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1

THE INCIDENT WITH the gorilla remained with my mother for the rest of her life, as certain tiny wounds do on the face. I learnt of it very early, through Quiri, who was about sixteen at the time. We had wandered together up the path into the forest. He stopped at a certain point and took from his pocket a big tooth on a piece of twine. I was five.

‘Na whatee dat ting dere?’ I asked.

Quiri pointed into the underbrush. He told me that the hairy man was buried there, and it was a place of great power, and that he would batter your head to bits if you forgot his tooth. He picked up two sticks and held them flat to his temples, grimacing. I laughed and laughed. That is one of my earliest memories: Quiri pretending to have his head bashed in by the gorilla spirit.

I asked my mother about it, a few days later. We’d been flicking through My First World of Marvels. Gorillas filled one page. They were rather savage looking, with big white teeth and red gums. My mother told me that they were not so tall and savage looking, but that they were very heavy. I wondered how she knew they were very heavy.

‘Have you seen one in the forest, Mother?’

She paused, then nodded.

‘And did it bash your head to bits?’

She smiled.

‘Oh yes, and it took lots of glue to put it back together again.’

I then told her what Quiri had said. Her face had a cloud on it. This cloud came upon her whenever she was about to be ill with her malaria, when my father announced that he must go up-country next week, or when he received a letter from Lagos or Buea that had something to do with a post. It used to come upon her when one of the people she was treating died. It used to come  upon her when I would tell her how, when I was grown up, I would build my own house next to the guest bungalow, with a big cage for the beautiful-bird-smaller-than-its-tail that visited us from time to time, pecking at the grain for the hens. I never understood, then, why this displeased her. Worse, it would even come upon her when I mentioned how, at the age of seven, I would make my own canoe and paddle up the reach to my secret hut.

This time the cloud stayed on her face for the rest of the day. I hoped she wasn’t going to be ill again.

‘Mother, are you all right?’

She asked me to leave her be.

‘Is Mother all right, Father?’

He asked me why I had asked. He was in the office, as he always was just before my supper. I knew he wanted to build a big road, but there were too many bridges between one end and the other, and most of them were broken, or not even built, or made of lianas and therefore too narrow for our Bean Tourer to cross.

‘Because there’s a cloud on her face.’

He told me not to talk like an African.

‘I wasn’t talking like an African.’

‘Yes, you were. I want you to talk good English, or people will laugh at you.’

‘Who will laugh at me?’

‘People, back home.’

‘But this is home.’

‘Hugh, you have to realise something. You’ll be going home soon, to your own country, where Uncle Edward and Aunt Joy are –’

‘The land full of letters and telegrams.’

He hesitated.

‘Is Quiri teaching you still?’

I was having lessons in Quiri’s language.

‘No,’ I lied.

My father ran his fingers along his moustache and grunted, returning to his papers. ‘I’m going to talk to your mother, Hugh,’ he said as I was going out. I stopped, studying the big map pinned to the door, with its rolling hills made by the damp. The road my  father was about to build, once the bridges had been sorted out, went up and down these hills. I’m going to feel sick on this road, I thought.

‘Oh Hugh,’ said my father, rather sadly.

‘What?’

‘Nothing. Run along now, there’s a good fellow.’

My father was a very good father: my happiest times were watching him grunt among bits of the Bean, the bits he rubbed and rubbed with oil to stop them rusting. Although he spent a lot of his valuable time taking the car to pieces and putting the pieces back together again in just the same way, it was the only sensible thing to do, he said: we couldn’t have a horse or a pony or even a donkey because this was tsetse country. Each time one of these was brought on the boat, with a lot of trouble and effort, it was bitten and had fever and died, then a huge hole had to be dug.

The first part of his road was the track that went into the forest just behind us. It was decent for ten miles, all the way to the village of Odoomi, because my father had laid logs upon the swampy bits. The Bean made the run at least five times before the heat and damp changed the fuel in some way and the engine stopped. I was sure it was because we had not brought the gorilla tooth, for every other time Quiri had accompanied us.

The story of the gorilla and Mr Hargreaves happened long long ago, before I was born. Other things happened before I was born. There was a big war and my father was in it; he watched ships sink to their masts in Duala harbour. (When we visited Duala one time, we saw these masts with seagulls sitting on them. The masts must be very old, I thought.) He was terribly badly ill with yellow jack and was mended by my mother in England. They came out to Africa together on the big steamer and stayed in Buea, where it’s always wet and chilly. Then they came here, to Bamakum, on the Reverend Tarbuck’s little steamer, called SS Grace. This was a clever boat, my father said, because it had a shallow draw and a flat bottom to take the creeks, and was made of steel plate. There were marks on this plate where a hippo had bitten it – which also happened long long ago, before I was born. Like the Bean, the boat had been taken to pieces and put back together again. The Bean and the boat were like my jigsaw puzzles.

I wasn’t allowed to walk into the forest on my own. But the next time I went with Quiri I watched for when he took out his tooth fetish. It was next to a white tree with a wiggly branch and I put that into my head. I thought: when I am seven, I will walk on my own to the village and back with a canvas pack and water-bottle. This was my secret plan. I was not afraid of the forest. Not, at least, of its animals. At night I lay awake and learnt to tell the difference between the cries and calls, when one stopped and when one started. I wasn’t sure who each of them belonged to, but I gave them owners anyway: leopard and monkey and mongoose and parrot, gorilla and elephant and bat.

I knew that this point in the forest was powerful. One time, Quiri showed me gorilla tracks, made in the soft mud after a long week of hard rain had cleared to mist, the mist rising in huge clumps and getting snared in the treetops or rolling over the swollen, noisy river. The tracks, he explained, were the spirit of the dead one walking about, visiting his friends and sorrowing.

‘Why sorrowing?’ I asked.

Quiri put on a complicated expression, as if his thoughts were moving just under the skin. Then he took my hand and led me away, in the direction of the village, away from our home: my father appeared with Mawangu, further down the track. He was on foot, in his bush-boots, finding out about the rain’s attack on his track. It had dug new channels, thrown the logs about higgledy-piggledy, cast up heaps of mud, washed out the stones he had tipped into the swampier parts and replaced them with khaki-coloured pools, already bubbling with frogs. In several places there were whole trees fallen across, the ground too softened for their roots to hold. He looked rather miserable, talking to Mawangu – now the ‘Odoomi Road Chief’. Mawangu kept his teeth filed to sharp points, so that when he smiled he looked like the mask in the main room. He was smiling now.

‘Ah, Quiri,’ said my father, as he tousled my head, ‘you must appease the rain gods.’

