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            Did we think victory great?

            So it is—But now it seems to me, when it cannot be helped, that defeat is great,

            And that death and dismay are great.

            walt whitman
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            FOREWORD

            by Petina Gappah

         

         
            ‘Our young men must ceaselessly prepare themselves for the fight. All their strength, all their energy, all their talents must be devoted to preparing themselves for the fight that will result in the liberation of their country and the freedom of their continent. There is no nobler task on earth.’ (p. 9)

         

         These words, expressed with passion and force by the revolutionary thinker Charles Lanwood, provide inspiration for the young doctorate student Michael Udomo to take up the struggle for the independence of his country Panafrica from the colonial yoke of Britain. When the novel begins, Udomo is in the centre of empire, freezing in an inadequate coat in a cold and largely inhospitable London, attending conferences and spontaneous parties where he and other freedom fighters debate questions such as whether outright revolution, or, as some of their white allies suggest, ‘more diplomacy and less anger’, will be the path that leads to the independence of their colonised countries.

         Udomo’s first meeting with Lanwood confirms for him that the struggle is his birthright, and through Lanwood, he meets other young revolutionaries, among them, his countryman Paul Mabi and David Mhendi of Pluralia, a colonised, racially segregated country. They form admiring satellites around the charismatic Lanwood, finding in his talk of revolution a glimmer of possibility. As students educated in the West, they no longer belong to the ‘past of their own people’ and at the same time, have no place in the world of London. There is therefore only one path left to them: to remake themselves and their countries by fashioning a free Africa into being through ‘an act of will’. Inspired by Lanwood, Udomo and Mhendi have elected to live for a cause: the liberation of their countries, Panafrica and Pluralia.

         After Udomo betrays his English girlfriend, Lois, with a brutal and callous act that fractures their friendship circle, he leaves London for Queensland, the capital of Panafrica. The novel moves then from the first part, ‘The Dream’, to the second, ‘The Reality’, following Udomo as his country becomes independent.

         It is this rich material that makes up A Wreath for Udomo. Abrahams could have chosen to present Udomo in the way that the early generation of African leaders preferred to present themselves: as idealistic and self-sacrificing, all for Mother Africa. But with prescient knowledge, Abrahams gives the reader an Udomo who transitions swiftly from an idealistic freedom fighter into yet another incarnation of repression. The novel thus becomes one that is about more than just a man and his path to power, littered with betrayals, big and small; it becomes a moving and imaginative meditation on how even the most idealistic of causes can be tainted by the flaws of the men leading them.

         Peter Abrahams was born in South Africa in 1919. This republishing of one of his most important novels – his sixth, first published in 1956 – is welcome. Critics in his native South Africa have long lamented that he has been overlooked, especially in comparison to his better-known compatriots Es’kia Mphahlele and Alan Paton. Abrahams died at the age of ninety-seven in 2017, in his adopted home of Jamaica, never having returned to live in South Africa. It was a decision that had less to do with the fractious and occasionally disappointing politics of majority-ruled South Africa than it was that, as a pan-Africanist, Abrahams found himself a home elsewhere. Speaking in a documentary made near the end of his life, Abrahams said: ‘When I came to Jamaica, when I found this place, I knew, my search was over. You see, until I came here, I was the expatriate. The migrant, and you know, they live with suitcase packed, ready to go home. But when I travelled to this island … this was the first time in my life I didn’t have to be against anything, I could be for something.’

         In many ways, the writer’s personal journey and his political beliefs are both reflected and foreshadowed in A Wreath for Udomo. After leaving South Africa as a young man, and before settling in Jamaica in his later life, Abrahams spent much of his early years in the United Kingdom as part of a group of expatriates that included Jomo Kenyatta and Kwame Nkrumah, the founding fathers of Kenya and Ghana, and George Padmore, the Trinidadian thinker. The kaleidoscopic view of the struggle for African independence that these friendships and encounters gave him influenced his political thought, particularly his pan-Africanism. Throughout his time in London, Abrahams participated in various ‘state of Africa’ conferences such as the Manchester Conference of Pan-African Leaders held in Manchester in 1945, where he acted as publicist. The conference that Udomo, Lanwood, Mhendi and their group attend in London is narrated by Abrahams with such great relish and humour that it could be a verbatim transcript of such a gathering.

         It was his pan-Africanist thinking that inspired Abrahams to portray the interlinked struggles in two separate African countries, and that compelled him to look beyond the borders of just one nation to address the question of freedom on a continental level. In the process, Abrahams demonstrates that the question of African independence goes beyond the shaking off of the colonial yoke. Abrahams could have ended his novel with an Udomo triumphantly returning home, in a ‘happy-ever-after’ moment for the revolutionary; instead he foreshadows the scale of the problems that came with colonialism and the difficulties African leaders would face when they returned home. In the new country he has helped to bring into being, Udomo finds that the conquered colonial power is by no means the only enemy to be vanquished; he also has to contend with the deep poverty left in colonialism’s wake, with the re-education of a people whose traditions and cultural beliefs he considers backwards and abhorrent, and the distrust he engenders in his own people.

         More than that, Udomo has to contend with his own flawed self. He may have left London, but in Africa he is still Udomo, still willing to sacrifice the individual to what he considers the greater good, still willing to subordinate the personal to what he considers the larger political end. We see in close detail the cost of such beliefs and their effect, particularly on the richly drawn women in Udomo’s life, both abroad and at home, and how this sets him on a path that ultimately leads to his destruction as his betrayals finally catch up with him.

         Revolutions, even those fired by idealism, Abrahams suggests, are inherently flawed, not because of the ideas underpinning them, but because revolutions are led by human Udomos. Indeed, it is the nature of every revolution in human history – whether American, Chinese, French or Russian – that it is as flawed as the men who lead it. Guns and glory make for great myths in nation building, but they alone are not enough to build a nation; no revolution is greater than its ideals – it is either unfinished or it is hijacked.

         A Wreath for Udomo is by no means a perfect novel. Some of its dialogue can sound leaden to modern ears, and it is occasionally didactic in its tone, with an over-reliance on representative, occasionally stock characters. But the novel’s great strength is in its insistence that Africa’s struggle for self-governance and economic self-determination, both its glories and limitations, cannot be understood without understanding that early generation of angry, young African men, its political leaders.

         Ultimately, Abrahams suggests, the story of Africa cannot be told without telling the story of the flawed, all-too-human leaders who, through an act of will, imagined a free continent into being, giving their all to independence, and ultimately, as in the case of Udomo, their own lives.
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         Lois would not have noticed him if it had not been for his eyes. She did not want to notice anybody. That was why she had come to the pub. She wanted a drink and to be alone with her thoughts and the quiet loneliness that took hold of her at ever-decreasing intervals these days.

         You’ll end up a desperately lonely old woman, Lois. She was not afraid of the thought, did not try to stifle it. Instead, she examined it calmly, with cold clarity. Yes, she would end up like that. She would have to prepare herself for that. She would have to begin now to find the things that would make supportable that ultimate reality of being alone. Better fix that shack up in the mountains and fill it with all the books you’d always wanted to read. There would be time later. Lots of time. That damned war made sure of it. John would still have been with her but for that damned war … You’re lying, Lois. You’re indulging in sloppy thinking … She smiled at having caught herself out. And then she knew those eyes had seen her smile, had probably misread it. Damn him with his sullen, haunted eyes!

         She raised her glass, touched it to her lips, then looked across the length of the bar counter. All right, haunted eyes! She stared at him. She’d outstared brassy men before now. But there was nothing brassy about the eyes that looked at her. It was not the look of someone trying to make a pass. Just haunted and lonely.

         They stared at each other for a few seconds, then he turned his eyes back to his companion, a tubby little Englishman who seemed vaguely familiar to Lois. The tubby little man talked earnestly. The man with the haunted eyes only half listened though he nodded often. At regular intervals he looked across the bar counter briefly to assure himself that she was still there.

         I’ll wait, Lois told herself. I’ll wait and see. She ordered another drink and waited, freed of thinking about loneliness and John for the present, watching the man whose eyes she thought of as “haunted” though she knew the word was inadequate for the smouldering, caged restlessness she sensed rather than saw.

         At last the tubby man stopped talking and turned to the door. The other shook his head and his lips said words that might have been “No, I’ll stay on for a while longer”. Then the tubby man left.

         The man looked at Lois, then away, quickly. He seemed to shrink now, to grow into a lost little boy in a frightening, hostile world. Lois sighed, straightened her back and got off the bar stool. Probably the first time he’s in a pub on his own, and he wouldn’t have the guts to come to her. She walked round the people clustered at the bar and stopped beside him. She sensed some of the people watching, especially those at the table by the fire. Smutty-minded fools. She turned her head quickly and looked at the table. Of course they would pretend not to be looking. She grinned, and there was wicked malice in her eyes. Fools! Then she looked at the man again.

         “Good evening.”

         “Good evening,” he said.

         His voice was deep and soft. It had that special rusty richness they all had. And he was handsome in a sulkily sullen, brooding way. Height about five-seven or -eight, she decided, and strappingly made. He’d probably look godlike in his native cloth. Instead, he wore a suit he had outgrown and which made him look stocky. Mouth without laughter-lines, turned down at the corners.

         “My name’s Lois Barlow,” she said; then, as she saw the misunderstanding in his eyes, “You’re wrong. This isn’t a pick-up. I’m not in search of a man.”

         The hint of a shame-faced, caught-out smile touched his lips and was gone.

         “I did not think that.”

         What now, Lois thought.

         “I told you I’m Lois Barlow.”

         “Sorry … I’m Michael Udomo.”

         “You’re new here …” It was a statement.

         “How do you know?”

         “Oh, I don’t mean in this pub, though I expect it’s your first time here too. I mean in Hampstead … I know most of the Africans here and I haven’t seen you before.”

         “I’ve only just arrived.”

         “Africa?”

         “No. The Continent. Canada before that.”

         “And your home?”

         “Panafrica … You interested in Africa?”

         “More in people and the sun, really. A countryman of yours is a great friend of mine. Know Tom Lanwood …?”

         “Lanwood! Mr. Thomas Lanwood?”

         He had come out of his shell now. His excitement was tangible. He gripped her arm.

         “Did you say Thomas Lanwood?” he said again.

         “Yes, I did say Thomas Lanwood,” she said quietly.

         He pulled his hand away quickly.

         “Sorry … Please, when can I meet him? I must meet him!”

         Lois laughed. He was out of his cage now. The haunted loneliness was gone from his eyes. But even as she watched, it came back.

         “Any time you like,” she said.

         “Tonight? Now?”

         “As desperate as that!”

         “You don’t understand …”

         “Never mind. Let’s have a drink and then go and find Tom.”

