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            PREFACE

         
 
         I CAN SEE IT quite clearly. I am outside the store at Elizabetha. It  is a dull brick building with a tin roof, one of a rash of European  dwellings and offices in a clearing of the plantation above the river.  The heat lolls in an air heavy with moisture. In the distance I can hear  a patter of drums. Twelve people are being lined up against the wall.  Ten whites. Two blacks.
         
 
         One of the whites is the Portuguese  trader. He is a small man with a beer belly and bad teeth, but such  spirit. It isn’t just his money and his colour that have made him a  king; it is his sexual prowess. Even in extremis he carries himself with a certain swagger.
         
 
         Then  there are the nuns. I can hardly bear to think of them. Fluttering,  broken birds, this may be their chance to become martyrs, to return in  triumph to their maker. But how can they hold up their heads when they  have been violated? Wimples awry, they form a confused heap of black and  white, like seagulls on an oil-polluted beach.
 
         The old planter and his wife are another thing. Vieux colons,  old colonials. Living here so long they have become weather-beaten,  intertwined with one another and the jungle. They could face even this  catastrophe with equanimity, were it not for the child. That is the part  that is unbearable. The child should be at boarding school in Europe,  but she is still young – too young for parents of their age. She arrived  unplanned and has become so precious they cannot bear to part with her.  One of the planter’s arms is crooked round her head, which he clasps to  his chest, while the other holds her body. All the captors can see is a  neat back-parting and two thick blonde plaits. His wife stands beside  him. She has grey hair neatly pulled back into a bun. Straight and still  she is, as she has always been, the rock in adversity.
         
 
         In contrast, the young planter who lived down-river is in hysterics. He is a nouveau colon.  He holds up his two-year-old child to the rebels, shaking her and  shouting hysterically until he gets knocked in the mouth with a rifle  and collapses in a heap. His young wife is already down on the ground.  Mute with shock, she is on her knees. She doesn’t even hear her child  crying any more. She lifts her head and a silent scream rips the air.
         
 
         It  is the black men, however, that I am most troubled about – not the  rebels, who are drug-crazed, faceless extensions of a gun – but the two  Ghanaians. They have stirred up something more complex than pure horror.  I see them dressed improbably in torn suits and grubby ties. How else  would we know that they are ordinary businessmen caught up in a mess  that has nothing to do with them? For the past few weeks they have been  trying to escape through the jungle, sleeping beside the  mosquito-infested river, hacking their way through the mangrove swamps.  They speak no Lingala. Their limbs are stippled with sweat, and the  blood has drained from their faces like the colour from a badly dyed  garment. As far as the Ghanaians are concerned, these rebels – who call  themselves Simbas, lions – are savages. Young men, barely into manhood,  they are doped up with dagga and primitive superstitions. As soon as  they were captured, the Ghanaians knew they were doomed. Not only are  they foreigners in an alien country, they are middle-class businessmen  working for a European corporation. This makes them worse than whites.
 
         How  could I have imagined that I’d leave the Congo unscathed? That I could  simply jet in, live a dream, and jet out again? But then, come to think  of it, that wasn’t how I’d imagined it. I’d wanted to be involved.  Wanted to make a difference. What I hadn’t imagined was that it would  all turn out the way it did.
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         IT WAS A DANK February evening when David, in starched collar and tie, arrived home to a flat draped with nappies and felted-up matinee jackets, to announce that the company had suggested sending him to the Congo. I didn’t want to go. Instant visions of mangrove swamps and mosquitoes flooded my mind. Followed by images of disease, death and disaster. The Congo was the armpit of Africa. At the same time, I knew that questioning the company’s decision would be futile. This was the early 1960s, when employees fell in with their bosses’ wishes. And wives did as they were told.
         
 
         Ever since he’d joined the company we’d known that David would be sent abroad. We were looking forward to it. He had left his safe job as a chartered accountant to join the burgeoning world of big business. ‘We comb the country,’ the company chairman had boasted in one of the Sunday newspapers, ‘for the cream of Britain’s young brains and talent.’ David was known as a management trainee. He was one of the chosen. We’d envisaged a high-status job in New York or Sydney – but the Congo? What was there for a future captain of industry to do in the Congo?
 
         ‘They want me to reconstruct their accounting systems,’ David said rather grandly. ‘Make long-term financial forecasts. Bring the whole thing up to date.’
 
         ‘What about Charles?’ Charles was our small baby.
 
         ‘Oh, he’ll be fine. The company wouldn’t allow children to go out there if it wasn’t safe.’ The company, he assured me, would look after us in every way. They’d provide us with housing, a car; even a large hamper of food, chosen by us and shipped out every six months. We would live in luxury. David had never travelled beyond Europe, and I was beginning to sense that he viewed the idea of going to Africa as a bit of an adventure.
 
         ‘And,’ he added, playing his trump card, ‘they pay half my salary in Congolese francs and half in sterling. We should be able to live on the Congolese francs and save the sterling.’
 
         That was the clincher. Apart from the fact that I, too, felt seduced by the exotic idea of going abroad, the money was an undeniable lure. There may have been plenty of kudos in being a management trainee, but the pay was low. We couldn’t even afford proper heating.
 