‘Ah, Pa,’ replied Quiri, ‘dis road you never mend.’

‘Why not?’ I asked.

‘Mr Hargreaves done made a very bad ting,’ he said.

We were already walking back together. My father coughed and said, ‘Quiri, don’t talk about it any more.’

We passed the white trunk with the squiggly little branch jutting from it and its one pale leaf waving at me like a hand. Quiri and Mawangu were frowning, each gripping something in their right hand, my own safely nestling in my father’s. It was very steamy everywhere, so that the steaminess went into your chest when you breathed. Our faces shone.

Later, in the cookhouse, where I would repair if my mother was busy with her patients:

‘Quiri, what must you not talk about?’

He smiled, his back dancing as he chopped the plantains. Augustina was humming, as usual. I shifted on my stool.

‘Quiri, who is Mr Hargreaves?’

Augustina’s humming stops. Quiri’s chopping stops. Joseph whistles and shuts the meat safe. The new mtoto, nicknamed Big Baldie (he lost his hair in an infant fever) stirs the foo-foo. Mr Hargreaves, I thought, is a powerful notion (I confounded notion and potion in those days). Then Quiri took my hand and we went together up to the cemetery. The sun was burning through the mist: I felt it strong on my back, like Hercules’s cloak in my mother’s story. The cemetery was cleared four times a year by the hired labourers my father would bring in for such jobs; they’d arrive on two long canoes and chain up at the jetty, and be ordered about by Mawangu, who’d be ordered about by my father. There were problems about paying them, for someone invisible was ordering my father about, and the money came from that person. In fact, there seemed to be someone ordering that person about, too, who lived in a country that belonged to us, called England, and to which we belonged, because we were English, and to which my parents kept nearly going back before the rainy season. In my father’s dictionary, it came after Engirdle and before Englobe, and contained something called Presentment of Englishry, and made me feel chilled – as I felt when we visited high-up Buea on our ‘emergency’ leaves, or on breezy nights between November and January, or when I was ill.

The cemetery had words in it. My mother was teaching me to read, along with the servants. The people buried in the cemetery  were not all English: some of them were German. The Germans were definitely bad: I was frightened of their big, iron crosses sawn from rods or girders, with things called rivets as cross-pieces, and little rusted plaques with nothing on them. They had given my father his slight limp, and punched the mark in his side with some sort of bad magic (though my mother said it was the scar left by the injections for his yellow fever). This made the Germans stand, in my mind, next to the Pharisees, Barabbas, the crowd of Jews, and the Romans. The Romans were both people with helmets and a lot of boring ‘pissles’, for we read the Old and New Testaments every night, and my mother liked the teachings of St Paul: the Reverend Tarbuck, who always brought me boiled sweets, would test me whenever he visited. I was not a good pupil, but he seemed too tired to mind, ruffling my hair with his blotchy hand and telling me to watch the crocodiles, for they were always hungry, and enjoyed the tender flesh of small boys.

I knew this was true, and good advice, but it gave me nightmares. He said it very close to my face so that I saw my own face in his spectacles. He also had breath that smelt of rotten mangoes and his eyes would look at me rather fiercely. He had a huge boat – the biggest I had ever seen on the river – which had the same name as the little one in my mother’s story of how she and my father came here, but which I couldn’t make into the same vessel. It smoked frightfully and always seemed to bear one or two white men without hair on their faces who were happy to play cricket with me, or generally fool about with a ball. I loved their visits. Sometimes I’d see them again on the return journey, sometimes not. When I’d ask after them, by name, on a later visit – I didn’t forget their names, ever – he would sometimes frown and say, ‘Ah, my child, the Lord saw fit to receive him into His bosom.’ I imagined the Lord’s bosom as a great, moss-covered wall with a cave in it at the far end of the river, into which they had gone. I would have quite liked to see this bosom, but we never went far enough on our three or four trips up-river. I was secretly glad because the bosom had a lot to do with death.

Quiri was now standing right at the back of the cemetery, near the skeleton of the trader’s old shed hung with creepers and full of  new trees. He looked nervously towards the house, but we were quite a way from it here.

‘There,’ whispered Quiri, in his own language, ‘there is Mr Hargreaves.’ Then, in English: ‘God done rest His soul, I hope.’

There was a small, upright stone in the grass. The grass was sharp and prickly. The cemetery was due for a visit from the panga brigade, as my mother called them, so Quiri had to bend down and part the grass blades from the stone. Seeds blew in a cloud, settling quickly on my clothes like a shower of arrows. The proper trees began just beyond the shed, enormous white things towering into a grey sky: there was a delicious gloom behind them, which was less hot and held all the creatures that talked to me each night. One of them actually said my name, over and over again: Hughie . . . Hugh . . . Hughie . . . Hugh . . . Hughie . . . Hugh . . . I frowned in concentration, determined to read the inscription myself:

John Simkins Hargreaves

1894–1922

Commissioner of this station, 1919–21

May he Rest in Peace

My picture of him was nice. He was like those big playmates who had entered the bosom. He had the same job as my father, funnily enough. I had never thought of anyone else having the same job, here. I’d always thought we were the very first – that even the buildings had been put up by us. I scratched my ankles because something was biting them, but hurt my fingers on the barbed seeds stuck to my socks. Flies settled on my sweat. I had to watch out for tsetse, particularly in the cemetery. And snakes. And tetanus. My mother didn’t really like me going in the cemetery when the grass was high. That’s why Quiri kept looking nervously towards the house. He was now clearing another stone (the one next to Mr Hargreaves), with his favourite knife: large lumps of moss fell off. There was a small iron cross stuck crookedly into the top with a creeper wound round it. All I could read was Gil am Northc and the date: 1893–1919.

‘Massa DO Northcott,’ announced Quiri. He then hit his head with his palm a few times, curling his lower lip right over. I knew  this meant extreme distress. Then he held his hand around his throat.

‘Germans?’ I said.

‘No no,’ Quiri laughed, ‘’e done get his Winchester rifle an’ –’ He stuck two fingers in his mouth, his eyes very wide. Then he coughed and took his fingers out. ‘RIP,’ he added.

My father had two Winchester rifles. He would take one when he went ‘on tour’, and the other he would leave with my mother. They were for leopards, crocs, or gorillas. Or snakes. Anything, in fact, that might just decide to attack the compound, or someone in it. My mother’s chief fear was mad bush dogs. Because of this, my father had put up a fence all around, but it was very hard to stop the forest from clambering over it. He had hammered in big stakes, but had to wait a year for the chicken wire, for some reason. He got very angry about this chicken wire, standing in the canoe and waving some papers about one time. Funnily enough, we and the servants had some chickens, scratching about in the yard, and I was very surprised, when the chicken wire eventually arrived on the traders’ rusty old boat (it could go no further than our bay, and once scraped the bottom turning beyond the jetty), to see it in canvas-wrapped rolls, and not in the shape of a hen.