         “I don’t really drink. I only came here because …”

         “Mind if I have one before we go?”

         “No—” The boyish, shame-faced smile flitted across his face again. “Sorry I can’t pay. I’m broke.”

         “I’m not. Have one with me, unless you object to women paying.”

         “I don’t. But I really don’t drink.”

         “Not at all?”

         “A little when I have to.”

         “Like with your tubby friend?”

         “Yes. But he’s not a friend. He lectures at the university. My tutor on the Continent said he might help and gave me an introduction.”

         Lois caught the barmaid’s eye and ordered her drink.

         “And did he?”

         “I’m sorry?”

         He wasn’t really interested in this. His mind was on Lanwood.

         “Did he help?”

         “Oh yes. Yes. He helped me to find a room.”

         Lois felt the force of the man’s impatience as she paid the barmaid and sipped her drink. Strange man, this Michael Udomo, strange and enclosed. And breath-taking when he burst out as he did over Lanwood. Odd, too.

         Michael Udomo watched the woman sip her drink. He’d looked across at her because she was alone and because he was bored with that fellow. Not young but not bad to look at. She must be well over thirty, probably over forty. Hard to tell with these Englishwomen. Maybe he had looked at her hopefully—hell, what of it! A man’s lonely sometimes in a strange land. But he hadn’t thought about it. You’ve got to get to know these people before you can do things like that. Anyway, you never know where the enemy is. God, Lanwood! He’d see him tonight. Lanwood! The greatest political writer and fighter Panafrica had produced. Nearly ten years now since Lanwood wrote him that letter. In order to be free we must marshal our forces and husband our resources for the coming struggle. Our young men must ceaselessly prepare themselves for the fight. All their strength, all their energy, all their talents must be devoted to preparing themselves for the fight that will result in the liberation of their country and the freedom of their continent. There is no nobler task on earth. Those were the key words of that letter Lanwood had written him nearly ten years ago. And now this Lois Barlow would bring them together. It was a sign, this, a great sign.

         “Still thinking of Tom?” Lois said.

         “Lanwood—yes. You know him well?”

         “For fifteen years. Met him when I was twenty-one. That should tell you my age.”

         “That’s a long time. And you two are …”

         “Just friends, Michael Udomo.”

         “He’s a great man. Is he very old?”

         “Heavens, no! … But I suppose he must be getting on. He hasn’t changed in all the time I’ve known him. He must be between fifty and sixty though … Come, let’s go.”

         “I’m very glad I met you,” Udomo said.

         “Because it’s leading you to Tom?”

         “Yes.”

         “Quite a hero of yours, isn’t he?”

         “He’s a great patriot.”

         Lois felt impatient suddenly.

         “You men and your patriotism!”

         He smiled. There was a hint of superiority to it.

         “You don’t understand …” he murmured.

         “Of course not. How could I? I’m the primitive backward woman. Let’s go.”

         She turned her back on him. She pushed past people to the door, sensing him behind her. Really, it was stupid to be angry with him. It’s old age creeping up on you. Watch out, woman. She waited for him at the door and smiled sweetly to make up for the rush of impatience.

         The cold night air struck them as they went through the door. The sky was clear. The moon was in the first quarter. The stars were coldly bright. A sharp wind travelled across the earth. They turned up their collars and lowered their heads against the bite of the wind. The wind sang softly about their ears.

         “This way,” Lois said.

         They crossed the broad road, walked some distance up, then turned into a narrow street leading up a steep hill. The cold air rushed at them more fiercely.

         “God, it’s cold!” Udomo gasped.

         “We’ll soon be there,” Lois said with a tenderness wrung from her by the desperation of his voice. “Soon now.”

         They climbed the hill in silence after that, heads down, bodies braced against the force of the hissing wind. At last they reached the top and turned left into the wide drive of a big house. Lois led the way to a side door and let them in. Udomo sighed as the cold was shut out.

         Lois turned on the hall light and saw how thin his overcoat was. There were tears in his eyes. His lips had turned purple and his dark face ashen. He was fumbling in his pocket for a handkerchief. She turned away quickly and went into her sitting-room.

         “It’s warm in here,” she called.

         He came in and made straight for the gasfire. She stood with her back to him, pouring brandy into two tiny glasses.

         “Nice place you’ve got,” he said, his voice normal again.

         His hands scraped like corn husks against each other as he rubbed them. She thought: I can look at him now. She turned as though it were an effort. His face was less drawn and ashen. But the bright purple was still on his lips. He had wiped his eyes. She tried to shut her mind to the scraping of his hands. He was almost on top of the fire. She walked across and gave him the glass of brandy.

         “No, thanks.”

         “You will drink that,” she said firmly.

         He looked up and smiled. The smile, this time, kindled his eyes. It brought a glowing sunniness to his face. He took the brandy from her, gulped it down, pulled a face and shivered.

         She wondered whether she would see the purple leaving his lips or whether it would just disappear.

         “You ought to smile more often,” she said. “I mean really smile, not just with your lips.”

         Yes, she could actually see the purple leaving his lips, growing thin and misty and fading away, like a cloud of cigarette smoke.

         “Yes?” He was interested.

         “Yes.”

         She took out a packet of cigarettes and offered him one.

         “I don’t smoke.”

         “You don’t drink, you don’t smoke. What do you do?”

         She knew she’d made a mistake the moment she’d said that. His eyes grew bold suddenly and he started to strip her mentally.

         “I have other pleasures,” he murmured.

         “Such as patriotism and Tom Lanwood?”

         “Please, will you get him now?”

         “Yes. Have you eaten?”

         “No, but that’s not important.”

         She left him by the fire and went out, first to the kitchen where she put a light under the stew, then into her bedroom where the phone was.

         Udomo, warmed now, got up and walked about the room. It was a very large room, with french windows leading out to the back garden. One entire wall, to the level of a man’s height, had shelves filled with books. He took out one book after another, glanced at it, then put it back again. He listened for the woman. But there was no sound.

         Must be a big place, he decided. Hope Lanwood doesn’t take too long. He moved to the little desk in the corner near the french windows. There were open letters on it. He began to read the top one, then he turned away quickly. A very comfortable room. It took money to have a room like this; money to pay for these deep armchairs and large heavy curtains and the carved mahogany lampstands on the little corner tables. Perhaps she was rich. Her talking about eating had made him hungry. A nuisance. It never bothered him unless he thought about it. Come on, woman!

         The room was getting very hot. He took off his coat and flung it on a chair. He eased his trousers down. They were becoming uncomfortably tight between his legs; so was the jacket across his shoulders and under his arms. He’d have to do something about it soon. This was his best suit and he was fast growing out of it.

         He heard the door open and turned. Lois Barlow pushed a trolley in front of her. She had taken off her coat. She was well-shaped, not flat-chested. She looked younger without the coat.

         “Is he coming?”

         “He can’t make it tonight,” she said. She watched him shrink into himself; his eyes went dull and lifeless, his face became a dark mask.

         “I see,” he said, and reached for his coat.

         “I caught him just as he was going out,” she said quickly. “He was on his way to a meeting. He said it was an important one. It was too late for him to put the people off. He’s to be the main speaker.” She thought: Why am I lying? Why not tell him Tom doesn’t want to come out in this cold? “He asked me to ask you to meet him here tomorrow afternoon if you can. If not, he would fit in with any other time you suggest. He would have spoken to you himself if he hadn’t been rushed to get to his meeting in time.”

         He relaxed.

         “Yes, I see … Tomorrow will be fine. I hope he has a good meeting. Wish I could be there. What time tomorrow?”

         “I get back from school a little before four. He’ll be here by four … Sit down—I’ve hotted up some food.”

         He sank into a chair. She sat opposite him. They ate. When he had finished he said:

         “I was really hungry.”

         “I know,” she said.

         They sat in silence for a while, watching the row of upright flames in the gasfire.

         Lois Barlow felt tired suddenly. This Michael Udomo had made heavy emotional demands on her. She got up.

         “Forgive me but I’m terribly tired. I have a hard day’s teaching ahead tomorrow.”

         “Yes, I must go.” He got up and put on his coat. “I’ll be here at four tomorrow. Thank you for the food.”

         She led him out to the hallway and opened the door. Then, on an impulse, she shut it again and hurried into her bedroom. She returned carrying a dufflecoat.

         “Put this on. That thing of yours is useless.”

         “But it’s yours,” he said.

         “No. It’s a man’s,” she said harshly.

         She held the coat for him. He slipped it on over his own.

         “Thank you very much,” he said.

         She opened the door for him. “Good night.”

         He looked at her face, then went out into the cold, more protected than before.

         2

         Lois Barlow was making tea when Udomo arrived.

         “Tom will be here soon,” she said. “He rang to say he’s bringing David Mhendi and Richard Adebhoy with him.”

         She led him into the sitting-room. A young woman knelt on a pillow in front of the fire, drying her long corn-coloured hair. It reached almost to her waist.

         “This is Jo Furse,” Lois said. “She shares the flat with me.”

         The young woman flung back the mass of hair and jumped up. She wore a tight-fitting bright-blue sweater and wine-coloured cord slacks. Her eyes, a light green, were slightly slanted and seemed to go round the corners of her face, following the curve between cheekbone and temple. Her mouth curled upward at the corners.

         Beautiful, Udomo thought as he took her slender hand. The mass of corn-coloured hair excited him.

         “She’s vain about her hair,” Lois said.

         The doorbell rang.

         “I’ll let him in,” Jo Furse said. She went out with catlike grace.

         “I can see Jo’s made an impression,” Lois said.

         Udomo did not answer. He was waiting for Lanwood now, his excitement so great that he felt unnaturally limp and calm. He had seen a picture of Lanwood once, a long time ago. A fine stern face it was; the face of a leader of men.

         Lanwood came in and filled the room. Udomo saw only him. Those behind him were like shadows. Lanwood was big and burly, going to fat round the middle; but he was tall, so the fat did not show. His face was small for his great size. It was slender and tapering; a smooth near-black face tinged with the slightest hint of red. Nose and lips were boldly chiselled on broad aristocratic lines. He wore thick-rimmed glasses that enhanced his air of intellectuality. His dress was impeccably correct and English: just the right amount of shirt-cuff showed at his wrists; tie harmonised with shirt, and both with the immaculately cut suit. He moved, too, with the easy, self-assured grace of a prosperous West End clubman.

         The picture Udomo had carried in his mind was of a younger, thinner man without glasses, and not so well-dressed and polished. But this was Lanwood all right.

         Lanwood’s face cracked into a broad smile. He gripped Udomo’s hand.

         “Welcome! Sorry I couldn’t make it last night.”