         The winter of 1962–3 has, rightly, gone down in history. It started with the smog. For those who didn’t live through those times, it’s almost impossible to imagine. A large wad of cotton wool descended on London, making it impossible to see more than a few feet in front of our faces. Traffic was brought to a standstill. In the mornings, David struggled off to the Tube station with a gauze nappy tied across his face to protect him from the polluted air. While the cattle that had been brought up to town for the Smithfield Show died in the confinement of their stalls, I’d holed myself up in our flat with my baby. There was a red alert at all the hospitals, which were only taking extreme emergencies. These, we were told, were the elderly and the very young. The pollution was so bad that a saucer of ammonia left on a dresser was neutralized within an hour.
 
         The fog was followed by a cold so intense that it, too, has become legendary. A permanent film of ice had formed inside the kitchen window and icicles hung over the sink. The only faint warmth came from a pathetic gas contraption, and an electric heater with one bar. There were no washing machines in those days, or at least I didn’t have one, and I had to scrub everything by hand. I am by nature, or upbringing, a Spartan, and I regarded lugging my baby and his pram – no handy pushchairs in those days – down three flights of stairs as a challenge. Yet my capacity for endurance was being seriously tested. I’d forgotten what it felt like not to be cold. Rhodesia, where my parents had decided to settle when I was ten years old, might have been a cultural desert – but it was warm. The Congo was becoming more and more alluring.
 
         There was, however, one pretty hefty fly in the ointment, and that was the racial question. No one who had grown up in 1950s southern Africa could have been unaware of this. It was undeniably there, part of the privileged, balmy air we basked in. But history was shifting. India had been granted its independence; South Africa had been made a dominion like Australia and Canada. Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), on the other hand, was what was known as a crown colony. This meant that the country ruled itself, or rather was ruled by the small proportion of white settlers. Opinions, however, had begun to divide, and the status quo had already been shaken when the Nationalist party was voted into power in neighbouring South Africa – and introduced the infamous policy of apartheid.
 
         I was born in British India, and my family had moved briefly to England in 1947 before emigrating to Southern Rhodesia in 1948. After the austerities of rationing in post-war England, the food, the light, the feeling of space and, above all, the freedom to be a child again had felt truly wonderful. But, even as a ten-year-old, I’d been vaguely troubled by the relationship between the black people and us. Our servants in India, while admittedly still servants, had also been our friends and mentors, substitute parents even. They’d teased us as children, and I’d felt able to discuss things with them. In the Southern Rhodesia of 1948, most Africans were, it seemed, automatically ‘munts’ and ‘kaffirs’ – pejorative words that stained my lexicon. My moment of epiphany came when our ‘houseboy’, Joseph, told me he’d seen me in town. I realized then that I’d never looked at his face, and that I wouldn’t have recognized him outside the house; that all black faces looked the same to me.
 
         My older brother, who came out to join us a few months later, fresh from his English preparatory school, dealt with the racial unease by tackling it straight on. He was a brilliant mimic and I remember coming into the kitchen to find an audience of Joseph, the gardener Job and a couple of ‘piccanins’ – probably Joseph’s children – literally falling about in mirth as he re-enacted, in the accent of the locals, a scene between my mother and her houseboy. My mother was castigating Joseph for stealing some sugar. My brother played both parts. He’d often entertained our Indian servants in the same way, earning himself the lifelong nickname of Joker.
 
         It was at the posh girls’ boarding school in South Africa, the closest thing my parents could find to an English public school, that everything I had sensed uneasily about race began to fall into some sort of logical order. My guru was a maths teacher called Mrs Roux. She was married to an Afrikaner and was passionate not only about her subject but also about politics. ‘I will not talk small talk,’ she flared when an unfortunate girl asked her what she’d done during the holidays. ‘What is the point of being alive if you don’t care about the condition of the world you live in and the people around you?’ For Mrs Roux, ideas were everything. She was a feminist, an atheist and, above all, a champion for black freedom. She castigated the newly formed apartheid system as an abuse of human rights. It was impossible to disagree.
 
         I can only describe my perception of the South African political scene in the mid-fifties as a subliminal war zone. Apartheid had divided white opinion in South Africa, like a glass wall where the people on either side breathed a different air. There was no room for ambiguity. You were either on one side or the other. During my last year at school, I witnessed what to my young, impressionable eyes were shocking injustices. The government, on what appeared to be pure whim, bulldozed Sophia-town, which was close to my school, and was where many of the black people working in Johannesburg lived. Pass laws were also introduced, which meant that black people, merely because of their colour, had to carry identity cards and were restricted to the areas where they lived and worked. In response to these iniquities, there were many acts of personal bravery. Political activists such as Helen Joseph stuck their necks out for what they believed in, and marched on parliament. Ordinary housewives, the mothers of my schoolfriends, put their husbands’ jobs, and possibly even their own lives, on the line when they wore black sashes and convened in small groups at public functions to protest, passively and mutely, against the death of the democratic rights of coloured voters.
 