To my relief, this fence made no difference; the number of different droppings left in the house each morning stayed roughly the same. My chief pet was a hen called Stanley with a growth on its neck, but on and off I tended a small python, several lizards, a mongoose, two monkeys, and a baby crocodile, until they upset my mother in some way or other and had to be carried off. My insect collection was never touched, though, and I talked a great deal to the tiny red ants on my wall. They were very clever, and lined up each morning for an inspection by the general. Then they would march off in a column. I called them ‘Hugh’s Red Coats’, but my mother hated them because their friends would pour out of the kitchen tap before the water.

I thought hard for a bit, while Quiri unwrapped the iron cross from its creeper.

‘And Mr Hargreaves?’ I asked in the end, not really understanding this business with the rifle and Gil am Northc whistling for someone. ‘He done himself RIP, too?’

Quiri shrugged. ‘He done kill the hairy man,’ he said. ‘Hairy man done come back an’ kill um. Pax. Fair dos. Rain stop play.’

He laughed like a drain for a moment, clapping his hands. I knew that this was not a merry laugh, but something he would do when he wanted to clear himself out of bad things. But when I started doing the same, I was ticked off.

Then he put his hands on my shoulders and told me never ever to tell my parents that he had told me anything at all about Mr Hargreaves.

‘Why not?’ I asked.

He said he would have to leave, and never come back, because they would be very cross with him. The thought of Quiri leaving filled me with horror. I had never thought that he could leave.

There was a long list typed out by my father, a copy pinned to the door of each room, with DO NOT doubly underlined at the top. The Reverend Tarbuck called it ‘The DO’s Catechism’. First was Forget Your Quinine, then Paddle In the River, then Touch Any Snake, then Go Into the Forest Unaccompanied, then Drink or Wash Greens or Face or Hands in Unboiled Water, then Fail to Treat Any Bite or Wound, then Insult or Swear at or Hit a Servant or Any Other Native for No Just Reason. Now I headed it in my mind with Ask Mother and Father about Mr Hargreaves.

I couldn’t understand why, if everything was so dangerous, I couldn’t carry around my fetishes as Quiri and the others did. They believed in God, it seemed. At least, they joined in Morning Prayers every Sunday, and were given pieces of bread by the Reverend Tarbuck whenever he passed by, and sang in big voices under the cloth fan that Good Boy Hippolytus, our blind and crook-backed punkah-wallah, would pull vigorously in rhythm, humming along, and said that they weren’t worthy to gather up the crumbs under Thy table (a line which always made me feel hungry). Yet they also protected themselves with feathers and teeth and bone and pebbles and twisty bits of wood and flattened sardine tins and broken glass wrapped up in grass and Reckitt’s Blue wrapped up in leaves and Ovaltine labels smeared with engine oil from the Bean. As for me, I had to go about naked (though clothed uncomfortably from the top down in clothes Baluti never rinsed properly, so they gave me a rash), with only  Jesus Christ Our Lord around me. He was less visible than the thinnest mist. He was also inside me, like my evening cocoa, but He didn’t taste of anything.

I took to cutting out pages from the big Bible and rolling them up in palm leaves, and sticking them in my pockets.

‘What do other children do?’ I asked, when this was discovered.

We were on the veranda. My mother smiled, rocking in her chair and gazing at the view of our ‘bay’, with its curtains of forest. ‘Certain Christians called Catholics carry rosary beads, others a crucifix. But there aren’t any other children in equatorial Africa,’ she said. ‘Not white children.’

I frowned, but didn’t say anything. I wanted her to finish.

‘You are,’ she went on, ‘the only white child in the whole of West and Central Africa, that I know of.’

She didn’t look at me when she said this, but this was normal. She often stared at a point a little bit in front of me when she was speaking to me. If I moved into this point, her stare would somehow move too, like your shadow did. If your shadow didn’t, it meant you were dead.

I leaned against her legs and looked out at the river. I loved the smell of her white dresses, usually: the smell of newly washed clothes and the perfume that the ironing made. But now it held me like a dungeon. I wasn’t like anyone else in the known world. This world went one way to the sea, because we visited the Allinsons in Victoria once or twice a year. We stayed in their big cream house next to the Botanical Gardens, rode in their old and smelly hansom cab there or around the town, played on the beach (oh, happiness!), or spent the day up in chilly Buea with its special flowers called roses. The known world the other way stopped at Odoomi: beyond was a for ever and ever of unknown forest rising higher and higher to the sky. Father had said that one day he would take me into there, to swim in the crater lake he had come across on tour. It was not far after the village.

That night I experimented with cinders from the stove, rubbing them into my face. Then I tried my father’s blacking, the stuff he brushed briskly but thoroughly into his mosquito boots twice a week.

‘What have you been doing, Hugh?’ said my mother. ‘Go and wash your face. No, wait, I’ll do it for you.’

She never trusted me, when it came to water. Anyway, both the cinders and the boot-black bothered my skin, and sweat made white streaks. I was a maggot, an albino, an outcast. The books I looked at were full of ugly little princes like myself, with thin lips and sharp noses, who were bossy and very white. That was England. I looked in the Chambers Dictionary again: ‘Presentment of Englishry, the offering of proof that a person murdered belonged to the English race, to escape the fine levied on the hundred or township for the murder of a Norman.’ I couldn’t understand this. My father came into the room (his office). He was pleased to see me reading his old dictionary.

‘My uncle gave me that,’ he said. ‘Great-uncle James, who I’m named after.’

‘Is he dead?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is he the same as Uncle Edward?’

‘No. Uncle Edward’s very much alive. He’s your mother’s brother. He lives in a lovely big house with a big soft lawn to play on –’

I was bored hearing about this house and its lawn. My parents brought it up at the slightest excuse.

‘What does dat mean?’ I interrupted, pointing at the page.

‘That, not dat, Hugh. Show me.’

He read it twice, then explained. So, already, the Normans were more important. The person who ordered about the person who ordered my father about must be a Norman. Normans were the ones who said you couldn’t have a fetish. Normans invaded, like leopards, like tsetse flies, like snakes. They had metal helmets with noses, and cruel smiles. I began to be convinced that Normans were in the forest, waiting to murder those of the English race, then put the blame on the English race. I was one of the English race.