         “I told him you had a meeting,” Lois said hurriedly.

         “Yes,” Lanwood murmured. “Yes, the meeting.”

         “I’ve wanted to meet you ever since I got your letter,” Udomo said.

         “Letter?”

         “Yes. You wrote to me nearly ten years ago. Remember?”

         “Oh yes …” Lanwood turned quickly to those behind him. “Meet some of our comrades.”

         Lois stifled a smile and moved to the door. Jo followed her.

         “We’ll get the tea,” Lois said.

         “David Mhendi’s from Pluralia,” Lanwood said.

         “Hello, man,” Mhendi said.

         Mhendi’s name sounded familiar to Udomo. He’d seen or heard it somewhere. They shook hands. He tried to remember where he’d heard or seen the name but Lanwood’s voice interfered.

         “And Adebhoy’s a fellow countryman of ours.”

         The fat and very black little man grabbed Udomo’s hand.

         “Hi-ya, country!” He had a fixed, happy smile on his lips. He spoke in little rushes of words. “Heard of you from one of those fellows who call themselves Frenchmen. Told me about the student strike you tried to lead.” The laughter-lines near his eyes deepened. “Said you didn’t understand they were not oppressed colonials but Frenchmen enjoying all the rights of Frenchmen! Ha, ha, ha.”

         Udomo smiled weakly.

         “Those fellows let me down badly.”

         “French imperialism’s more cunning than the British brand,” Lanwood said. “They buy off the leadership by giving them seats in their Assembly and marrying them off to their daughters … Let’s sit down.”

         Lanwood led the way to the divan. He adjusted the creases of his trousers, then took out his pipe and began to stuff it. Udomo sat on one side of him, Adebhoy on the other. Mhendi hesitated for a while, then left the room and went in search of the women in the kitchen.

         A faint smile played on Lanwood’s lips. He could almost feel the enthusiasm of this young chap, Udomo. He liked it. It was rewarding. He had spent his life in the fight and he knew his influence was at work all over Africa, but it was good to meet this young man who was the living proof of it. One grew a little tired sometimes, got caught up in occasional doubt and uncertainty sometimes. It was good for morale to meet a chap like this.

         “Tell me about yourself,” he said.

         Udomo leaned towards Lanwood and talked quietly about himself. Lanwood knew the story he listened to. It was made up of the common experience of most colonial students. The missionaries had picked out the brightest boy in a little village in Africa and set about educating him. Education had brought awareness. The boy had then examined the world in which he lived and found it wanting by the very standards the missionaries had given him. He had turned against them then and struck out on his own. And he had luck—he had got to Europe and Canada and got a higher education. Of course he’d had to work and go short on food and clothes. But then, only the lucky few whose people had money or who had the blessing of the colonial government did it the easy way. The majority got it as Udomo had done: working their way, going hungry often … What was all this about a letter he had written being this boy’s inspiration?

         Pride grew in Lanwood as he listened. Yes, it was good to see the results of one’s efforts. Just as well he kept copies of all the letters he wrote. Ten years back. He’d go through his files when he got back tonight.

         Udomo stopped talking.

         “And your plans?” Lanwood said.

         “To get my doctorate and go back. You know how our people worship a man called ‘doctor’.”

         “How long?”

         “I’ve done most of the work for it. It’s just a question of fulfilling the conditions for submitting my thesis.”

         “Good. You’d better join our group while you’re here. We’re a sort of brains trust behind the various colonial organisations in this country.”

         “That’s why I was so anxious to see you,” Udomo said.

         “I’ll fix it with the boys for a discussion at my place.”

         
             

         

         Mhendi moved restlessly about the kitchen while the two women buttered bread and made sandwiches. A wind had whipped up outside. It whistled about the house, shaking the kitchen windows occasionally. Mhendi picked up a knife and felt its edge, then he flung it back on the table and went to the window. He pushed his hands deep into his pockets and stared up at the visible piece of the sky. It looked dark and heavy, as though the clouds sagged under the weight of snow anxious to come down.

         Lois kept looking up at Mhendi. He’d been with them now for nearly twenty minutes without saying a word. Jo raised her head and opened her mouth to speak to him. Lois shook her head.

         “Take that in, Jo.”

         She waited till Jo had left the kitchen, then she got up and went and stood beside Mhendi.

         “What’s the matter, David?” She began to touch him, then changed her mind and pulled back her hand. “Anything I can do?”

         “Nothing short of getting me drunk,” he said bitterly.

         Lois waited for him to look at her; he kept staring out at the patch of sky. She waited a while, then said:

         “Tea’s ready. We’d better go in.”

         Lois went out, pushing the trolley in front of her. Mhendi stood alone in the kitchen for a while, staring up at the sky. Then, suddenly, his eyes filled with tears. His shoulders drooped. He closed his eyes but the tears kept coming through the closed lids. Then he jerked himself erect, almost violently. He took his handkerchief out of his pocket but it was too dirty, so he used his sleeve to wipe his face.

         He turned and walked quickly to the bathroom. He turned on the cold tap in the wash-basin. He bathed his face in the running water, stung by the bite of the icy water. He dried his face and looked in the mirror. Really, he needed a haircut badly. He touched the grey hair at his temples. At this rate I’ll be completely grey in a year, he thought—if I’m not dead. He felt faintly disgusted as he looked at the reflection of his stained and dirty jacket. Never mind, it hid the rents in his shirt. He tried to flatten and straighten his crumpled tie. But it kept curling any old how.

         Watching his face in the mirror, he recalled what he had looked like five years earlier. Then he closed his eyes quickly and turned from the mirror. He squared his shoulders and went slowly to the sitting-room.

         “David,” Lois called.

         Udomo looked up and memory flowed back to him. Of course! David Mhendi! The man who had led that unsuccessful Pluralian rising five years ago. He’d been in Canada at the time. Udomo watched him with new interest. Nothing striking about him, nothing to show that he was a man who had led a revolt. Ordinary-looking. Copper-brown and on the smallish side; drably dressed. Even more drably than I, Udomo decided. A sad-looking man.

         “I’ve got your drink,” Lois called.

         Mhendi went to the corner near the french windows. Lois gave him a tumbler half-filled with whisky. Mhendi took a huge swig, then sat down.

         “That’s Mhendi’s one trouble,” Lanwood snapped. “He takes too much.”

         “He led that Pluralian rising. I’ve just remembered. I read all about it in Canada. God! It nearly came off!”

         “It would have if he’d done what I told him,” Lanwood said.

         “Anybody else want a drink?” Lois called.

         “Me,” Adebhoy said and went over to Jo.

         “But why’s he here now?” Udomo said.

         “He slipped through their lines the night they slaughtered the Liberation Army and got smuggled out on a boat.”

         Udomo recalled the sensational newspaper headlines about the Pluralian rising five years earlier. The people had held out for a year. Thousands had been slaughtered. He turned back to Lanwood.

         “Why don’t these people send him back?”

         “And have a trial! It might start a new rising. And don’t forget there are many who would ask awkward questions at the Council of Nations. No. They like it better to have him here in exile where they can watch him drink himself to death.”

         “God! We must do something!” Udomo exclaimed.

         “We will. World forces are moving in our direction. Our friends and allies are getting stronger. Time is with us—meantime, tell me about your own set-up. Have you a place and how are you fixed?”

         Udomo watched Lois talking to Mhendi and said:

         “I’ve got a room but it’s expensive.”

         He looked across the room. Lois had pulled up a low stool and sat facing Mhendi. They were close to each other. As he watched, she took one of Mhendi’s hands. Are they lovers? he wondered.

         
             

         

         Lois said:

         “Tell me, David. It might help a little.”

         Jo and Adebhoy switched on the radio, turned it low and lay side by side on the floor listening to it. Lanwood kept on talking. Udomo divided his attention between listening to Lanwood and watching Lois and Mhendi. Lanwood was giving him examples of imperialist immoralities in their dealings with colonial peoples.

         Mhendi emptied his third glass. He said:

         “I’ve just heard from home that they shot my wife.”

         “Oh God,” Lois whispered.

         “She and the other shot women were the first victims of ‘Squatter A’. They’ve been trying to move my people from their old lands to a near-desert strip of land. The settlers don’t like to see us on fertile land. Anyway, my house was on fertile land at the foot of a hill. The earth was rich and red there, too good for inferior wogs …”

         “Oh David.”

         “Am I too bitter for you, Lois? … Anyway, they decided that really that was European Land and told the people they had to move to Squatter A. No doubt they will, in time, mark out enough desert strips to run from A to Z. Well, my people didn’t want to move. The women didn’t want to give up the homes and lands that had been theirs as far back as our history goes. So they turned on the whites who came to supervise their removal. My wife led the stoning party. A Native Commissioner and his assistant were killed …”

         “Oh God.” She touched his hand.

         “Give me another drink,” he said.

         She filled his glass again. He gulped it down. From across the room, watching, Udomo thought: He does drink and she feeds him all he wants. He found it hard to believe that that man was the Mhendi who had led the Pluralian rising.

         “How many?” Lois murmured.

         “How many were killed?”

         “Yes.”

         “Eleven.”

         Lois poured herself a drink and swallowed it down. She too, Udomo thought.

         “It could have been more,” Mhendi said. “They could have decided on twenty, or thirty, or a hundred …”

         Lois poured more whisky into his glass. His eyes were turning blood-shot. She sensed him relaxing.

         They’ll soon be drunk, Udomo thought, and listened to what Lanwood said.

         Mhendi touched his cheeks.

         “I need a shave,” he said absently.

         “Tell me about her,” Lois said.

         Mhendi sighed.

         “She was illiterate. She couldn’t sit at table with me. She wouldn’t. A woman’s place is in the kitchen or in the fields, working for her lord. People here think that’s the way we men want it. I didn’t. It’s lonely out there and I wanted to talk to her. I tried to teach her. Perhaps I didn’t try hard enough …”

         “What did she look like, David? Have you a picture?”

         “No. I sometimes looked at her and felt old and fatherly. She had a small round face and big eyes. She used to come into my room sometimes in the evening when I was alone and her children were asleep. She liked to sit on the floor then, near me, not saying a word. I felt the quiet of her presence then. At first, when she did this, I used to open a book and read aloud. But then the quietness left her, and she left the room. I tried music. But this also drove her away. In the end I just sat when she came in. That seemed to make her happy. Strange, she was my wife but I never really knew her or what she thought …”

         “But you loved her.”

         “I wasn’t even sure of that till now. You see, she was chosen for me. I found my father had arranged it all when I got back. Don’t forget there are two Pluralias: that of the cities and the white men and that of the countryside and the old tribal ways. And though I had been to school in the cities and had come to Europe, I was still a son of the tribe. They couldn’t think of me as anything but a son of the tribe. I couldn’t outrage my old father’s great dreams …”

         “And now …”

         “I know I loved her. And it’s too late.”