         By the age of eighteen, I was aware that I had a moral choice. The right one, of course, would have been to stay in South Africa and fight for the rights of black people, but … but … I wanted to get on with my life. I’d been unhappy at school and couldn’t wait to get away. Besides, I rationalized, it wasn’t really my problem. I’d lived only half my life in Africa. And in any case, what real effect would I have? The future looked so bleak. South Africa, everyone predicted, would one day turn into a bloodbath. I pictured a rising tide of crimson sea flooding the country. I didn’t want to die young. When my parents told me they weren’t prepared to pay for university in South Africa, my dilemma was resolved. They wanted me to become a secretary, and although I wasn’t too keen on the idea, at least it entailed a one-way ticket overseas.
 
         The England of 1956 should have been a gloomy place. Post-war rationing had only just ended, taxes were high and the lifestyle austere. But I fell instantly in love. I loved the architecture, the history, the people and the culture. Not to mention the young men. I didn’t even care about the grim weather. London, I discovered, was brimming with ideas about art and theatre and philosophy – and I flung myself into my new life. Ironically, it was the very lack of money that I found most liberating. Most people in England, particularly the young, were still comparatively poor – far poorer than the average white settler in Rhodesia. During my time in Johannesburg, the ostentatious wealth was one of the things I’d disliked. Yet, ironically, it was the high standard of living that had accounted for the wave of immigration, including my own family’s, after the war. In England I felt accepted for myself. I could be whoever I wanted to be. Having trained as a secretary, a job I never practised (except as a stopgap) because I was so hopeless at it, I went on the stage. My family back in Africa were horrified, but I didn’t care.
 
         By the time I met and fell in love with my husband, I’d been acting for a couple of years. He was a conventional man, and there was no way, he said – and indeed society concurred – that I could combine marriage and a career. Besides, I wanted to become a wife and mother. David was everything I admired about English men; thoughtful and kind, as well as gentle and generous. He was a historian, and he shared my love of literature. Although he was, at heart, an intellectual – he’d been offered a scholarship to Cambridge – he’d trained as a chartered accountant in order to make a good living. His venture into the world of business was a challenge. He was ambitious and I was ambitious for him. We were a team. That was what I’d signed up for.
 
         When I met David I’d still thought of myself as the little colonial girl. Marrying him had made me feel properly English. I went on to give birth to an English baby. If I did ever think about the country I had been brought up in, it was from a safe distance. I had abandoned for ever, or so I thought, the person I had been in Africa. That was another reason why David’s announcement that the company wanted to send us to the Congo came as such a shock. It was as if all my carefully constructed cards had been knocked down; as if I’d been confronted with my former self – the self I’d been at such pains to get rid of. But, as the idea of returning to Africa seeped into my consciousness, I found myself warming to it more and more. The Congo was not the same as Rhodesia and South Africa. It was a newly independent country. The black people had been given their freedom. They were no longer subservient. Above all, they could determine their own future. I pictured a country of happy, smiling people. I would love them, and they would love me.
 
         What I conveniently managed to overlook was the fact that there had been internal turmoil ever since those very people had been given their autonomy in June 1960. Independence had been followed by chaos, and Belgian paratroopers had been called in to quell the rebels. They had been succeeded by a United Nations peacekeeping force. The eastern province of Katanga had seceded from the rest of the Congo because of its mineral wealth. The result had been an undignified flight of many of the whites, who included some of my friends, into neighbouring Rhodesia.
 
         Then in January 1961, Patrice Lumumba, the Congo’s first democratically elected prime minister, was murdered. That should have rung alarm bells. But, at the time, I was newly married and Africa was far away – I barely took it in. Faced with the prospect of actually going to the place, I managed to persuade myself that the troubles were mere teething problems. I needed to hold on to my vision of a brave new Congo, a place of peace and harmony, with, of course, racial equality. I truly believed that all you had to do was to give African countries their independence and that everything would turn out all right in the end.
 
         As our venture started to take shape, both David and I found ourselves getting increasingly excited. Although we were to start off in the capital, Léopoldville, while David reconstructed the accounts system, the eventual plan was to move up-country to the interior. There he would be in charge of the finances of one of the com-pany’s palm oil plantations.
 
         ‘They’re huge,’ he said. ‘Each one is like a mini kingdom.’ He made it sound like a fairy story. ‘And you needn’t worry about Charles,’ he added, ‘every station has got its own doctor.’
 
         I wasn’t worried. Not any more. I believed David when he assured me that the company would look after us.
 
         I began to sing the song ‘Bongo Bongo Bongo, I Don’t Wanna Leave the Congo’.
 
         ‘Oh, God,’ David groaned, ‘not that.’
 
         It had been top of the pops when my family first got to Southern Rhodesia. As that brash, catchy song throbbed through the mosquito-netted window of the colonial bungalow we’d moved to, it created in my imagination a bizarre, Americanized vision of the African jungle we were now about to visit.
 
         ‘Shall I tick Marmite, then?’ We were scanning the catalogue, working out what we were going to order for our first hamper.
 