Not long afterwards, exploring the North Pole in the horribly airless attic under the boiling-hot corrugated roof, where unwanted things were stored, I found some paintings. These were propped in the corner, and the string that tied them broke at the  first tug. They were frightening pictures: they were pictures of Normans, coming out of the forest. On the back of some of them was chalked Sir Steggie, and on others someone had stuck a slip of paper typed J. S. Hargreaves, Property Of. I bundled them back and scrambled out as quickly as I could, no longer exploring the source of our great river beyond the Lord’s bosom, but just wanting a biscuit and a glass of lemonade.

From then on I hardly went into the cemetery, except with my mother after the clean-ups, and Quiri never wanted to take me there. Mr Hargreaves floated backwards into a mist of gloomy thoughts where Gil am Northc whistled for him with his fingers. The German traders were somewhere there, too, but with iron rods for hands and bare little plaques instead of faces. The cemetery was not exactly their permanent camp; that was situated somewhere I couldn’t quite place. On certain nights they would all gather there. It was a ceremonial meeting place like the ceremonial meeting places in different spots in the forest (my father told us about these), and everything in it was sacred to them. I knew they were there because the beautiful-bird-smaller-than-its-tail calling my name would go silent, and I could hear the mutterings of their plots and plans over the sounds of the river and the forest. It wasn’t the same as the mutterings of the servants around the fire, because the servants were asleep and even Big Baldie (who was also our night-watchman) lay curled up beside his bow and arrows.

Anyway, ordinary weapons were useless against such spirits; their badness crept easily past even my father’s Winchesters. But they never invaded, not while I was there. When Quiri had to go away, back to his village for a funeral, for a few days, I persuaded him to give me his tooth fetish. We walked up to a point past the gorilla spirit’s place, and then he handed it over with a stern look.

‘You no go lose um, small-small chap,’ he’d say. ‘You go lose um, we go have our heads bashed to bit.’

He told me to listen out for his powerful wolf-whistle in four days’ time: I would have to go to him on the path with the tooth. If I didn’t, he would be stuck. I handed over the little picture of Jesus, about the size of a large stamp, that my parents had given me  after finding the Bible’s pages torn out. It was stuck on thick card, and I kept it under my hat. My sweaty skull had rubbed and blackened the picture of Jesus so that you couldn’t really see it was Him any more, but Quiri hugged me anyway, he was so pleased.

He was worried about the way a couple of sticks were lying on the path a little further up. I couldn’t see anything wrong, but then I didn’t know much about evil spirits and their tricks. He spent quite a few minutes studying them, and then walked off down the track with a wave. I was secretly terrified that he would never come back – that he would be eaten by a leopard, or bashed on the head by a gorilla. He’d told me that he was well protected for the forest, but he and I knew that strange things happened; dizziness sometimes came into your head and there was a laugh and it was death coming in as well. There was a spirit that sat in the tree with bloody eyes and long hair and his legs dangled down as long as the longest creeper. Even if he was sitting as high as the highest birds his feet would still touch the ground. If you walked into his legs, they wrapped around you like a snake and carried you up to that horrible mouth.

I watched Quiri run soundlessly away with tears in my eyes, then I hurried back, looking straight ahead. The problem with the sticks had frightened me. Bad ju-ju, perhaps. That day, the forest didn’t really welcome me.

At this time I still had what my mother called an ayah: she came from the Baptist Mission Station run by the Reverend Tarbuck, on the mouth of the river. Her name was Mosea, and I had never not known her. She always dressed like the Ikasa market women, in bright patterns wrapped around her body and hanging over her shoulders; there was more cloth piled up on her head, like a big turban. But on Sundays she would change into a stiff white skirt and shirt to lead the hymn singing in the sitting-room. I didn’t like the Sunday Morning Prayers: I was always put between Mosea and my mother, banging away on the upright piano, and was deafened. The piano was untuneable, despite being looked at for a whole day by one of Tarbuck’s cadets. The humidity did something to the wires, and several notes just made a clunking sound. Things were better for me now because I had grown big  enough to replace Ndala: his job was to reach into the piano and unstick the hammers that stuck. You had to do it very quickly, and not get your hand in the way of any other hammers that were flying up. I started doing this, standing on a stool, soon after my fifth birthday.

Mosea said something bad about Quiri and he and I couldn’t walk together any more. I liked Quiri more than I liked Mosea, because Mosea hung around me a lot of the time looking as if she had swallowed a lot of Baluti’s grey lye, which he made out of the ashes from the yard’s fire. I reckoned she swallowed this lye to keep her Sunday skirt and shirt as white as possible. She told me a bit about Jesus, and one day she said that she was called Mosea because she was found in a basket floating in the river. I asked my mother about this and my mother said it was true, because some German soldiers had killed everyone else and thrown the children into the river in baskets, like kittens.

This didn’t make me like her any more, though. Because of what she’d said about Quiri, I started to make charms against her. I wrote nasty things on scraps of paper and buried them in the earth outside her door. I scattered ash and a few homemade plant potions under her bed while she was in the toilet. There were lots of Sunday School pictures in her room: St Francis with the birds, Jesus among the children or addressing the fishermen of Galilee, Adam and Eve in the Botanical Gardens at Victoria, all coloured badly and covered in spots of mould. A rainstorm washed all the curses into view soon after – but the ink had run, which was why they hadn’t worked. The crippling ash potion was swept up into a dustpan. Her hair did not drop out, her toes did not drop off, she did not find her tongue wrapped round her little finger, she did not get so fat she couldn’t fit through the door, and no crocodile waddled up at night to make a meal of her.

Instead, I found Quiri squeezing her to death behind the chop-shed, like a gorilla or a snake can do. Then I saw his shy smile, and her frown, and was told by her to go and play with my bricks. I ran to my mother, almost in tears.

‘Quiri and Mosea are going to get married!’ I cried. My mother was wrapping a bandage around a young boy’s infected leg: the smell of creosote and sweat and bad flesh filled her ‘hospital’ so  much I stayed by the hut’s door. She looked up and smiled, a fly on her cheek.

‘No wonder they wanted you out of the way,’ she said.

The young boy’s mother, or maybe grandmother, laughed and hit her head. She had big breasts as flat as my father’s jacket lapels. She couldn’t have understood, because none of the villagers except their Chief knew more than a piece of pidgin. I ran back to my room and wept.