         “And you must still go on?”

         “Yes. There is the burden of all those lives now. Many people have died. And I’ve led them. So I must go on.”

         “Do you want to go on?”

         Mhendi smiled.

         “Fill my glass, Lois … If you’re saying it’s no game, I agree. Suppose I once felt as bouncing about it as our new friend over there. I can see marching flags in his eyes. Tom’s the luckiest, though. For him it’s an impersonal game of chess. He doesn’t really care about people. He hates imperialism impersonally and wants African power impersonally. I was the flag-waving type when I went home. Blood will flow, I thought then. God, how it’s flowed …”

         Lois shivered, then said suddenly:

         “Let’s have a party tonight!”

         “To comfort me?” A hint of laughter crept into Mhendi’s eyes.

         “Because I feel like it, damn you!”

         
             

         

         On the other side of the room Adebhoy said:

         “It’s settled then. You come and stay with me. Move in any time.”

         Udomo began to thank him but Adebhoy silenced him with laughter.

         “That’s settled,” Lanwood said and got up.

         “Tom!” Lois called. “I’m throwing a party tonight. Staying?”

         “I can’t. Things to do.”

         “David is staying. Anybody else?”

         “I have to look in at the hospital,” Adebhoy said. “But I’ll come back. What time?”

         “Seven. Bring some liquor with you. What about you, Michael Udomo?”

         Udomo glanced quickly at Lanwood.

         “Relax and have fun,” Lanwood said.

         Lanwood turned to Lois at the door.

         “You’re feeding David too much drink.”

         “Don’t play the political God with me, Tom. I’ve known you too long.”

         “You’re sentimental,” Lanwood said and went out.

         She went back to the sitting-room. Jo and Adebhoy were dancing. Udomo had joined Mhendi. Udomo was talking freely now, using his hands. She watched them for a while. When Mhendi began to talk back, began to wave his arms, she smiled and relaxed a little. Michael Udomo certainly had something. Damn Tom with his smug narrowness. And yet he was the rallying point for all of them. Better open a new bottle of wine. She changed her mind and went quietly out of the room and into her bedroom. She sat on the bed and picked up the phone. She dialled. Was she doing this for David? Or for herself? Or for Michael Udomo? God, how mixed human motives can be. One thing was clear: there was a growing need to have people around her all the time these days. She spoke into the phone, made her first invitation, replaced the receiver, then dialled again. Faintly, the music from the other room came to her.

         
             

         

         The traffic lights changed and the car shot forward. Udomo smiled at the white person scuttling out of the way. He felt relaxed, more at peace now than he had been for a long time. He was among people who saw things as he did. He’d been right about Lanwood. Great man, Tom Lanwood. He could relax and have a little fun now. He would do that tonight. Adebhoy was beside him, driving; Mhendi was in the back, and everything was fine. They had been to Adebhoy’s flat and he had seen his room there. He and Mhendi had talked while Adebhoy had gone to his hospital. He now had a key to the flat in his pocket. And he now wore a pair of Adebhoy’s slacks and a loose, comfortable sports jacket. Must find out if Lois Barlow wants the dufflecoat back. She may do. Comfortably warm. Hope she doesn’t.

         Adebhoy turned right out of Haverstock Hill, drove through some narrow streets and pulled up outside Mabi’s house. Two huge blocks of wood were stacked beside the front-door steps.

         “Oh my God!” Adebhoy said, and roared with laughter.

         “Let’s go on, we’re late,” Mhendi said quickly.

         “Too late! Too late! Out you come.”

         “What’s all this?” Udomo asked.

         “Those blocks,” Adebhoy said and roared again.

         Mhendi led the way up the stairs and tried the door.

         “It’s locked.”

         “Better knock.”

         “You do it. Last time I knocked a dirty, long-haired composer chap threatened to break my neck!”

         Adebhoy banged the knocker once. Mhendi moved down to the bottom of the steps. A thin woman wearing cords opened the door.

         “Oh, it’s you, Doctor. Paul’s in but two people came this afternoon and he blew up because they were let in.”

         “D’you know the bearded man who threatened to break my neck?” Mhendi asked.

         The woman smiled.

         “That was my husband. He’s a pacifist really.”

         “It’s all right,” Adebhoy said. “Paul’s expecting us.”

         “All right.” The woman went away.

         “Better start with one of those blocks,” Adebhoy said.

         Mhendi and Adebhoy lifted one of the blocks and staggered up the stairs. They moved to a small door on the right of the landing.

         “Open it, Mike,” Adebhoy gasped.

         Udomo tapped tentatively on the door.

         “For Christ’s sake …” Adebhoy groaned.

         The block slipped from his fingers. It crashed to the floor and struck his big toe at an oblique angle. Mhendi jumped clear. Adebhoy yelled and sat on the block holding his foot.

         “It’s crushed!” His face contorted with pain.

         The door near which Udomo stood opened quietly. A little black man, not much more than five feet tall, stood framed in it. The others didn’t notice him for a while. His face was long and lean, tapering to a point at the chin. His long thin black fingers were strong and restless. His huge mop of kinky hair was a crown about his face. He had big pop-eyes. The lids drooped over them like an owl’s, giving him a sleepy appearance.

         He took in the scene and began to chuckle. He put his hands on his slender hips, flung back his head and roared with laughter. His voice was surprisingly deep. The others became aware of him.

         From somewhere upstairs a voice yelled.

         “Shut up down there! I’m working!” It was charged with rage.

         “You’re a fine one!” Mabi yelled back. Then, to the others: “Come on in.” He turned his back on them and went in.

         “That,” Mhendi told Udomo, “is Paul Mabi, our artist. Now you know all the group. Come.” He followed Mabi in.

         “What about me?” Adebhoy wailed.

         “Get up and walk,” Mabi called.

         “That’s all the thanks we get for trying to bring in your wood!” But he got up and hobbled in.

         “Never again!” Mhendi said bitterly, but his eyes twinkled. “Dick nearly kills himself and all you do is laugh! If you have a thousand blocks blocking up the road I’ll not help you again!”

         “You silly sausages!” Mabi said. “Come in!”

         “That’s all I get for crushing my foot,” Adebhoy moaned.

         “Come in and let’s see.”

         The room was as large as a public hall and took up the whole ground floor of the house. It had a huge table in the centre. This was piled with papers, books, small pieces of sculpture, unwashed plates, newly laundered shirts, a nibbled-at loaf of French bread and a nearly full bottle of wine. Larger pieces of sculpture were stacked all over the floor. The wall opposite the door was of glass nearly all the way and let in the light wonderfully. An easel with a nearly completed drawing in charcoal stood in a corner. A tiny divan was tucked away in an alcove against the wall where the light was poorest. Innumerable drawings hung on the walls.

         “Sit down,” Mabi said.

         He went on his knees, undid Adebhoy’s shoe and eased it off his foot. He pulled off the sock. His examination was careful and quick.

         “Your crushed foot is only a bruised big toe.”

         “I’m sure there’s a broken bone!”

         “Hypochondriac!”

         “This is Mike Udomo,” Mhendi said. “We came to fetch you to Lois’ party. You and your blocks!”

         Mabi turned and gazed up at Udomo: a cold, searching look that embarrassed Udomo, made him feel awkwardly cautious. Then Mabi jumped up and held out his hand. His grip was firm. Udomo turned away from his searching eyes. He saw a bust of Lanwood on the floor and went over to it, glad to get away from Mabi and startled by the inhibiting influence the little man had on him.

         “Better change if you’re coming,” Mhendi said.

         “Tom there?”

         “No.”

         “Nobody cares about my foot,” Adebhoy moaned.

         “Put on your shoe,” Mabi snapped. “Walk on it.”

         He stripped and changed quickly, washed his face and brushed his thick mop of hair, then he said:

         “This darky’s ready.”

         Udomo tensed and turned quickly. Mabi was looking at him, laughing at him with those eyes. Mhendi looked from one to the other and grinned.

         “Come on,” Adebhoy said and hobbled out.

         
             

         

         The party was in full swing when they got to Lois’.

         A young noble lord hailed Mhendi. They went into a huddle in a corner. Jo Furse, already slightly tight and with shining eyes, left the man she danced with and grabbed Adebhoy. He immediately forgot his crushed foot. Udomo turned to Mabi. He would have to talk to him now.

         “I …” he began.

         Then Lois saw them and came to them.

         “Paul, darling! Haven’t seen you for weeks!”

         “Working, my dear,” Mabi said.

         “What are you on?”

         Just then two women came in. One was a tiny, beautiful, black-haired woman. She saw Mabi and shrieked:

         “Paul!”

         Mabi groaned. The woman flung her arms about him, hugged him, and dragged him away to the drinks table. Lois laughed with a hint of malice in her voice. Udomo thought: This one doesn’t really like other women.

         “Come out of your cage, Michael Udomo!” Lois snapped. “This is a party. Relax!”

         “I’m in no cage,” he said.

         “No?”

         She’s a little drunk, he thought.

         “No.”

         “So you’re in a cage but not in a cage. Know what I’m talking about?”

         “No.”

         “Thought so … Let’s have a drink.”

         “Not for me. Shall I get you one?”

         “Let’s have a drink,” she said again.

         Her eyes challenged him. He smiled as one smiles humouring a child.

         “All right.”

         “I’ll get it,” she said.

         “Nothing strong, please.”

         He noticed her bare shoulders, round and curved and with a light sheen of tan over them. And the neck sat well on the shoulders; and the head on the neck. Then he noticed the lines of her body. Why hadn’t he noticed before just how striking she was? Not young, not beautiful, but very striking with her erect carriage, the slight leftward tilt of her head.

         A dancing couple came between her and his line of vision. He adjusted his shoulders more comfortably against the wall and recrossed his legs. He’d have to find somewhere to sit soon. Jo Furse and Adebhoy moved into his line of vision. They danced cheek to cheek. The girl’s eyes were closed. A broad grin was fixed on Adebhoy’s face. He winked. Then they passed out of sight.

         Lois returned and gave him his drink. He tasted it and grimaced. It was smooth but strong.

         “What is it?”

         “The key to a cage,” she said.

         He looked her up and down quickly.

         “Getting round to figures …” she jeered.

         “I’m just noticing how good-looking you are.”

         “You’re improving, Michael Udomo.”

         “One doesn’t notice it quickly with you.”

         “It’s because I creep up on people. I creep up on them while their backs are turned. Then, suddenly, without knowing how, they realise I’m there. And they want what’s there. Only, they can’t have it.” She drained her glass, then watched him, a mocking smile on her lips.