         ‘Oh, I’m sure we’ll be able to get that. How about Patum Peperium?’
 
         The plantations where we were going to be stationed were situated along the Congo River. In the evenings we would pore over maps, fantasizing about the new life opening up in front of us. In my imagination the mangrove swamps were turning into lush tropical jungles, and the mosquitoes vanished in orange sunsets over the river. In fact, I was so convinced that the life we were about to embrace was going to be new and exciting that not even Mr Clayton, a company employee who had been sent to fill us in and tell us what to expect, could shake my convictions.
 
         ‘I only work there for the money,’ he said, with laudable honesty. He was from the north of England but had taken refuge in the Isle of Man to avoid tax. ‘My wife hates the place. She stays at home because of the children and their schooling.’
 
         I was shocked. I was a product of the British Empire. I believed that wives should stand by their husbands. Even if it meant wading through mangrove swamps, hacking my way through the Congolese jungle with my baby on my back, I’d be there.
 
         ‘Why does she hate the place?’ I asked Mr Clayton.
 
         ‘You name it, she hates it.’
 
         ‘In what way?’
 
         ‘She doesn’t like the heat, or the food, or the people.’
 
         ‘Doesn’t she like anything about it?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         We dismissed his testimony. Mr Clayton, I told David, had the mentality of an exploitative colonialist, and his wife, who clearly didn’t want to expand her horizons, was using her children as an excuse. Far from being put off by the company’s candid emissary, we decided that he’d made the venture seem like an exciting challenge. David was going to revolutionize the company’s accounting system, while I would stand stalwartly at his side. Behind every successful man was a woman. I pictured myself as a latter-day cross between Isabel Burton, loyal wife of the Victorian explorer Richard, and Mary Kingsley, the intrepid explorer. I resolved to pour my energies not only into supporting my husband, but also into the newly liberated Congo. I would get to know the black people, make friends with them, and make a difference to their lives. I suppose that somewhere in my mind I thought I could make up for not having stayed and fought for the rights of the black people in South Africa.
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         STEPPING OUT OF THE air-conditioned plane at Léopoldville was like entering a sauna. Rhodesia had been on a plateau, and fairly dry. The atmosphere here was hot, heavy, tangibly wet, and it smelt of damp flannels. But to my ex-colonial eyes it seemed nothing short of a miracle that the khaki-clad officials were not only black, but also spoke French. They had their pride and their dignity. They were free. This was the new Africa that I had dreamed about.
         

         ‘Passport,’ one of them barked.

         ‘Oui, oui.’ I scrabbled about in my handbag and found it.
         

         ‘What is the purpose of your visit?’ he asked roughly. Or at least that’s what I thought he asked.

         ‘I am coming to join my husband,’ I said in my schoolgirl French. But he didn’t seem to understand, and with his index finger kept stabbing at the passport and the form I’d filled in. We were stuck in this state of mutual miscomprehension when I spotted a whey-faced David breaking through the crowds.

         ‘Where the hell have you been?’ David, normally the mildest of mild-mannered men, was clearly agitated.

         ‘Didn’t you get the telegrams?’ I asked.

         ‘No.’

         ‘I don’t understand.’

         ‘I’ve met every single plane from Johannesburg for the last four days.’

         ‘I … I’m so sorry.’ The reason for our delay was so complicated I couldn’t even begin to explain. David gave me a sweaty kiss, took his son into his arms and slipped the intransigent official a matabishe, a bribe. My passport was stamped and we were waved through.
         

         David had been frantic with worry. He’d telephoned everyone he could think of, including, of course, my parents, who’d assured him that we’d set off on our journey. As far as he knew, we had simply disappeared off the face of the earth. And, in a way, we had.

         It was partly his fault. He had flown out to the Congo ahead of me to get things ready while I’d gone to stay with my parents, now living and working in Iran. In every letter, he’d stressed that I mustn’t forget to bring with me the necessary bottle of duty-free whisky. As my journey, the cheapest available, had meant flying from Iran to Léopoldville via Johannesburg, where we had to change planes, I’d decided to buy it during the brief stopover in Nairobi. The purchase had meant producing my passport.

         Having been cooped up for hours, Charles, who was by this stage nearly a year old, was naturally anxious to get moving. While I was buying the whisky, he’d taken the opportunity to investigate an alluring cigarette butt on the floor at the other side of the air terminal. He was a nifty crawler, and I had only just managed to retrieve him when the loudspeaker told passengers to get back on board. Grabbing the precious whisky, and with a squirming toddler in my arms, I made for the plane. As I looked down from the safety of the air into the crater of Mount Kilimanjaro and pictured the fiery inferno below, I remembered my passport. I had left it on the counter of the duty-free shop in Nairobi. In those days, air stewards went out of their way to be helpful. The pilot of the plane was alerted. He tried to make radio contact with Nairobi. We had just flown out of Kenyan air space. Never mind, they assured me; everything would be fixed when we got to Johannesburg. All I had to do was keep calm and wait.