They didn’t get married, after all. But Quiri was a little far off from me after that, and seemed to swagger about. He usually went bare-chested, and he had often made the muscles under his breasts jig up and down, to make me laugh. Now they seemed to roll like the river did sometimes, when something monstrous called the Big Beef passed, pushing out a wake that slapped at the new jetty on its concrete pillars. My father said that it was probably an effect of currents, but when Quiri slowly rolled his muscles up to his neck-bone in the weeks after he’d hugged Mosea, I couldn’t help thinking of the Big Beef, and its waves disappearing under the jetty.

My parents soon forgot about Quiri’s bad influence. I liked to press my pink hand to his chest, and feel my fingers moved one after the other by the iron rods of his muscle.

‘Are you old, now?’ I asked.

He smiled, showing his crooked front teeth. They always had a grain stuck between them, that he would flick with his tongue.

‘Hey, small-small chap, you done be cheeky, heh?’

He lifted me up wriggling in the air, and did a bounce-bounce. I flew up and down, each time landing in his huge hands. We were near the cemetery, and I scampered up to its broken iron gates and stuck my tongue out at him through the bars, wiggling my ears.

‘Mr Hargreaves, he go coming for get you,’ I yelled.

Just at that moment a bird crashed out of the bushes next to me and I hid my eyes. Then I pulled my canvas hat over my face for extra covering. Quiri came up, laughing.

‘Massa Hargreaves, ’e no go worry me atall,’ he said.

He was holding something in his shorts’ pocket, I could see that. I snatched at his wrist and pulled and the hand came out  because he wasn’t ready for me. The thing fell into the soft undergrowth. It was a fob-watch like my father’s old one, but with no glass and only one hand. He cuffed my head and picked the watch up. We examined it together. He told me that it had been the property of Mr Hargreaves.

‘Did he done give um for you?’

Quiri shook his head. ‘In his bones,’ he said. ‘Tick-tock, like dis heart. But heart done be broke. He done be a dead chap, long-long time. End of over.’

‘You took um from Mr Hargreaves when he done be dead?’

Quiri nodded and pulled a face. ‘No fine for telling time,’ he murmured.

He put it back in his pocket.

‘Is dat ting for protecting you, or for go getting power from dat dead man?’ I asked.

He didn’t reply. His glistening face was thoughtful for a while, so I copied him. The sun beat up off the ground and filled my head while I sat on my heels, as Quiri was doing; I felt as if my head and my feet were from two separate bodies. I shivered. The two separate parts of me were now joined by a coldness, like the butter floating in the water jars. I blinked and felt my head growing longer. Quiri seemed to be making me fly through the air again; in fact, he was carrying me. I was either very hot or very cold. My mother’s voice and face stuck up both very near and very far away, like the enormous head of a pin. I was in bed, shivering all over, with my head bashed to bits. Then I was melting into pure wetness. My mother’s voice and hand soothed me, my father boomed, things rattled and tick-tocked. Of course it was the fob-watch that had possessed me: I saw it, at one point, coming up through the floor as if the floor was liquid. It was huge, and the hand was spinning round very fast. I screamed. I think I saw people crowding the end of my bed, very far away.

‘The fob,’ I screamed. ‘Mr Hargreaves!’

It was probably the German traders. They tortured and killed, I’d heard Tarbuck say: he was saying it again, but laughingly, and they were all coming out of the cemetery now, taking the fort. I had no fetish anywhere near me. I was melting away like butter, dragged by my feet into the bosom of the Lord of Life where  Hargreaves and Gorilla am Northc were waiting, making the river ripple as they whispered and muttered about Normans and Englishry and long leaves.

I woke up in the night and asked for Mr Hargreaves’s fob to be taken out of the room and given back to Quiri. I saw it being carried out by the members of the panga brigade. It looked very big on their shoulders, and their knees were buckled. Then I got better. When I stopped feeling queer, I felt as if I was looking through dirty, speckled glass. When I closed my left eye, this went. The malaria has done something to the eye, I thought, but if I tell them they might take it out.

My mother was a good nurse. I was soon well enough to walk outside for a bit each day. I went to see Quiri. He told me that Pa Arkwright had asked him for the fob-watch, and that he’d been very lucky to have kept his work. He might not even have had something called a recommendation. He never told me anything secret again. We’d walk up the track into the forest, but mostly in silence or while talking about nothing. He held my hand, threw me about, played bat and ball, and found new pets for me, but never told me any more secrets.

While I was convalescing, Mosea read me Bible stories, over and over. I quite enjoyed them. Some of them I knew already from our lessons, or from the Sunday services, but quite a few were new to me. I closed my eyes and easily pictured the scenes: Joseph with his brothers, the parting of the Red Sea, Isaac and Esau’s night voices, the cool night roofs of Jerusalem.

Whenever she came to Moses in the bulrushes, she read it very proudly.

These stories walked between the ju-ju talk and hid some of it. One day, still feeling a bit weak and so staying in bed, I asked my mother again about Hargreaves.

‘Did he shoot himself?’ I asked.

She shook her head and laid her hand on mine.

‘Hugh, darling, where did you learn that sort of thing?’

I shrugged. I just knew it. I was nearly six. For once, her eyes sought mine. They were very dark, my mother’s eyes, exactly the colour of her hair. She’d told me about her great-grandfather,  who was Jewish and a travelling merchant from Persia and had married a blonde haberdasher and settled in London. It was this ancestor, she said, who had passed on the dark eyes and hair and skin.

‘Mr Hargreaves,’ she said. She looked away, out of the window. ‘Oh, he thought he was invulnerable.’

‘What’s invulnerable?’

‘The African warriors in the early days wore special shirts or waved fetishes about or bathed in water some witchdoctor had put a spell on, and they thought no bullets could touch them. They thought they were invulnerable.’

‘But they might have been.’

‘They weren’t, Hugh. Not against those horrible machine-guns.’

She stared at a place on the coverlet next to my hands.

‘Mr Hargreaves thought the same,’ she said, very quietly.

‘Against a machine-gun?’

She shook her head, then waited again. What for, I didn’t know, but her eyes kept flitting on to my face, as if I had to give her a signal. She sighed, then she left the room. I had learnt more, but not much.

Another clue, a week later. The harmattan was starting to haze the sun with its fine red dust, but the outside was still sweet after weeks in my room. I liked to visit the chop-shed when Joseph was in there, choosing tins for meals. He was down at the end, in amongst the desserts and sugars. Ants were everywhere, as usual. The lamp was perched next to a row of big square tins covered in dust and cobwebs. There were about twenty of them, stacked three high. Their labels, stained with age, showed a lion lying down, with flies around its head. It looked dead. Tate & Lyle’s Golden Syrup. I tested a rusty dribble on the side with my finger. It was delicious, a bit like honey.