         He emptied his glass in one gulp and shuddered.

         “Let’s dance,” she said.

         “I can’t dance.”

         “Now’s the time to learn.”

         She took the glass from him, opened her arms and waited. He put his arm awkwardly about her waist, took a few uncertain steps, then he caught the rhythm of the music. It all became easy, familiar, something remembered from a long, long time ago.

         “Thought you didn’t dance.”

         “First time I’m doing it.”

         He adjusted his arm, held her more firmly, more confidently, felt the rounded softness of her body. Yes, she did creep up on people, this one. Just as she said.

         “It is as you say,” he said. “You creep up on people.”

         “I also said they can’t have it.”

         They danced in silence after that till the record finished.

         She left Udomo and went to help Jo select new records.

         Udomo went over to the corner where Mhendi and the young peer argued. Each had a bottle of wine from which they kept refilling their glasses. Mhendi’s eyes had gone blood-shot, the young peer’s were slightly glazed. To the left of them, sitting on the floor, flanked by two young women, was Paul Mabi. He had a drawing pad on his lap and sketched rapidly. What he did sent the two women into hoots of laughter.

         The peer stabbed an unsteady finger at Mhendi’s chest.

         “I agree. But you chaps aren’t reasonable. You’re always attacking those of us who are on your side.”

         “We don’t want anyone on our side,” Mhendi snapped. “We want justice and freedom.”

         “That’s what we’re on your side for.”

         Mhendi looked at Udomo and shook his head.

         “You don’t understand, my friend. Look, it’s simple. I’m black; my friend, Mike, here, is black. We don’t have to be on our side. We are our side. We don’t have to understand the problem: we are it. When you say ‘colour bar’ they’re words to you; to us they’re an experience, a reality which you never have and never will enter into. It’s easy for you to say be reasonable. It’s an abstraction, so you can afford the luxury of reasonableness.”

         “I understand all that,” the peer said patiently. “I’m sure I’d feel the same in your position. But this is my point: to make people see that, to make them understand your position, you’d have to speak to them with diplomacy rather than anger. That’s the way to win their friendship and support. D’you see?”

         A wave of anger swept over Udomo.

         “What do you mean by diplomacy?” Mhendi asked.

         “Be constructive and responsible when you write or speak. Drop Tom Lanwood’s violently irresponsible slogans. You people can help us work out a basis for co-operation …”

         Udomo could contain himself no longer.

         “Co-operation!” He glared at the peer. “What kind of co-operation can there be between master and slave …”

         “Now that’s the old clap-trap …”

         “It is our business to be irresponsible! A slave’s business is to get rid of his chains; not to be reasonable! Only the free can afford to be diplomats!”

         The young peer sighed.

         “Too much violent passion, my friend. It won’t do.”

         “But it’s real,” Mhendi said quietly.

         “It will get you nowhere.”

         It’s useless, Udomo decided. He fought back his mounting rage. The man’s drunk and stupid. He felt himself trembling. Drunk and stupid. They understand only one thing. Well, they’ll get it. They’ll get it all right.

         “We’ll see if we get nowhere!”

         He turned his back on Mhendi and the peer. A dancing couple bumped into him. He pushed them away, almost violently. The man began to protest. Udomo walked away, out of the room. He heard voices in the kitchen and went there. Lois and Adebhoy were there with Jo. They were persuading her to eat. She had reached the weepy-drunk stage. Jo saw Udomo, got up, swayed, and stumbled into his arms.

         “Nobody loves me,” she moaned. “Nobody loves me. You love me? Want you to love me, big strong Michael Udomo. Want you to love me. D’you love me?”

         She leaned heavily against him, sagging at the knees.

         “She’s drunk,” Lois said. “Eat that food.”

         “Don’t want to eat,” Jo said.

         “For Mike and me,” Adebhoy urged.

         “No! You don’t love me.”

         “They do,” Lois said.

         “You lie. I’m young and beautiful but they love you—everybody loves you, nobody loves me.”

         She began to weep.

         Paul Mabi came in.

         “What’s going on? … Oh …”

         “Can you do something, Paul?”

         Mabi put his arms about the girl’s shoulders.

         “Come on, Jo. Let’s go into the garden for a minute. I’m hungry but I’d like some air first. Come on.”

         He helped her up. She went meekly with him.

         “For which give thanks,” Lois said.

         “He’ll make her eat,” Adebhoy said, and went back to the big room. Lois looked at Udomo.

         “What’s the matter with you?”

         He smiled. The sombreness left his face.

         “Only an argument,” he said.

         She gave him a quick, sidelong look. He was relaxed now, almost completely relaxed.

         “I’ll make some coffee,” she said. “Sit down.”

         He watched her move about the kitchen. The music from the big room came faintly through doors and walls.

         “I wanted to ask you about the coat,” he said.

         “I meant you to keep it.”

         “But …”

         “You worried about my husband?”

         “Yes. He might want it.”

         “He won’t. He won’t come back.”

         She knew he wanted to ask about her husband. She knew he would not do so.

         “Then may I keep it?”

         “If you want to.”

         “I do. I’m hard up and it will be useful.”

         “Then it’s yours.”

         “Thanks a lot.”

         She poured the coffee.

         Udomo thought: She makes one feel quiet, this one.

         Mabi came back with Jo. The cold night air had cleared her head somewhat. She walked more steadily. Her face was in less of a mess.

         “Now for something to eat.” Mabi said.

         Lois poured out coffee for them. Adebhoy came back.

         “Ah! Coffee and then we go,” he said.

         Lois felt Udomo watching her. She looked quickly at him. Their eyes met. Then they both became aware of Mabi watching them. Mabi smiled suddenly, a lost little smile of infinite sadness. He gulped down his coffee and jumped up.

         “Time to go, my friends!”

         “I’m going to sleep,” Jo Furse said thickly.

         She got up, swayed, put one leg forward and sagged into Udomo’s lap. Disgust showed on his face. He began to push her off his lap but Adebhoy grabbed her and led her to her room.

         Mabi and Lois watched Udomo’s face. Udomo withdrew. His face went blank.

         “Anything helpless disgusts,” Lois said softly.

         “It’s not that,” Udomo said quickly.

         “No,” Mabi said, watching Lois’ face. “It’s not that.”

         Lois felt hemmed in suddenly. She fought it off.

         “Then what?”

         Udomo rose and turned to the door.

         “It’s just that I’m not used to women.”

         Adebhoy poked his head into the room.

         “She’s all right now, Lois. Tuck her in in a little while. Come on, boys. ’Bye, and thanks for the party, Lois.”

         “Good night,” Udomo said. He went out without looking at her.

         “Be with you in a minute,” Mabi called. “Lois …”

         “Yes?” Must go and see to the others, she thought. She felt awfully weary suddenly.

         “You’ve known us a long time, as a group and as individuals.” He chewed his lower lip.

         “Well?”

         “Don’t rush me.”

         “I’ve to see to the others.”

         “They can hold on for a minute.”

         “I’m tired.”

         “Yes … You’ve known us and the thing that binds us together for many years now. Of our own free will, if there is such a thing, we’ve elected to live for a cause. We would liberate a continent. That is what we live for. Someone once told me we are the lost generation: we don’t belong to the past of our own people and we have not found a place in your world …”

         “Why all this now?”

         “Because you’re a fine person. Because you’ve been a good friend to us. I know you, Lois dear. I don’t want you to be paid back in pain.”

         “I see …”

         “Do you? As you saw just now with Jo, life is an act of will for us. The strands are pulled taut. There is no room for weakness. I think we’ve largely accepted the communist dictum of means and ends. To liberate Africa we must live by an act of will.”

         “You sound a little bitter—for a would-be liberator.”

         Mabi laughed without humour.

         “Don’t forget what I’ve told you, Lois. He frightens me a little too. But I’m a man and you’re a woman who knows the terrors of loneliness …”

         “Oh Paul …”

         “And, of course, he has the kind of muted violence that appeals to your peaceful sophisticated mind. I must get to know him. He could be our spark.”

         “Go ’way, Paul!”

         “God bless, my dear.”

         Lois leaned against the table after Mabi had gone. It was all nonsense, of course. But Paul saw things. Understood things. The Liberators of a continent. Men are such stupid creatures. Only the liberation of the heart and mind from fear are real. They all miss the greatest reality. And Paul too, for all his seeing, in spite of all his seeing. And this other, this Michael Udomo——She pulled herself together and went to the other room. The party was still in full swing. Mhendi was dancing. He only danced when he was really drunk. Another liberator. Paul was wrong about that act-of-will business with its sinister coldness. Here was a liberator dancing, being drunk and human, an ordinary man with a burden of unhappiness on him. But could that other …

         Someone put an arm about her waist. She turned to dance.
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         Lanwood lived in a three-roomed flat in a mews off Hampstead Heath. The flat was, in common with all the others, above a garage. In the dim distant days of imperial glory, when Victoria was Queen-Empress of the most powerful throne on earth, these garages had been stables. The flats above them had been the quarters of those who looked after the horses and carriages of the great families. There were still watering troughs in the mews. But now little boys sailed paper boats on them in the brief months of summer. And there were still cobble-stones underfoot.

         The biting arctic wind that had swept across the land for days had died down. There was a softness about the air. April, at last, was behaving like April, hinting, shadowlike, at the coming of warm days.

         Udomo stopped outside the mews and looked at the slip of paper. This must be it. Then he saw Adebhoy’s car on the other side of the road. This was the place all right. He turned into the mews. His shoes clanked against the cobble-stones. He found walking on them awkward. Adebhoy had said it was the flat right at the end, in the left-hand corner of the mews. He pushed the bell that said “Press”. He heard it ring faintly a long way away. He waited, turning his back on the door, watching a white man polishing a shining black car outside the garage opposite. These people seemed to love working for its own sake. The thing was shining already. Suppose I’m just another damn nigger or darky to you—hey, Mister? Mabi shouldn’t joke about that word. It’s insulting. I’ll tell him. He became aware, suddenly, of someone behind him. He swung about.

         A woman stood holding the door open. She was tall, as tall as himself and terribly thin. But she looked strong; big nose and sticking-out chin; heavily lidded eyes; an old-looking face set on a long, graceful, young girl’s body; only, the body was flat-chested enough to be that of a young boy. She looked coldly at him.

         “I’m looking for Mr. Lanwood,” he said.

         “What name?”

         Her aloofness put him off.

         “I’m Michael Udomo.”

         She smiled then, held out her hand and changed into a friendly person giving off warmth. “People sometimes turn up at awkward times without appointment. Come in.”

         He followed her up a short flight of narrow stairs.

         “It’s Michael Udomo,” she called.