         They did their best. I’d been allocated a gem of a woman, employed by El Al airlines to help with my predicament. She tried phoning Nairobi, but it seemed they had shut up shop for the night. And Léopoldville was having its siesta. I couldn’t just take the next flight back to Nairobi, pick up my passport and return to Jo’burg, because the terms and conditions of my ticket forbade it. I was exhausted and Charles was frantic. From time to time I heard announcements over the loudspeaker advising that due to passenger problems the plane to Léopoldville would be delayed. Eventually, the plane took off without us.

         Under any other circumstances nothing would have induced me to leave the airport and enter South Africa, especially Johannesburg, which was where I’d gone to school. But the alternative was flying straight back to Tehran and starting the journey all over again. I begged. I pleaded. I grovelled. The boot-faced South African official was intransigent. Without a passport, he insisted, there was no way I would be allowed into his country. Increasingly desperate, I pulled out every stop. So did my El Al lady. The final resort was bursting into tears. They were genuine. At last a crack began to appear. Other officials were summoned. They hummed and hah-ed interminably … Provided the airline would vouch for us, they said. The El Al lady assured them it would. On the other hand, a young mother with a child … Perhaps, under the circumstances … Finally, they conceded, and before anyone could change their minds we were bundled into an overcrowded minibus. That was how Charles and I ended up staying at the most expensive hotel in Johannesburg – though admittedly in the cheapest room.

         Before leaving, the El Al lady assured me that she would send a telegram to my husband in Léopoldville. To make doubly sure, I went to the post office the next day and sent one myself. After that, as there was nothing to do but wait, I decided to ring up my old schoolfriends. I also contacted my ex-maths teacher, Mrs Roux, who visited me in my hotel room. She told me that she was now persona non grata. In fact, she was so non grata that the apartheid government had confiscated her passport. She explained that she was now a volunteer teacher, that she taught black people maths in the evenings. ‘Education is the only way to empower them,’ she declared, as ever cutting through the small talk. Distracted, I imagined her words coursing through the bugging system which, I was convinced, had been planted in the ceiling light. Once again I knew I was failing her.
         

         Being in Jo’burg had catapulted me straight back into the muddled, guilt-ridden world of adolescence. As the days and nights passed fruitlessly by, I began to feel increasingly desperate. I pictured my passport being seized by the South African authorities. I remembered how, as a schoolgirl, I’d gone out for the day with a friend who lived in a large Johannesburg house called Pooh Corner. ‘People like you,’ her father had sneered when I’d spouted my views on the Nationalist government, ‘are dangerous.’ At the time I’d felt as if he’d taken a machete and sliced me to the ground. Now, back in Jo’burg, I felt much the same. What matter that we liberals stood for democracy? Under the present regime we were non-people.

         The cruel atmosphere of Jo’burg had worsened in the half-dozen years since I’d left school. This was reflected in the bleak, high walls of the city and in the bowed heads of the few blacks to be seen on the streets. Every time I left the hotel I was convinced that the shadowy presence of a secret policeman was following me. I became so paranoid that I stopped going out altogether. After four days, I’d persuaded myself that I would never see my husband again, that Charles and I were doomed to moulder away for the rest of our lives in the clutches of the Nationalist government, and that this fate was no more than I deserved. Then, at my lowest ebb, the El Al lady phoned to say that my passport had turned up. It had been languishing in the pocket of a pilot who’d disembarked in Rhodesia and forgotten all about it.

         It was strange seeing my husband in this bizarre setting. He seemed to have changed. There was a new confidence in him. Even though he still spoke rather touchingly in the accent of a schoolboy, his French sounded fluent, and he understood exactly what the official wanted. He took charge, handing the customs official another matabishe to get us through customs with no more questions; then he collected our luggage and summoned a porter. I noticed that he ordered the man around as if he’d lived in Africa for years. This was disconcerting. One of the reasons I’d chosen David in the first place was that he was as far from the ‘rugger-buggers’ of my youth as it was possible to be. Now, dressed in khaki shorts, Aertex shirt and long socks, he not only looked alarmingly like them, he was behaving like them.
         

         On the plane I’d spoken to an American anthropologist named Larry who had worked with Professor Richard Leakey – a noted conservationist – in Kenya. This was something David was particularly interested in, so when I spotted Larry looking lost in the huge, state-of-the-art terminal I introduced him to my husband. David, who had a company car, offered him a lift into town.

         It was beginning to get dark as we left the airport. In the half-light we were overtaken by an armoured car.

         ‘What’s that?’ I asked.

         ‘United Nations Peacekeeping,’ David said, as if this were perfectly ordinary.

         ‘But there isn’t a war?’

         ‘Adoula has asked for UN soldiers in order to deal with Katanga.’ Cyrille Adoula was the new President installed by the West after the Lumumba assassination.

         ‘But Katanga is the other side of the country.’ Our map-studying had not been for nothing. Léopoldville – which would later be called Kinshasa – was on the west side of the Congo, Katanga in the east.

         ‘There’s a man called Moise Tschombe,’ David explained, ‘who’s leading the breakaway faction and refusing to give Katanga back.’ It all sounded rather childish.