I asked Joseph about it. He chuckled and drew a hand across his sweaty face.

‘Na nyama-nyama ting,’ he said.

Nyama-nyama didn’t mean yummy, it meant ‘bad’.

‘Na poison?’

‘No,’ he laughed. ‘I go tell you, small-small chap, an I go lose my work you say Jack Robinson.’

‘Is it to do with Mr Hargreaves?’

His face quivered, as if I had hit it, and he looked fearfully towards the door. Then he turned his back on me without another word and fiddled about again on the shelves opposite. Yes, the Lyle’s Golden Syrup had something to do with Mr Hargreaves. That’s why no one had touched it. Without really thinking, I seized one of the tins and ran with it out of the chop-shed. Joseph shouted after me.

My mother was down by the river. A canoe was drawn up, and a few boxes of medical things were being unloaded on to the jetty. The tin felt enormous and rather heavy in my arms. She saw me and gave me her usual tired smile, then appeared to jump back as if something had hit her.

‘Where did you get that?’ she said, in a trembling voice.

‘From the chop-shed. Can we have some for lunch?’

‘No!’

She pulled the tin from my arms and threw it into the brown river. The man on the canoe had to duck. She looked at her hands in disgust. They were probably as sticky as mine. The stickiness was dark. It must be very strong ju-ju medicine, I thought. The moment reminded me of the time my parents had shouted at each other one evening, and my mother had thrown a bottle of my father’s gin into the river. Gin, explained Quiri, was strong medicine but made you too happy. Perhaps Lyle’s Golden Syrup made you too happy.

‘Is it like gin?’ I asked.

My mother, still trembling by the river’s frothed edge, turned and let out a wild laugh. It must be like gin, I thought: she’s too happy. The man had finished unloading the canoe and was waiting for his dash. My mother bathed her hands in the river and gave him some cigarettes and a few pennies. He paddled off and she sat on one of the crates. It was marked with a red cross and had ‘Stag Brand Surgical Dressings X 150’ stamped on the side. She looked around her slowly, at the forest, at the river, as if they were about to gobble her up. Her face was very sweaty from moving around too much.

We weren’t supposed to bathe our hands in the river. But now she was pressing them against her face. The water was calm enough, near the edge, to have Billy Harzia’s snails in it.

She asked me to sit down next to her, on the crate. She put her arm round my shoulders and pressed me against her side. This was quite unusual. She never touched me a lot.

We didn’t say anything. She smelt as spicy as everyone else this morning. I wanted to bury my face in her armpit, where the big dark patch had crept up to her shoulder. Instead I said, ‘Did Mr Hargreaves kill himself with Lyle’s Golden Syrup?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

It was poisonous. I would die, obviously. I wondered whether to tell her that I had tasted some, but I didn’t want an emetic.

Then she sighed and said, ‘I’m going to tell you. After a long time away, he came back. At least, Mawangu, I think it was, saw him standing by your window. You were in your cot, still, just two or three months old. He wasn’t in a very good way. Mawangu said hello, but Hargreaves – Mr Hargreaves ran into the cemetery. I was told he was there, but frankly, Hugh, I was frightened. Your – your father was away on tour. I was on my own. I told the servants to come inside. We watched the poor fellow from your window. I held you in my arms, very tight.’

She stood and twisted her hands together and then sat down again.

‘He looked like a wild man, a wild man of the woods. Like Ben Gunn the maroon. He was behind the cemetery, picking leaves and rubbing them on his face and bare arms and legs. Then he gave a shout and broke into the chop-shed. Anyway, it wasn’t locked. I knew exactly what he wanted, and didn’t do anything about it.’

‘Did he want a tin of Lyle’s Golden Syrup?’

‘Yes. Nothing else would do, you see.’

‘Was he mad?’

‘He had gone to seed, yes. Or gone to bush, as your father says. The fellow believed in ju-ju, Hugh. This is why you have to be very careful of paganism.’

‘Did he eat it all in one go?’

She laughed, but emptily.

‘He rubbed it all over him. He stripped off in front of the chop-shed, rubbed the stuff all over him, and ran off into the forest. I didn’t stop him. I should have done, but I didn’t. Sloth, pure sloth.’

I knew what sloth was from Mosea: not getting up in the morning was one of the deadly sins. I nodded. My mother must have been in bed.

There was a long pause, as long as the stretch of the river took to change itself from end to end. I was lost in the swirls of mustard-coloured water, seeing Mr Hargreaves rub himself all over with that rusty sweet stickiness. When I looked back at Mother, she had very wide eyes and they were staring at me. Her mouth was small. She’s pretending to be an insect, I thought. A fly or a beetle. Before I could pretend to be a bird eating her up, she took my face in her hands and held it, like a woman holds a bowl to lift it on to her head. Perhaps she’s going to lift my head on to her head and walk about with it, I thought.

‘Your eye,’ she said. ‘Giddy aunt.’

I kept my mouth closed, which was difficult, because it was squashing up between her hands. My jaw hurt a bit.

‘Something wrong with your eye. Don’t do that with it. Stop it.’

I blinked hard, once. The blurry shapes were no better. They covered her face in spots. Also, my eyes were filling with tears. Her face swam in a pale blur.

The hands fell away and my face felt very wide for a moment. My jaw still ached. I pretended to scratch my cheek to stop a tear going any further down. I wasn’t really crying. Anyway, she wasn’t looking, she was wiping her face on her handkerchief and I waited for a bit. I couldn’t bear not knowing what had happened to Mr Hargreaves, in the end.

‘What happened?’

‘What?’

‘To Mr Hargreaves?’

‘He was dead. Extremely dead. At least his bones were. When we found them out there. Quite by chance, a long time after. Your father went with two or three of the servants and cleared up.  We gave him a decent burial, about a month later. The Reverend Tarbuck presided.’

‘A month later?’

‘Yes. It took a while to contact him, and the boat was being refitted. But it wasn’t urgent, was it? We kept the remains in a trunk, in the chop-shed.’

My mother bowed her head. She was either laughing or crying, I wasn’t sure which. She sighed and squeezed my hand. Then she wiped her eyes on the handkerchief and stood up. Without saying anything more, without even looking at me, she walked away up the slope, up the steps, and disappeared into the house.

I tried to carry one of the crates, but couldn’t shift it more than an inch or two. I wanted to help her. I wanted not to upset her. Finding out what had happened to Mr Hargreaves had upset her. I stared out at the brown, swirling river, with the curtain of forest on the far bank falling to a thick black line just above the water, and thought about the tin of Lyle’s Golden Syrup sacrificed to the crocodile god. The memory of the sweet stickiness now made me feel sick, and I spat it out. But at least I hadn’t rubbed it all over me. It was obviously a magic juice that slowly swallowed you up, and spat out your bones. Tick-tock. And fob-watch.

