose of his frequent clandestine rendezvous with the greatest love of his life who, like him, was a male. This led to his suicide when the truth about his sexuality emerged to the public. The house, following the tragedy, remained unoccupied for many years. Then a few years ago a man materialised from nowhere and bought the house with plenty cash and warned people to leave him alone. This man I call Oves. Formally, to others, he is Overseer. He is my lord, my master and my pimp. And like the other women on my left and right, I am his pawn, his slave and his property. What he orders, I do. It’s my karma. Once, long ago, I believed mother when she said to me, ‘Your life is your road, Mara. God puts you at the start of this road and propels you to walk on, and only He knows where your road will end, but it is the road He chose for you, and you must walk it with gratefulness because it’s the best for you.’ Once, before I started to walk my road all on my own, I believed mother. But that was before I was given away to this man who paid two white cows, four healthy goats, four lengths of cloth, beads, gold jewellery and two bottles of London Dry Gin to my family and took me off as his wife from my little African village, Naka, to him in the city.

I remember the day clearly. I returned from the village well with my fourth bucket of water of the day when mother excitedly beckoned to me in all my wetness and muddiness, dragged me into her hut and breathlessly told me the ‘good news’.

‘Your father has found a husband for you,’ she gasped, ‘a good man!’

All I did was grin helplessly because I clearly remembered the same good news as this that mother had given my older sister two years before. Found, too, by father. And my sister was now a wreck. Naturally, not all husbands made wrecks of their wives. Many women in Naka were extremely content with their marriages and their husbands and wouldn’t exchange them for anything in the world. And some such good men still existed in Naka. But father, it appeared, had a different formula for choosing or accepting husbands for his daughters, which took more into consideration the number of cows coming as the bride price than the character of the man.

‘Who is he?’ I asked mother. ‘Father’s choice for me?’

‘Oh, dear child,’ mother said, ‘you know your father would consider it rude if I disclosed him to you before he did. Dress up,’ she urged me, ‘I am certain he will send for you soon.’

And he did. And made known to me that my chosen husband was the man named Akobi. And it astounded me, first, that this man had settled on me as his wife, and second, that father had had the guts to approach his father to offer him his daughter. But I soon learnt that, yes, Akobi chose me as his wife, but it was his father who had approached mine and not vice versa. And my astonishment was because of the position that Akobi’s family held in the village.

Naka was a farming village, and Akobi’s father, like most men in the village, was a farmer too. But unlike most men in the village, he was also an undertaker. And people feared him because he was a man who seldom issued threats but pitilessly carried out those he issued. A man who once shocked the entire village and beyond when he threatened to give the dying chief’s linguist a ‘banana funeral’ because the old man owed him eight shillings and sixpence, and who, true to his word, presented the corpse on the funeral day wrapped in two large banana leaves. Unscrupulous though it was, it earned him great respect. And when a nasty outbreak of cholera followed in the village, claiming the lives of many and increasing his income as the only undertaker, he earned even more respect for using the money to educate his son Akobi at the Joseph Father of Jesus Roman Catholic school, making his son the first child of Naka to earn a Form Four General Certificate. Of course, snide remarks were uttered that he was benefiting from the deaths of people, but who cared? The point was that his son had studied and got a certificate. They stood out in the village crowd and were held in high esteem.

But one thing Akobi’s father did not reckon with was that his son would refuse to return to the village and farm with him. Akobi had other plans. He had tasted town life and was craving to further it to city life. And returning to Naka to become a farmer like all the rest who hadn’t been to school at all, or even as undertaker like his father, was for him out of the question. Naturally, his father was very disappointed for he was looking forward to the help of the son he had invested so much in, but Akobi successfully convinced him of the urgency of his intentions, of how he wanted to get on in life, which was by no means possible if he returned to live in the village. That was how, with his father’s reluctant blessing, Akobi left Naka to go and live in the big city.

Life in the city, Akobi soon realised, was not the glamorous days and nights he had seen in his dreams. Reality hit him and hit him real hard, and he realised that the furthest he could go with his level of education was a messenger clerk at the Ministries, at best. But the worst confrontation of all for him were the women, one of whom he had hoped to make a wife and bring to Naka to pompously introduce
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