         The sun sets fast near the equator and, within minutes, we were plunged into absolute darkness. The driver put his foot down. His headlights lit up the road, which was virtually deserted. Every now and again he swerved to avoid a pothole.

         ‘Isn’t he going a bit fast?’

         ‘One has to. There are bandits out there.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘They jump out of the bushes and stop the cars; then they hold the passengers up at gunpoint.’

         ‘Good God.’ This was from Larry, who was sitting in the front of the car beside the driver. David had made it sound very gung-ho and casual.

         At that moment the car squealed to a halt. We sat there while a troop of frogs crossed the road. Their slimy bodies gleamed in the headlights.

         I clung to my child as the car sped on through the darkness. What was I bringing him to? Then we arrived at the outskirts of the city. Here, there were at least signs of some sort of normality. The shacks beside the road were lit with lamps and there were fires with cooking pots. People moved about in the half-light. These were not bandits; they were the sort of Africans I knew and recognized.

         Someone had said, or written, that Léopoldville was the ‘Paris of Africa’. This had conjured up for me visions of European grandeur blended with the exotica of the tropics. And although the city with its wide, neon-lit boulevards and high-rise blocks seemed somewhat soulless, the Memling, where Larry was staying, was everything I’d been hoping for. It was like a luxury hotel in Europe, a world away from the bandit-infested airport road and the shacks. Here, there was light and music, with whiffs of Gitanes and snatches of French conversation. Elegantly coutured guests in low-cut dresses and tuxedos decorated the foyer. There was even a black man in a dinner jacket – one of the new breed of multicultural sophisticates that I was about to get to know. In a corner, another black man was playing a white piano. The sound of nostalgic forties music carried me into a world of half-remembered make-believe. I could have been in Casablanca.
         

         We ordered our drinks and went outside to sit in the courtyard. Drops of water from a fountain caught the light as they rose and then fell into the darkness of the pool. Charles had fallen asleep in David’s arms. While the men discussed skulls and Piltdown Man, my mind drifted. I was still on a high from the excitement of finally getting here. Sitting under the African stars in balmy air heavy with the smell of jasmine, I felt relaxed and contented. The scent had wafted me back to 1948 and my first night in Africa.

         We’d left poor, bruised, ration-restricted England on a wet February morning. Everything had been grey: grey pavements, grey skies, even people’s overcoats had been grey. Our plane, not jet-propelled but driven by whirring propellers, had flown over the Sahara Desert. Underneath, the dunes had risen and fallen like gigantic waves in a vast ocean of sand, vaster than anything I could have imagined. Descending to Khartoum in the Sudan in the middle of the night had been like landing not so much on a new continent as in a new world. It wasn’t only the warmth and the smells, it was the feeling of abundance. The Nile slid past the hotel like a monstrous shiny-black snake; waiters in red fezzes and starched uniforms produced a cornucopia of tropical fruits I’d never even seen before; lychees, passion fruit and papayas. And, miracle of miracles after war-rationed England, as much bacon, egg and sausage as we could possibly eat. In the same way, I felt now as if I’d been transported into a new world – William Blake’s tiger in his ‘burning forests of the night’ or the painter Rousseau’s vision of his own exotic jungle.
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         AFTER ALL THAT BUILD-UP, I suppose our new home – the house where David, Charles and I were going to spend the next six months of our lives – was bound to come as a let-down. It was on the outskirts of Léopoldville, in a street lined not with flowering jacarandas or flamboyants but palm trees, the squat, ugly kind that grew everywhere like weeds. Our house was a small, modern bungalow, almost identical to the other bungalows lining the street. Although it had a veranda, there were no pots of hibiscus, no purple bougainvillea, no swags of coral creeper – none of the half-remembered extravagances of my childhood. It was strictly functional, with a carport and a small back garden. Not that I was aware of all of this when we arrived in the darkness. Nor was I aware of the block of flats that loomed up behind us. What hit me was the bleakness of the bungalow’s interior. The floors were concrete, the lights an unforgiving neon and the furniture was the dull utilitarian stuff my mother used to call ‘government furniture’.
         

         By this stage, David had completely forgiven me my much-delayed arrival and was bubbling with enthusiasm. He had only just moved in himself and he pointed out that the company had had a cot specially made for Charles, and that we had the luxury of air conditioning. I tried to hide my disappointment.

         ‘And this is the kitchen,’ he enthused, showing me into a room even more dreary than the rest. ‘I bought this fridge from Provis,’ he said, referring to his Belgian predecessor. ‘He let me have it for a very good price …’

         I thought the ‘very good price’ was pretty steep.

         ‘I wish you could have met him, you’d have loved him; he’s got such a merry twinkle in his eye.’ I was pretty certain that Provis had taken David for a ride and that I wouldn’t have loved him at all, but I didn’t say so.

         My lack of love turned into positive hatred the next morning when I discovered that we had no car. Provis had, apparently, crashed the one that went with the job. It was the car I would have used. There were no replacement parts so it couldn’t be repaired. And new cars were like gold dust – I think those were David’s words. My husband would be fetched and brought back every day by the company driver, but, unless we bought a vehicle for ourselves – and they were hideously expensive – I would have to rely on lifts from other people.