That night, we said our prayers together, as was usual: we said a little prayer for Mr Hargreaves, and one for poor Mr Northcott, and I invented one for our houseboy Mr Henry, who had stepped by mistake on some dry leopard’s dung by the path and was now feverish (though Mother said it was nothing to do with the dry leopard’s dung). I lay awake for a long time, even after the creaks and murmurings of my parents had settled into silence. The prayer seemed a very weak thing, against the night. My name was not being called. There were many other noises, but that night I couldn’t sort them out: I had a great fear that the bones were not those of Mr Hargreaves, despite the fob-watch caught in the ribs. He might have killed someone else and placed his fob-watch there deliberately so that he could boast about his ju-ju powers when he came back. Quiri had told me a lot about cheats, tricking people into thinking they were powerful sorcerers, able to come back to life and so on; it was hard to tell what was truth and what was a lie, sometimes, until it was too late. By the time I drifted into hot  dreams, I was quite sure that Mr Hargreaves was still alive, roaming the forest in a Norman helmet, ready to feed on members of the English race.

Sir Steggie, looking in at my window.

The river was a very strong thing in my life. I would gaze at it for hours. The forest didn’t touch the river, except when the river was full: then the lower branches would dip and sway in the current, and one felt the land might be taken away like a giant lump of moss. Otherwise the foliage ended about a foot above the water, in a straight line that marked where the water usually rose to. Between this line and the water’s muddy surface was deep shade. The bank could not be seen.

The forest seemed to float on this black stripe of shade, all the way to where the reach curved out of sight, either side. Everything that lay beyond the reach’s bend was exciting and magical and mysterious, even though I had travelled up there a few times. And because the three or four traders that passed each year would be full of talk about gold and diamonds, I pictured a glittering place even further up, where the water frothed over a river-bed streaked and encrusted with treasure, and the forest was full of natives covered in precious and fantastic ornaments instead of cowrie shells and brass rings.

I was reading a lot about this sort of thing, of course, in books by Stevenson, Baroness Orczy, Blackmore, Henty, Rider Haggard. There were no playmates of my age to pull me from the pages, even if I didn’t quite understand them. They were mostly my father’s books, with an oak tree and Ex Libris J.F. Arkwright pasted in the front. And the tales I heard from the servants – of monsters, spirits and snakes with jewelled heads, of witchdoctors and sacred trees, of warriors and gourds and precious plumes – merely heightened my belief in the realness of this world just beyond my own.

The river wasn’t evil, though it had evil mists and evil insects and evil crocodiles. We never stepped on a canoe without a gun.

The river’s mists were more evil in the old days. Even now, they smelt like bad eggs when they were thick enough. It was Charlie Moore who explained to us why they were more evil in  the old days. He was an old trader who had survived thirty years in very remote parts. One year he was rich, the next he was poor. Right now he was poor. He was bald and had a scar running from the corner of his mouth to his ear; the stitches were so badly done by a drunken army surgeon that you could count them. He asked me to and I counted fifty-one. He said it was made at the storming of the Oba’s palace in the old kingdom of Benin. They’d rushed in and found crucified slaves on trees, slaves pegged to the ground alive and eaten up by ants, pits full of bodies, and altars dripping with blood. There was so much blood its smell made you giddy. My eyes grew wider and wider, but I kept very silent: my parents tended to forget me, when they had a visitor. Moore swallowed a good mouthful of his pink gin and wiped his stubble. He had rubbery yellow skin that looked as if it needed ironing. Then he told us about the German traders and how he remembered seeing a pile of native bodies where the chop-shed was. The Germans would get drunk and torture and kill any native they thought was a thief.

‘Bloody mad-house,’ he said. ‘Bloody lunatic asylum. And then the Belgians.’

I knew about the Belgians. King Leopold chopped off native hands if their owners grumbled about growing rubber.

‘I don’t think our slate is totally clean,’ said my mother.

‘Whose is?’ said my father.

Mr Moore said that the world came down to two things: money, and the world of fools that kept taking it away from a chap. But my mother told him that it was his fault because he kept playing cards. I don’t know how she knew this, but people seemed to know about each other without meeting each other before.

‘Dog eats dog,’ he replied. ‘Dog eats dog.’

My mother got up and walked away, looking upset. The cane chair made funny noises without her weight, as if it was pleased.

My father said, ‘Hargreaves.’ Mr Moore nodded and looked at me for a moment because I was leaning forward with my mouth open. So he knew things, too. My mother came back, fanning herself with a Vogue magazine. It was the one that said ‘Christmas  Gifts and Winter Sports’ on the front under a picture of a woman so thin I kept thinking she was a spiral of smoke.

The old trader stretched out his legs and looked up at the roof.

‘I don’t recall a veranda,’ he said.

‘My CO predecessors,’ said my father. ‘We improved it. The whole house is new to you since Fritz times, surely.’

‘Same building.’

My father shook his head. ‘Pure Public Works Department. Unmistakable. Cross between an army hut and a cheap villa.’

Mr Moore made us walk round to the side of the house facing the forest. He pointed to the badly rusted netting and the windows’ warped and swollen frames.

‘Tell me, little man – why is the netting rusted on this side, and almost not at all on the other?’

I shook my head.

‘Age,’ said Mr Moore, placing his big hand on my canvas hat and squeezing my skull. ‘These windows are older. Pre-war. It was your PWD fellows pierced the windows in the river side.’

‘Surely there were windows there before,’ said my mother. ‘It has all the view.’

‘That’s where sickness comes from, Mrs Arkwright. Malarial vapours, miasmas chock-full of fever. No man with sense puts windows in the river side.’

‘What nonsense,’ said my mother. ‘We’re hardly going to advance medically in Africa unless we sort out fact from fiction.’

But, I thought, you’re always going on about tainted air. Perhaps tainted air is not the same as a miasma, and it was a mosquito bite that nearly killed me with malaria. I suddenly found myself in the air, just like the day the fever started.

‘Ah,’ said Mr Moore, putting me on his shoulders, ‘fact and fiction are just what Africa makes sure you can’t sort out, Mrs Arkwright.’