         Lanwood opened the first door on the landing.

         “Hello, Mike. We’ve been waiting for you.”

         They were in a long narrow room, filled with books. Only the strip of wall immediately above a small divan was free of books. Udomo wondered if Lanwood had read all the books.

         “Coffee, please, Mary,” Lanwood called, then shut the door.

         Udomo crossed the long room and sat on the divan between Mhendi and Adebhoy. Mhendi’s face looked drawn. Mabi looked up from the paper-littered desk where he sat reading.

         “Hello, Mike.”

         “Hello, man.”

         “Hear you had a good party,” Lanwood said.

         “Yes,” Udomo said.

         “Don’t get caught up in these things, Mike.” Lanwood’s manner was fatherly. “We have work to do. That’s what we’re here for. Not for parties. Mhendi forgets that sometimes.”

         Udomo looked quickly at Mhendi, then back at Lanwood.

         Mhendi braced himself and squared his shoulders.

         “I think we’d better start,” Mabi said quickly.

         Mhendi relaxed. He stared at Lanwood’s highly polished shoes; first without seeing them, then becoming aware of them. They were new shoes. He looked at his own: old and worn, down at the heels and toes, unpolished. His eyes shifted to Lanwood’s clothes. They, too, looked new. He felt angry suddenly. He jerked his head up.

         “I don’t like your attitude, Tom!”

         “Then pull yourself together and my attitude will change.”

         “It’s easy enough for you to sit in London and be godlike.”

         “Easy, David,” Adebhoy said.

         The woman came in with a tray of steaming cups of coffee.

         “He started it,” Mhendi snapped. “He’s good at sneering at other people. Well, has he tried to lead a movement? Not in London where he’s safe, but in Africa? Movements are led by more than godlike speeches and pontifical books from the safety of London. Go out to Africa! Fight there! And then come and lecture me about self-discipline.”

         “Oh my aunt!” the woman jeered. “At it again, David! That self-pity of yours is going to destroy you. That’s what’s leading you to drink. You’re not the only one who’s attempted a revolution that failed. Only, yours needn’t have failed if you had followed the advice we sent you!”

         “You’d better stay out of this, Mary,” Mabi snapped.

         The woman dumped the tray on a chair and swung round to Mabi.

         “Why should I? Or is the fight for freedom the preserve of men only? Many women have died in the struggle without whining or self-pity.” She was angry now, her face flushed.

         “I suppose you fancy yourself as one of these heroic women!” Mabi got up. He ignored the woman and spoke to Lanwood. “I thought we were here for a meeting. If this is it I’m going.”

         The woman started to say something, then checked herself. She turned to Lanwood. They all watched him, waiting for him to speak. He worked at the bowl of his pipe with a long thin knife. At last he looked up.

         “If you’ve all finished with your long subjective wrangle we can start.”

         “You make me sick, Tom,” the woman snapped and flounced out.

         Udomo stared at the door.

         “You take her too seriously.” Lanwood tried to smile. “All women are emotional.”

         Adebhoy jumped up and took the tray of coffee from person to person.

         Lanwood went out of the room. Udomo leaned towards Mhendi.

         “Who is she?”

         Mhendi laughed bitterly.

         “Read his latest book?”

         “No.”

         “Pass it to him, Paul.”

         Mabi took a book from the desk and passed it to Udomo. The End of Empire, by Thomas Lanwood. He opened it and saw the dedication: “For my dear friend and comrade, Mary Feld, without whose sustained and sustaining support neither this nor any of my other works could have been completed.” But she has no respect for him, Udomo thought.

         Lanwood came back.

         “You’ll make your peace with her but not with me,” Mhendi said.

         “We’ve wasted enough time,” Lanwood said.

         “More than enough,” Mhendi said bitterly.

         “Then why the devil don’t we start!” Mabi snapped.

         “We can certainly learn something about leadership and discipline from the commies,” Lanwood said with sudden heat.

         Mhendi softened suddenly. He saw past the self-deception, down to the real Lanwood; for a brief second it was there in Lanwood’s eyes. Lanwood was a frustrated, ageing man, on the verge of self-doubt. He looked quickly at Mabi. Mabi had seen it too. Perhaps he shouldn’t have said what he had. Tom needed his defences more than any of them.

         “I spoke to Rosslee last night,” he said with quiet friendliness. “He asked me to invite our group to their week-end policy conference on the colonies. He says this will give us a chance to help formulate policy. I suggest we go, prepared with a line of our own.”

         “Ah!” Lanwood smiled happily. “They’re uncertain. They wouldn’t bother to ask us if they weren’t. Their empire’s tottering so they’re looking for allies among the leaders of their colonial subjects. It is only when they doubt their ability to rule by force that imperialists condescend to inviting the likes of us to ‘help shape policy’. Well, what do the comrades think? Shall we go?”

         “I vote we go,” Mabi said. “With a line of our own as Mhendi said. We’ve nothing to lose.”

         “I agree,” Adebhoy said.

         “You, Mike?”

         Udomo smiled uncertainly.

         “It would be interesting to see their attitude.”

         The little caucus was under way. Now they would dream and plan for an hour or more …

         … At last it was all over.

         “That finishes our business,” Lanwood said.

         They talked for a while longer, then took their leave of Lanwood.

         As they left they heard Mary Feld in the kitchen. Adebhoy called out a farewell. She responded without coming to see them off. Lanwood held Mhendi back at the bottom of the stairs.

         “Sorry about that business.” He spoke casually, not looking at Mhendi, as though of something slight. “She didn’t mean it.”

         “Forget it,” Mhendi murmured.

         “Personal relations must be subordinated to the struggle.”

         “Forget it, Tom.”

         “I’m glad you understand. Only the fight is important. Wish some of you fellows could stay. You know I don’t take women seriously but they are useful. The only thing I say is that they mustn’t interfere with our work …” He looked at Mhendi at last, smiling casually, holding himself erect.

         “That’s all right, Tom. So long.”

         He watched them till they turned the corner out of the mews. Then he slowly climbed the stairs and went back into his study.

         
             

         

         “They gone?” Mary Feld called.

         “Yes,” he called back.

         “Anything useful come out of the meeting?”

         “Yes.”

         He sat at his desk and began sorting out papers.

         “Well? Can’t you tell me about it? Or have you been infected by that Mabi’s ‘men only’ spirit?”

         “I’m trying to work. There’s that article. Udomo’s coming for lunch tomorrow.”

         “I’ll be out tomorrow.”

         “That’s all right. I’ll prepare it.”

         “Mhendi’s getting impossible.”

         He listened to her moving about the house. All he had to do was shut the door and he wouldn’t hear her. She would be shut out. But he did nothing about it. He thought dispassionately about her. They’d been together a long time now. Since those far-off days in the Communist Party. She’d been young and pretty then, and more than that. She’d left the Party with him, because he’d left.

         “Did you hear me?”

         “Yes.”

         “Well, can’t you answer?”

         “I’m trying to work.”

         “He’d better mind his step next time or I won’t have him here again. You’re too soft. You did better work without the group. I think it’s a waste of time. They’re a lot of prima donnas!”

         Nearly twenty years ago since they got together. Twenty years since they turned their backs on the Party.

         “And that conceited little Mabi makes me sick.”

         There’d been that other woman before Mary. Soft and gentle and kind. What was her name now? Good woman, that. What was her name? … Memory began rushing back. He shut the door firmly on it. There’s no time for sentimentality. A man must do what he must. And to do it he must keep alive. And to keep alive he must have food and a home and leisure. That was most important and she’d supplied that … But I did try to get away once … That was an attempt to retreat. A defeatist attempt. Glad it failed. Dora Smith. That was her name. Nice ordinary name for a nice ordinary person. Pull yourself together, Tom!

         He forced himself to look at the papers on his desk, to see them, to think about them. He read one sentence over and over, restraining the impulse of eye and mind to jump to the next, and the next.

         He hadn’t heard her come in but he knew, suddenly, that she was standing in the doorway, watching him. He turned and got up. She had her hands on her hips. She stood firmly, solidly, her feet slightly apart. She watched him levelly, a hint of contempt in her eyes.

         He knew from all the other times in all the other years that this was the beginning of a storm of words between them: words with the sharp, torturing edges of daggers.

         “Your silence means you agree with that Mabi,” she said.

         There’s only one way out, he thought wearily, only one way.

         He went to her.

         “Mary …”

         “Don’t try and get round me in your cowardly way, Tom. I despise you for it!”

         “I don’t agree with him.”

         He reached out and pulled her to him.

         “Then why didn’t you tell him so?”

         She resisted, began to fight when he did not let her go. But, fighting, the scorn and contempt left her eyes. Something of the old look, the look of years ago, was there now. It made him want her as he had done in the old days. Something of the feeling of the old days came over both of them.

         Lanwood thought: One day this will fail and then there’ll be nothing. The thought frightened him. He tightened his arms about her.

         “Mary … Mary, I’m terribly lonely, please …”

         Later, they lay side by side on the little divan, spent and relaxed, the storm averted. Lanwood intertwined his fingers with hers. The woman, feminine and tender now, sighed and said:

         “We should’ve had children when I suggested it years ago, Tom. Things might have been different then.”

         “We agreed not to. There was the struggle.”

         “But the call never came for you to go and lead them at home. You were sure it would come. And I trusted your word. I sacrificed everything for something that never came.”

         He felt the tenderness leaving her. How call it back?

         “We could still marry.” He knew he had made a mistake the moment he said it.

         “It’s too late, Tom. There isn’t a single reason for us to marry now.”

         He thought: Yes. The moment of intimacy was over. It had never been as brief as this before. She pulled her hand free. She got up and went out. Lanwood closed his eyes. There was that article still to do. Yes, not a single reason. Not love even. He sighed and got up. There was the article.

         4

         Udomo got off the bus at Camden Town. He had travelled further than his ticket allowed. He should have got off at Mornington Crescent. The conductor yelled at him, waving his ticket rack. Udomo walked away.

         “Go to hell,” he muttered.

         He waited for the traffic lights to change, then he crossed the street. Two black men stood at the entrance to the Camden Town Underground. They called greetings to him. He responded. He went into the station and bought a ticket to Hampstead.

         Perhaps Mabi would be out. He would have to go back to the flat then. Trouble is, a man gets tired of eating alone. No fun in cooking for yourself and eating by yourself. It would have been fun to stay with the students and carry on the discussion. But a speaker can’t tell his audience he’s broke and can’t pay for his meal at their restaurant. Of course, one of them might have offered to pay. But he dared not take the chance. They’d looked up to him as a leader; they’d listened to him as a leader. He had to keep them looking up to him. He’d certainly held their attention. That’s the sort of thing one feels. It makes one sure of oneself. The secret is always to find a point on which all feel the same and build on it. The one thing stronger than all the points that divide tribal and clan loyalties, is the will to be free of the foreign oppressor. The thing, then, is to play down the divisions, to ignore them as far as possible, and to play up the foreign oppressor. It had worked all right.