         We hadn’t only bought Provis’s fridge, we had apparently inherited his ‘boy’ as well. Male servants, despite the country’s independence, were still known by the humiliating English term ‘boy’ – females were ‘boyesses’. The word ‘boy’ was particularly inappropriate in the case of François, an elderly man with grizzly hair and a bony face. He lived away somewhere, not in the back garden as the Rhodesian servants had, and came to work on his bicycle. I found him disconcertingly subservient.

         ‘I’ll send the company car home to take you shopping,’ David said as he left for work. He’d assumed that I would enjoy being driven from shop to shop like an Edwardian lady, with someone to carry my parcels. And in many ways he was right. Although I disapproved in theory, there was a part of me that revelled in that sort of luxury.

         George, the driver, was young, fun and full of life. He kept up a stream of conversation in what seemed at the time to be almost incomprehensible French. He asked me all about Queen Elizabeth, and though I had to admit that we weren’t acquainted, this didn’t seem to worry him. He tried football, a subject I was equally ill-informed about, but that didn’t matter either. What did matter was that we liked one another and that he treated me as … well, almost, as an equal. But then so he should. He was a free man, one of the newly liberated Congolese, part of the new world I was about to discover.

         Seen in the daylight, on first impressions Léopoldville, as we drove through it, appeared still to be a very elegant city. In the latter days of colonialism, the Belgians must have spent a lot of money. Rather like the air terminal, Léopoldville was a late-fifties cum sixties state-of-the-art city. Modern blocks, built of stylish concrete slabs with decorative fretwork, lined the wide boulevards. What I was soon to discover was that this was all a façade; the interiors of those smart buildings were beginning to crumble like neglected teeth. Inside the modern supermarket, the tacky plastic surfaces were already chipping and the walls had acquired a grubby, neglected look. What really hit me, though, was that the whole shop looked as though a giant vacuum cleaner had sucked up its contents. Row after row of empty shelves stretched out like railway lines on either side of the aisles, dusty and desolate. Only one solitary row with large tins of dried milk broke the symmetry. It was America’s surplus sent as aid. I bought several tins. I also rescued a rusty tin of pilchards sitting alone and unloved. It had been there so long it left its brown mark on the shelf. There was no flour, no cereals, no fruit or vegetables, no … anything. There wasn’t even any soap powder.

         ‘How do people live?’ I asked George. He shook his head.

         ‘C’est un vrai catastrophe,’ he said solemnly, and then, as if to indicate that I should not trouble myself with such things, he grinned. I was a visitor to his country.
         

         The full impact of the catastrophe was brought home by a crowd of people standing in a queue in the baking heat. George told me that they were waiting for a consignment of salt that was supposed to be coming in – or it may have been sugar, or flour. The air of resignation reminded me of the ‘natives’ in the townships: lines of men waiting for bags of mealie meal. Suddenly there was an eruption, a near-riot as the crowd shoved their way towards a door at the side. The consignment had arrived.

         I pushed down a feeling of mild panic that was fluttering in my stomach. If basics were so hard to come by, how were we going to cope? Then I reminded myself that we were white and employees of the company. They would never let us starve. George, as if determined to prove this, drove me to a small shop in another part of the city; it was called La Petite Pâtisserie.

         ‘Voilà!’ he exclaimed proudly.
         

         The window was crammed full of pastries with crystallized fruit on top and fluffy meringues oozing cream. It was just like one of those shops you see in Vienna or, presumably, Brussels. To George’s disappointment, I didn’t buy anything. A single tart, by my calculations, cost a day’s wages in African terms.

         The question of vegetables was solved later that morning when a man came to the house with a basket containing a few scrawny lettuces, some onions and potatoes, and a small pile of French beans. ‘See, they’re fresh,’ he said, snapping a bean in half with panache. ‘Voilà. Pas de ficelles.’
         

         ‘There must be some mistake,’ I said to François when the man weighed out some vegetables and asked for the money: the beans might not have been stringy, but they were ludicrously expensive.

         ‘Non,’ François assured me. There was no mistake. That was what they cost. Reluctantly, I bought them. How were we going to save any money if vegetables cost ten times what they would have in London?
         

         I’d never really experienced food shortages before. Apart from that year spent in England just after the war, I’d always lived in lands of relative plenty. And even then, the lack hadn’t really affected me. It had been my mother who’d done the worrying. I remembered her fuming because she reckoned that one of our landladies, to whom we’d naturally had to give our food coupons, was favouring another lodger. The villain was an innocent-looking organist from Oxford. His lure was that he was a bachelor, and the landlady had an unmarried daughter. I knew the poor girl hadn’t a hope. Apart from the fact that she was in charge of her mother’s kennels and smelt of dogs, he didn’t look to me like the marrying kind.

         ‘It’s the children who need the food,’ my mother had ranted furiousy. And suddenly I found myself feeling the same way. How was I ever going to give Charles a proper diet? At least in post-war England there’d been a semblance of fairness. Here in the Congo it was dog eat dog. Only the dogs were us Europeans.