He galloped about the yard with me, whooping: he was a horse, and I was a Canadian Mountie, and the river was full of Indians. We spent the rest of the day playing cricket. Tarbuck had recently given us a complete set. It really belonged to the young cadet my mother sometimes talked about, who’d been on the SS Grace when it had brought my parents up the river for the first  time. He was a charming, good man but had died of blackwater fever a few months later. The bats were warped, but you could still use them. There were two for children, and two for adults. Tarbuck told us that the object of the donation was to fulfil the poor fellow’s aim, and spread the game of cricket through the native populace. His name was marked neatly on all of the equipment: Herbert E. Standing. His spirit was dressed all in white, very tall, and remained at the end of my bed with a straight bat all night and every night, in case Sir Steggie should come.

From when I was five my parents would tell me what a big boy I would be when I was seven. So now and again I would talk to my parents about my plans.

‘When I’m seven, can I go with Tarbuck up-river, and see the cannibal village?’

‘They aren’t cannibals any more,’ my mother said.

‘But they eat Jesus!’

‘Hugh, that’s naughty to say that.’

‘But can I go when I’m seven? You keep saying what a big boy I’ll be, when I’m seven.’

‘You will be a big boy. A very big boy.’

Then she would look almost tearful, and I wondered for some time if I was going to die on my seventh birthday – be sacrificed in some way. There were quite a few villages in the area where human sacrifices were carried out, as there was at least one group who ate people because – like crocodiles – they liked the flavour of human meat. There were also those who ate captured warriors as they ate leopards – to become braver in battle. Quiri told me that in his village the Devil woman ate snakes – especially the black mamba, if it could be found – to become better at telling who had done something wrong, for snakes were famous for their cunning. In our village, I thought, we eat a man-god who is made of bread, and drink his blood, which is made of claret. The grown-ups did, anyway: I would do the same (like the cannibals) when I was old enough, apparently.

I asked Quiri if there were villages where they sacrificed children. He nodded, frowning. Then he slapped his thigh and laughed. I felt a bit sick. I asked him then if the children were told that they were going to be sacrificed. He stopped laughing,  pouted his lips, and frowned again. He shook his head. Then, my heart beating horribly loud and fast, I asked him if it was decided early on, maybe years before, even when the child was a baby. He told me that there were signs, and one of the signs was a lot of questions about sacrifice.

Then he was called to go in by Joseph, and I was left to ponder, kicking stones into puddles or at the hens in the yard: the sky was awfully grim, but it hadn’t rained all day. I was six years and six months. It was now September. I went into the house and asked my mother, who was unpacking some thick steel syringes in the office, if I could go with Father to Ikasa on the long canoe, next May, if the rains weren’t too heavy. She seemed rather shocked.

‘That’s rather a long way away, Hugh! You are a little planner, darling. Like your father.’

My father was hammering away outside, doing something to the Bean’s engine, ‘taking advantage of the dry’, as he’d put it. There was something about my father that annoyed my mother, apart from his evening gin (which made him cross, not happy); perhaps it was this planning thing.

‘But can I, Mother?’

‘I think that should be all right, Hugh.’

My father went to Ikasa once a month. He picked up telegrams there, and urgent supplies, and chatted with the Chief, and resolved disputes. My mother occasionally went with him, but she didn’t like to abandon her surgery – or, perhaps, me – to the ayah or the other servants.

‘But you musn’t get in the way. Just watch, and be good. Why wait until May? You’re big enough now, I think. I’ll ask him.’

I nodded calmly, and she looked disappointed with this reaction.

‘And can I go with him to Crater Lake the November after that, when the rains have stopped?’

She blinked hurriedly, as if I was blowing my breath directly into her face.

‘The November after that?’

‘Yes. When the road’s better.’

‘Why not this November, darling? I’m sure he’d be happy –’

‘I’m planning things, Mother, like Father does, with his thing  on the wall and all the numbers. I have to know if I can go in a year’s time, when the rain has cleared up, and the track’s better.’

She stayed looking at me for a bit, as if trying to read my thoughts. I put a cloud over them. Quiri could still read them behind a cloud, like he could tell what the moon was doing even in the covered months of the rainy season. Not being Quiri, she gave a little sigh and brushed her forehead with her forefinger, as she always did when she was secretly agitated.

‘It’s a road, darling. Your father likes to call it the Main Road.’

She stared at a point just in front of me and then dived back into her box and talked about syringes, and serum, and how even the needles seemed to rust, and how the suppliers had got some lint ‘specification’ completely wrong.

‘But next November,’ I said.

She stopped, her hand covering the big red cross on the lid of the box.

‘I’m sure that’ll be fine, Hugh,’ she said, in an oddly high voice, looking not at me but out of the window. She was fibbing, of course: I could see that.

Then I said, ‘For my eighth birthday, I would like a fishing basket, to put in the little rapids like the Africans do.’

The rapids were a cluster of rocks at the furthest point of our clearing, where the water jetted and frothed for a few yards. The servants had caught fish there in their cone-shaped baskets, which they left tied at night. She smiled uncertainly and brushed her forehead again. She seemed about to say something: her mouth opened, then she smiled again, blinking quickly at the floor by my feet.

‘So I can fish when I’m eight,’ I went on, ‘when I’m big enough, by myself.’

‘Oh, Hugh,’ she said, ‘I don’t know about that.’

There was a horrible silence. I couldn’t bear it any longer. I turned on my heel and went straight to my room. I thought, lying on my bed, trying to cool my face with a book: something terrible is going to happen to me just before the big rains start. My seventh birthday, on April the fifteenth, will come just before the thin drops start to fatten. I am going to be sacrificed on my seventh  birthday, like the pale-skinned pure boy a nearby village used to leave out pegged to the ground for the leopard spirit, once a year.

I was loved by my parents and the servants, but Quiri had once said: I know a place where the most loved person is given to the gods, for nothing less will do.

But we are Christians, I thought. Then, with a terrible lurch in my stomach, I’d remembered the lines that were said each Sunday, in the main room of this very house: ‘And he gave His only-begotten son, most beloved of the Father . . .’

My mother was at the door. She came and took my hand. My heart was pounding. I hugged her.

‘Has someone told you, Hugh?’

‘No, no, no,’ I wept.

‘I have to admit it. You can’t stay here, not for ever. We’re going to England, next year. Our long leave. Together, darling. You’ll be seven. We’ll be going to Uncle Edward’s, and his very nice house, with a big soft green lawn, and woods, and –’

‘What kind of woods?’

‘Oh, English woods. Bluebells, and foxes, and primroses, and lovely trees, dappled light, nightingales, all that sort of thing. You’ll be able to breathe there. No malaria, no tropical fevers, no frightful ants or snakes or crocodiles or jigger flies or tsetse flies or ju-ju or goodness knows what
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