         The train, two points of light at first, swept into view, curving like a monstrous snake out of the dark tunnel. The doors opened. He pushed past people, got into a non-smoker and found a seat. The doors clanked shut; the train moved, gathered speed. The rhythmic beat of the wheels lulled him into drowsiness. He stared, unseeing, at a pretty girl in the opposite seat. She mistook this, raised her chin, stared back. But soon she grew embarrassed, looked away and pushed her short skirt as far down her knees as it would go. He remained unaware of her agitation.

         Pity Adebhoy was on night duty. But they’d all been wrong about Lanwood’s woman. She’d been charming when he’d lunched there that Sunday. And very intelligent. Nice and warm down here. Will have to start thinking of finding a place for when Adebhoy leaves. That Colonial Office chap tried to be funny. Have to get the consent of the Panafrican authorities. Hell! They’re the Panafrican authority. Shouting at him had made a difference though. They’d soon done something after that. Not much, but regular, and enough to tide him over. He’d got himself new shoes, shirts and socks, and that had taken all his first allowance. The consent of the Panafrican authorities! Brilliant idea this stencilled magazine. Fine article Lanwood had done: Mhendi too. Pity he drank so much. They’d all done fine articles really. Lovely idea those facts without comment. Let them condemn themselves out of their own mouths, these imperialists. Good chap, Adebhoy. Hope Mabi’s in.

         The train stopped, and it was Hampstead. The night-air upstairs was chilly, but only mildly so. Not like that terrible night when he’d first met Lois. Nearly a month now since he last saw her.

         He pulled the hood of his coat over his head, pushed his hands deep into his pockets, and walked briskly down the steeply sloping hill.

         The door at Mabi’s place was open. There were no blocks of wood outside. The little hallway was in darkness so he felt his way to Mabi’s door. He knocked.

         “Come in!”

         He went in. The brightness of the room’s lights dazzled him for a while. They made the room brighter than the drab daylight of England, bright as a clear day at home when the hard sun beats down on the earth.

         Mabi was not alone. Lois was there, sitting on his bed in the corner. In front of her, on the floor, was a pan on a pressure stove; she stirred this continuously.

         Mabi stood in a cleared space in front of an easel near the huge window. To the right of him, on a block sat a coloured girl in a dressing-gown.

         “Oh, it’s you, Mike. Come in.” Mabi spoke absently. “Is that front door open?”

         “Yes.”

         “Damn them!” He exploded. “They know this is my model night! Do they want to get me into trouble? Damn them!” He stalked to the door and started yelling at the top of his voice. “What the blooming hell d’you people think you’re up to? Leaving the damn door open when you know this is my modelling night! Damn! Bloody damn! Damn you all!”

         They heard the door crash shut with an explosive bang. Then Mabi returned and shut his own door with a violent bang. He marched back to his easel.

         “Sorry, Kate. All right.”

         The coloured girl stood up, undid the dressing-gown and shook it off her body, then she climbed on the block and relaxed her body into drooping dejection. Mabi watched her critically.

         “Slightly to the right, Kate.”

         The girl obeyed.

         “That’s fine. Keep it.”

         Udomo felt out of place. This was a world where he never knew what to do, where to sit, whether to speak or remain silent. And a woman’s nakedness, here in England, startled him. At home, in Africa, it would have been natural. He avoided looking at the naked girl on the block.

         “Better come and sit here,” Lois said.

         He hung his coat behind the door and picked his way carefully to the divan.

         “How’d it go?” Mabi said without turning.

         “The meeting? All right.”

         “Fine. Talk to Lois.” He finished the sketch, sprayed fixative on, dropped it on the floor and started a new one. “I want your back now, Kate.” The girl turned on the block. “Shan’t be long now.”

         “Bit strange to you?” Lois said.

         “Yes,” Udomo replied.

         “It always is. But one gets used to it if you live among artists. I never could pose, not even for my husband. Tried it once but it was an awful failure. They look at you too coldly, all curves and planes instead of a person.”

         “What’s he doing?” Udomo asked.

         He looked quickly at Lois’ face. The bright light showed up the spidery web of lines at the sides of her eyes and the corners of her mouth. She could, leaning forward like that, be an African woman stirring her pan. She turned her head and smiled.

         “No need to whisper. He’s too absorbed to take in anything.”

         “I can hear you,” Mabi said. Kate’s flat back and protruding buttocks began to take shape on the sheet in front of him.

         “What did Michael ask?” Lois said.

         Mabi did not answer.

         “See,” Lois said.

         “Yes,” Udomo said.

         “I hear you’ve livened the group up. Tom rang me the other day to say what a find you are. That’s high praise, coming from him. What have you been doing? Last time Richard came round he said you were too busy to come.”

         “I was cutting stencils,” he said.

         He looks tired, she thought. But more relaxed now, less imprisoned.

         He looked at his hands, then at her.

         “Tom was right,” he said. “It’s hard work.”

         “What of your studies?”

         “I do them too. They’re not as important.”

         “Don’t the others help?”

         “When they can. But they’ve their own work.”

         “How many stencils must you cut?”

         “Fifty-six. I’ve done eleven.”

         “My God! And are you supposed to do this by yourself?”

         His face creased into that boyishly sheepish smile.

         “It was my idea.”

         Oh God, she thought. A sense of helplessness took hold of her. She fought against it, tried to throw it off. Let them be the liberators if they must. It’s their affair.

         “Why did you have to do it?”

         He heard the helpless protest in her voice. He looked searchingly at her. The violent force of his personality hit her again, as it had done that night.

         “Because I must,” he said quietly.

         She lowered her head and stirred the stew.

         “Yes,” she said. “Better bring some of those stencils around. Jo and I can help. We’ve got one typewriter. Perhaps you can find another.”

         “Will you?”

         She dared not look at him now. The shutters would be down. His eyes would be shining. He would seem larger than life itself. There was no need to look to know all that.

         “I said so,” she said coolly.

         “When can I bring them?”

         “After school tomorrow.”

         “Hear that, Mabi!” He was beside himself with joy. “She’ll help! I could kiss you, Lois!” He realised what he had said and stopped short.

         He turned his head with slow deliberation and looked at her. She looked back at him, calmly, quietly. In the end, it was he who shifted his eyes to a spot to the right of her. But she felt no sense of victory. You’re a fool, Lois, she told herself bitterly; a bloody awful silly fool.

         “What’s that?” Mabi said absently.

         “It can wait,” Lois said. “Finish before the stew turns to pap.”

         There was silence, then, in the big brightly lit room. The scrape of charcoal against stiff paper only accentuated the silence. The gentle bubbling of the stew only enhanced it.

         Udomo thought: I’ve called her by her name and I do want to kiss her! I will make her look at me. I will will it. Look at me, woman. I want to kiss you. Look at me! Look at me, woman. I want to kiss you. Look at me. Lois. Lois. Lois. Lois.

         Lois thought: This is utterly silly, utterly silly. I’m too old for this sort of thing; he can’t talk; he’s awkward. He has nothing except animal vitality. He’s incapable of tenderness.

         Look at me, woman. I will you to look at me.

         Utterly incapable of tenderness.

         Lois, I will it! Look at me, Lois! Woman!

         She glanced quickly, fleetingly, at him, then away again. He relaxed inwardly. The ghost of a smile played on his lips.

         At last Mabi finished.

         “That’s enough, Kate.” He flung the piece of charcoal on the table, stretched himself and yawned.

         The girl got off the block and went behind an improvised screen.

         “God.” He made it a long drawn-out sigh. “Time?”

         “Nearly ten,” Lois said.

         Mabi came and flung himself on the divan between Lois and Udomo.

         “Better eat,” Lois said. She raised her voice. “You eating with us, Kate?”

         “No thanks.” There was a singing lilt to the girl’s voice. “I must get home.”

         Lois got plates and forks out of a little cupboard and dished up. The girl, dressed now, came from behind the improvised screen. Naked, she had been fat and dumpy; dressed, she was trim and graceful. Mabi bounced up, took an envelope from the table and went out with her. When he returned the food was ready. He turned off some of the lights, softening the harshness of the room.

         They ate, sitting side by side on the divan, balancing the plates on their knees.

         “Satisfied?” Lois asked.

         “Not bad,” Mabi said. “Now I’ve got to make the damn wood come alive. Anyway, how are things with you, Mike?”

         “Lois has offered to help cut stencils,” Udomo said. It was easy to use her name now. He glanced at her.

         “Lois is an angel, Mike. One of the best.”

         “Lois sprouts wings,” Lois said.

         “We’re all very fond of her,” Mabi continued seriously.

         “Can we borrow your typewriter?” Udomo said. “Then Jo can help too.”

         “Sure.”

         “That’s fine.”

         “Don’t drive Lois too hard,” Mabi said. “We’re fond of her. We don’t want anything to hurt her.”

         “Shut up, Paul,” Lois snapped. “Anybody would think I can’t take care of myself.”

         “Can you, my dear?” Mabi was at his most didactic.

         “There’s no need to. There’s nothing.”

         Udomo withdrew into himself. Mabi was talking for his benefit. He would be patient now.

         “Do you think she can take care of herself, Mike?”

         “I won’t sit here being discussed as though I were some subjected African woman!” She couldn’t really be angry with Mabi. She knew him too well, was too fond of him. “You’re tired, Paul, and so’s Michael, and so am I. Finish and then we’ll go.”

         “But I want to tell you about my people, dear.”

         “You’ve told me before.”

         “Not this. Mike, here, will confirm it. Did you know my people are considered the most primitive and backward of all the people of Africa? Even our fellow countrymen in Panafrica look down on us. When the people of the plains want to express contempt for someone they say he’s behaving like a mountain man. Right, Mike?”

         “You’re tired,” Lois said gently.

         “Yes,” Mabi sighed. “Take her home, Mike. And never mind me, I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

         
             

         

         They turned into Haverstock Hill and climbed the slight incline that grew steeper higher up. The night was clear; there was no wind. The stars stood out sharp in the black sky. The moon had fattened into a near half-moon. Occasionally, cars flashed by; occasionally, people passed. But in the main the streets were empty, the place silent. They neared Belsize Park underground.

         “You can get a bus here,” Lois said.

         “I’ll see you home,” Udomo said.

         They crossed a street and walked past the Kosher shops. The café opposite the station was open.

         “Let’s have tea,” Udomo said.