         ‘It’s a barter economy,’ David’s new friend Thoby, who came round that evening, explained cheerfully. ‘Provided you’ve got something someone else needs, you can get whatever you want.’ Thoby, who told me that his ‘daddy’ was an Oxford don, was also a management trainee. He was in sales, which meant, he said – helping himself liberally to our duty-free whisky – that there were always spare packets of soap powder to be swapped for some desirable goodie or other.

         ‘But what have we got?’ I couldn’t imagine accountants getting those sorts of perks.

         ‘Ah,’ Thoby smiled a trifle smugly, ‘you’ve got to cultivate the right people.’

         ‘What? How?’

         ‘We can always change our hard currency on the black market for seven times its value,’ David put in.

         ‘I thought the whole point of coming out here was to save.’

         ‘Yes, but …’

         ‘Seven times is still far more than you’d pay at home …’

         ‘Mrs Van Royan will show you the ropes,’ Thoby cut in.

         I knew I was being humoured. And I knew, too, that I could hardly blame David for the state of the country. But I couldn’t help feeling that we had been deceived. It wasn’t so much a bottle of whisky I should have risked missing the plane for, but a bag of flour.

         Mrs Van Royan was a Dutch woman married to Thoby’s boss, the company’s sales director. She and her husband had befriended David before I arrived and it was she who had stocked up my larder with basic necessities. She visited me the next day.

         She was a large woman. Her hair was hennaed dark red, and she had baggy eyes set deep in one of those faces you know instinctively carry behind them layers of wisdom and experience. Packing me into her Volkswagen Beetle, she drove me off to see her butcher.

         There was nothing in his shop except bare slabs of marble, but he did produce a bloody parcel from underneath the counter for Mrs Van Royan. There was, however, no meat to spare. He told me he would keep me in mind, but I doubted it. As Thoby had indicated the evening before, it wasn’t just about money. Those who could offer something that was in short supply got the goodies.

         ‘I have arranged for you to play bridge,’ Mrs Van Royan announced when we got back home. David had, apparently, told her I could play.

         ‘I’m not sure that I can …’ The idea of frittering away my mornings playing bridge appalled me. In England I’d been stuck in the flat with a small baby. My only intellectual stimulus had been my radio. Here, with a servant to wash up, clean and even cook, I was free to work. I’d decided, having become addicted to the radio, that I’d try my hand at journalism. I was determined to use my time in the Congo profitably.

         ‘One of our ladies has gone away, so you will be able to play with us on Thursday mornings.’

         ‘I’m afraid I won’t have the time.’

         ‘You will find that they are very nice ladies. Very friendly. I will fetch you at nine o’clock tomorrow and take you there in my car.’

         ‘What about Charles?’

         ‘Your boy will look after him.’

         ‘But …’

         ‘My friend Sannie, who plays bridge with us, has chickens.’

         ‘Oh?’

         ‘She has more eggs than she can eat herself and she has promised me that she will sell you a box every week.’

         It didn’t take much persuasion for me to capitulate. My first day in the Congo had shown me just how serious the food situation was. The company might not actually have allowed its employees to starve to death – this, I realized, had been the purpose of the food hampers – but they certainly weren’t going to mollycoddle us. We had to look after ourselves. As a large part of the European diet appeared to be tinned food, I was seriously worried about Charles. He was too old to exist on a diet of American powdered milk. And eggs were, after all, eggs. With nothing but my very dubious bridge skills to offer in exchange, I had to acknowledge that it wasn’t a bad bargain. Besides, I thought, it would allow me to get to know people of another nationality, possibly even learn another language. Dutch was not so very different from Afrikaans, which I’d studied briefly at school.

         The next morning, Mrs Van Royan duly turned up in her handy little Beetle and we set off. The ladies, it transpired, took turns to host the game and this week it was Sannie’s turn. She lived a fair way out of town – hence the chickens – in a modern bungalow; a replica, I imagined, of her home in Vlaardingen, or wherever it was she came from. There was a three-piece suite covered in cut moquette, swirly patterns on the carpets, and polished wooden carvings of naked African women. The whole place was immaculately clean and polished.

         For my benefit the game was played in English, which the Dutch women all spoke shamingly well. ‘You call it a Yarborough when you have no picture cards, ne?’ and ‘A small slam, that is when you get all the tricks except one?’ When someone suggested I hold my cards closer to my chest, I told them my mother-in-law’s joke about fine eyes being better than finesse. It took them a moment or two to work out the pun.
         

         ‘Fine eyes are better than finesse. That is good. Very good. Ha, ha, ha.’

         After the first rubber, a servant came in with a trolley on which there was not only coffee but also dainty cakes, and dainty plates to eat from, with dainty forks and dainty napkins. God knows where the ingredients had come from. Besides having chickens, Sannie, whose husband was also in sales, had clearly cultivated the right people. We all took a break while we chatted about this and that, and I had to admit that Mrs Van Royan was right. They were nice ladies. They were all older than me and their interests were purely domestic, but they made a real effort to make me feel one of the group. This certainly wasn’t how I’d envisaged spending my time in the new Africa, but I was learning.
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