         She thought: He sounds and feels very quiet. He has a capacity for silence.

         “All right,” she said.

         They entered the café. She led the way to the corner table near the electric fire. She knew he would welcome the warmth. A tired waitress came and took their order.

         She leaned back and waited for him to speak, watching his face. It was his eyes, really, that gave his face that hint of sullen sadness. Funny how they all seemed so terribly sad in repose. Could it be the nature of Africa that they carried with them wherever they went? Is Africa a sad continent? Not just about its problems, but basically? All the Africans she’d ever met had this sadness in repose. And yet, when they laughed there was nothing but sunshine.

         “What are you thinking?” he asked.

         He was able, now, to look into her eyes and still be tranquil.

         “About you,” she said. “I mean the five of you: and about Africa.”

         “You must visit it one day,” he said.

         “What is it really like?”

         She’d known he’d smile at that.

         “Like any other land,” he said. “Only, dearer than any other to us who were born there.”

         The tired waitress brought their tea.

         “You haven’t answered me.”

         She watched the long look of memory grow in his eyes. Perhaps he would talk now.

         He spoke slowly, feeling for the words and testing them as he spoke them; not seeing her face though he looked straight at it.

         “Africa? She is a little like a heart. You’ve seen the shape of her. It’s like a heart. Africa is my heart, the heart of all of us who are black. Without her we are nothing; while she is not free we are not men. That is why we must free her, or die. That is how it is.”

         And now he looked at her with seeing eyes, half-challenging, half-defensive. She stifled the argument of reason that rose in her. Could one argue against a mystique? And even if one could she did not want to.

         “I see,” she said quietly. She poured the tea.

         “It is something no white person understands,” he said.

         He was free now. The shutters were down. And yet there was no violence. He seemed, suddenly, the most charming person she had met in a long time. He took her hand when she put the cup in front of him. He squeezed it lightly, gently.

         “I’m glad you asked me,” he said. “You made me think about it. Now I know it. It is the most important thing.”

         She shivered inwardly and looked away from him. Perhaps he was freer with words when he spoke in his own language. He was an educated man who had earned degrees. Why did he give off this sense of muteness when he felt deeply? Had he never expressed deep feeling to another person before?

         He turned her hand over and looked at the palm.

         “It’s small,” he said.

         “All women’s hands are small,” she said.

         “I never noticed before,” he said.

         “Then you’ve never been in love.”

         “Never,” he said. “Are you in love with Mabi?”

         “I wish I were. And he with me.”

         “You like him a lot.”

         “He’s my kind of person.”

         “An artist, like your husband?”

         It’s coming, Lois thought.

         “Not for that reason. He’s just my kind of person.”

         “I like you,” he said.

         “I’m glad.” She poured more tea.

         “I mean in a special way.” The words choked him.

         She looked up quickly.

         “It’s only loneliness, Michael.”

         “I am lonely, yes.”

         “Then find yourself a nice young girl. Paul knows dozens. He’ll introduce you.”

         He waited till she looked at him, then he said:

         “I want you, Lois.”

         A wave of anger passed over her.

         “Why me? Do you love me? Or do you think I’m easy for an affair?”

         “I like you,” he said quietly.

         “Do you sleep with every woman you like?”

         “No.”

         “Then why me?”

         “You’re angry.” His smile was full and real. It lit his eyes. “I like you when you’re angry.”

         She tried to contain the wave of anger.

         “Stop this, Michael. I’m nearly forty. I had all the affairs I wanted when I was young. I don’t like affairs; they’re messy and untidy. I don’t want a man …”

         “Every woman wants a man,” he said.

         She shut her mouth and stared at him.

         “You know it’s true,” he said quietly.

         “Please stop it.” She felt worn out suddenly, battered by this man’s calm confidence. “We’d better go.”

         He picked up the typewriter, paid, and followed her out.

         The cinema crowd spilled out. In a little while they were clear of the crowds. They turned up Lois’ hill.

         “Still angry?”

         “No,” she said tiredly.

         At her door he kissed her hand. “I read women liked that,” he said.

         Her mind saw the comedy of it. But she could not laugh.

         “Good night,” she said quickly.

         “Good night, Lois. See you tomorrow.”

         Tomorrow, she thought; oh, Lord! tomorrow.

         She shut the door and searched in her bag for a cigarette.

         She leaned against the door and lit it. Jo Furse was still up. The kitchen light was on. She heard a man’s voice. Jo had company.

         “That you, Lois?” Jo called.

         “Yes.”

         “Come and have some cocoa. Henry’s leaving soon as he’s had his. Been to the theatre.”

         “I won’t, thanks. Just had tea and I’m dog-tired. Good night.”

         She walked past the kitchen and went into her room. She lit the fire and sat on the bed. After a while she got up and went to the mirror. She stared at her reflection.

         What are you afraid of, Lois? You always pretend that you have a clear mind. A clear mind that sees things for what they are. Nothing will happen that you don’t want to happen. You don’t want this to happen. Well, then, it won’t. It will. Only if you want it to. I don’t. Then it won’t. But it will. That’ll be because you want it. No, I don’t. Yes, you do. No, I don’t. You make me tired. Either it happens because you want it to, or else it doesn’t because you don’t want it to. Come into my parlour, said the spider to the fly … Don’t flatter yourself. You’re no helpless chicken. You’re a woman of experience. He’s a straightforward unsophisticated sort of chap about these things. He’ll take a walking ticket if you give it to him straight. You don’t know him. Blah, blah, blah. Come into my parlour, said the spider to the fly. Fool yourself if you must, but don’t try to fool me. But, of course, it is part of the smutty Anglo-Saxon puritanism that the blame must always be on someone else and all the better if he’s some lesser breed without the law. Use the old line of I didn’t want to do it and I didn’t know what I was doing. But why am I so afraid? You know why. You seem to have forgotten how to think. Because I was hurt. A conditioned reflex. Then it isn’t him? Answer yourself.

         She put her hand to her temple. She turned away from the mirror. She sat on the bed and picked up the telephone. She dialled Mabi’s number. The phone rang at the other end. She put it back on its rest suddenly.

         “No one else can decide,” she said aloud.

         She crushed out the cigarette and began to undress.

         
             

         

         The doorbell echoed through the flat. Lois walked briskly to the door. It was Udomo. She flung the door open and smiled.

         “Good afternoon,” she said gaily. “‘Come into my parlour, said the spider to the fly.’”

         “I brought the stencils,” he said.

         “Jo won’t be in till late,” she said.

         He followed her into the big room.

         The warm afternoon sun shimmered in through the french windows, filled the room with a gaiety and light that matched Lois’ new mood. Outside the windows, the new spring grass made a bright carpet on the earth. And on the trees, beyond the carpet of grass, the buds were choking fat to bursting point. The period of blossoming was at hand, and earth and air held a gentle tenderness.

         Udomo dumped his parcel on the floor.

         “The warmest day of the year so far!” Lois exclaimed.

         “And you are happy,” he said.

         He started to undo the parcel, going down on one knee. She came near and stood looking down at him.

         “I am,” she said.

         Her voice made him look up.

         “You wanted to kiss me last night,” she said quietly.

         He rose slowly.

         “Yes,” he said.

         Her eyes told him he could. He took both her hands in his. How they trembled. She was a woman, now, soft and warmly giving as a woman. He pulled her to him. She resisted briefly.

         “I don’t want just an affair,” she whispered.

         And then she was in his arms …

         
             

         

         They lay side by side in her bedroom later. A chink of sunlight filtered in through the tiny gap at the top of the drawn curtains and played on the foot of the bed, dancing with mad caprice. And outside the window a bird sang with a gay, passionate intensity.

         Lois listened to the bird-song and tried to identify the smell of Udomo’s hair. A brown smell it was. Burnt leaves, she decided. That was it. Burnt leaves. A lovely smell. She’d not expected such great gentleness from him, like caressing poetry. Gentle Michael. What had she been afraid of, she and Mabi? Not of this utter peace. That violence she sensed must have been imagination. There’d been nothing violent about him. And now this quiet. Which is the greater joy, the loving or the moment of peace after? She was glad she’d put off having her hair cropped. It meant something to him. Better let it grow now. He’s so relaxed now. She felt it even in his big arm under her head. And so beautifully shaped.

         He stirred and moved his head slightly. She ran her fingers over his broad chest. She thought: Reaction sets in with some men afterwards. Would it set in with him?

         “Michael …”

         “Yes?”

         She was going to ask him if it had been as he wanted it, but she changed her mind. She knew he was happy.

         “Just Michael,” she said.

         His voice was drowsy. Really, they ought to go to sleep now.

         “Lois,” he murmured, “I want to thank you.”

         “Oh my dear.” She nestled closer to him …

         She woke suddenly, quietly. He was still asleep. Those stencils, she thought. She eased his arm off her body, and looked at the bedside clock. They’d slept for nearly two hours. The sun had moved. The shaft of light no longer played on the foot of the bed. She got up, went to the bathroom and started a bath. While it ran she made tea. Then she bathed quickly, dressed and took the tea to the bedroom. She pulled the curtains and light streamed into the room.

         A man in her bed after ten years. He looked so relaxed in sleep, so like a child. A corner of her brain whispered: You can’t really see him any more. But she hardly heard, or, if she did, it did not register. She sat on the edge of the bed and put her hand on his bare shoulder.

         “Michael. Wake up, Michael.”

         He stirred. Then, suddenly, he jerked awake and sat upright. He looked about wildly. She gripped his shoulder.

         “It’s all right, Michael.”

         “Oh, Lois.” The relief in his voice made her feel deeply tender. She restrained the impulse to put her arms about him.

         He smiled and she thought: No reaction.

         “Have I slept long?”

         “Two hours. You needed it. Here’s tea. I’ll get a bath going for you, then I’ll start on those stencils.”

         She went to the door.

         “Lois.”

         She turned and looked at him. He was caught up in a new wave of desire.

         “We’ve to do those stencils,” she said softly and went out.

         She was hard at work when he came in from his bath. He came and stood behind, putting his hands on her shoulders. She looked up briefly but did not stop typing. He ran his fingers through her hair, brushed his cheek against hers, then he went to the other end of the table and sat facing her across the typewriter. He inserted a stencil in the machine, memorised a line of Mhendi’s manuscript, then picked out the letters on the keys.

         For two hours the clicking of the typewriters was the only sound in the room. Then Lois sighed and straightened her back.

         “I’m for a break. Why the devil must Paul write so much! Tea?”

         “Yes, please.”

         He went on typing while she made the tea. The sun had gone down and the late spring darkness had come. The lights were on in the room but Udomo had not noticed Lois get up to put them on. He stopped typing when she brought the tea. They sat side by side.
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