You Must Return Alone/8

I was not pleased when the slap of Aisha’s palm on my back jolted me out of a deep sleep. Muttering, I blinked rapidly to clear my disorientation and her crumpled features eventually registered. Through the wooden window which stood wide open, the creamy moonlight played over the drooping neckline of her thin nightgown and reflected the sheen of sweat on her luminous skin.

“Maye haka?” My voice was rusty. But taking in the sight of her heaving chest and the grimace on her face answered any further question I might have asked. She must have known I had summed up the situation because she said nothing in response. I remembered the last time she had woken me up in this abrupt manner with groans and gasps. When I realized what was happening, I had started mumbling fractured, insensible prayers, terror holding me immobile until Aisha took pity on me. Dissolving into laughter that soon had tears running down her cheeks, she had teased me until I snapped at her. But that had been years back, eight long years. When life had pulsed with promise and predictability, and marriage had led to conception and the excitement of expectancy was taken for granted. It seemed the gods were set to teach us a lesson as weeks later it had all ended in blood and tears. She hadn’t laughed like that since. 

From that time on our coming together became empty, a silent choreography with only my muffled groans bringing an end to the process. I began to avoid tapping her at night, then stopped altogether. For a period of time I sought my pleasure outside, but when Aisha found out, her wails had sickened me. Have you abandoned me like rubbish because the gods have shut up my womb? Because they have removed womanhood from me, have you no more use for me? We had reconciled eventually—a rocky, cautious thing— and I wasn’t blind to the efforts she made to be more responsive, but it never returned to the spontaneous joyous loving of those early months after I had paid her bride price. Even when she had conceived this one after years of nothing, Aisha had been unwilling to speak out until her symptoms screamed. As the weeks passed she treaded even more carefully, her every word and action at odds with her swelling belly, as though she expected her womb to consider the gift within it a temporary one and thus expel it. 

But now there was no jest on her face. The short hair which had escaped from her scarf was flattened on one side. Her other hand rested on her distended belly, the panic growing in her eyes like a living thing. I turned away from it to compose myself, belatedly aware of the spreading dampness on the thin sheet that barely covered our mattress. 

I pushed my feet into worn slippers before dashing to light the kerosene lamp near the door. My hands fumbled with the matchbox, once, twice, and then dropped it altogether. It was determined to frustrate me and it took a few tries interspersed with curses before I succeeded. The mounds and shadows of the room were thrown into yellow focus: the makeshift wardrobe I had crafted of cheap wood with its few wire hangers, the metal trunk that held Aisha’s best clothes and prized items, the lone stool that stood near it, and the small wooden mirror that hung from a nail I had driven into the plastered wall. I looked at my wife’s form on the low bed, and indecision suddenly turned my whole body to lead. 

This was not supposed to happen until her mother was safely ensconced in our small hut here in Kutara. But we were not expecting her for another two weeks or so. I had never before longed to see the spare woman whose lips seemed permanently pursed, her load choked with all manner of things tied in black polythene bags, her wrappers giving off a musty smell laced with naphthalene. And Mama Bamaiyi, the midwife who worked in a small clinic in Abaji and doubled as an assistant and cleaner, was too far away. It would take over an hour to get to her house, and at this time of night and on my bicycle? There was also the salient fact of the stream which cut through the villages. No. Our neighbours were the closest. Although they were young and somewhat pompous because the man had a civil service job, she’d had three children.

“Dau…da…” 

My mind made up, I had turned to go out the door when the voice halted my progress. The hairs on my body bristled like they had as a boy when my older brother, with gleeful satisfaction, told me stories of juju and malevolent spirits. My name falling from Aisha’s lips had sounded like a growl, more chilling because it had been said through clenched teeth. Heart thudding, I whipped around to face her.

She was breathing hard, one bare foot dangling over the side of the bed, eyes glittering. “Ina zaka je?” she demanded. 

“To fetch the neighbours.” As I spoke, my legs of their own will took me back to her side.

“Ba lokaci…it’s coming. Karka barni.”

“But—”

“A’a.”

Her hand shot out to stay me and I was surprised at its strength. It’s coming? How? Although the neighbours were just minutes away, I couldn’t leave her. She began to give me instructions in a deliberate voice with a clear waver threaded through it. Put water on the stove in the big pot, get those clean old clothes from the Ghana-must-go bag there—no, the smaller one, the crocheted blanket from years ago (made by her mother for that other lost child) from the trunk, hold the blade of the kitchen knife over the flame for some time, cut a length of thread—double it, no, triple it. 
As the youngest girl in the house with many years between her and her older sisters, she once mentioned that she had often accompanied her mother who assisted them when they gave birth. Although they drove her out of the room with the reasoning that a young `girl witnessing labour would be reluctant to go through the ordeal of having children, she had been sent on such errands so that they became commonplace. I did as she said, and whenever a shaft of fear gnawed at my belly I compulsively muttered a plea to the gods I barely believed in.

While I spread the old clothes on the floor, I was surprised to see Aisha ease herself off the bed and take a few steps away from it. When I cautioned her, she didn’t even look at me. She had retreated into a world of her own, her eyes closed as she returned to grip the bedpost, voice guttural in a cry that ended as a call for her mother. By the time I helped to lower her down on the clothes, her nightgown was a sodden heap on the packed dirt floor, naked skin slick, breasts and stomach enormous. I watched her lean against the side of the bed and raise her knees, then gaped at her farji which had widened greedily. I felt like the gods were playing games as I wondered again at the timing of this child. Was its intention to cause us more grief, come early so it would have little chance of survival? I didn’t know how Aisha would begin to bear it. I wondered how I would.

It went faster than I had imagined it would. Or maybe it was time that sped by unnoticed. I don’t recall the words that fell from my mouth as I mopped Aisha’s face in her fight to contain the clusters of pain as they came closer and closer. Eyes feral, she strained intermittently, teeth gritted, the cords on her throat standing out. I was sweating too, my limbs unsteady as I knelt beside her in the reality of this time and place. At a point she grabbed my shoulder to struggle into a squat, almost overbalancing me in the process. But soon, the top of a matted head appeared and with another heave, the full head. So wrinkled and much paler than anyone I knew in my family. So perfect. So fragile in my waiting hands as the rest of its tiny body emerged. 

“Kin haifi ta mace, Aisha.” 

Was that high-pitched trembling voice mine? We had made this little girl together. I was now a father, responsible, in charge. I lowered her slight weight to the padding of old clothes, finally tearing my gaze from this living miracle to my wife’s face. Tears of effort slid from her eyes as she leaned back, panting, exultation in her eyes. I began to clean the baby, slowly, carefully, not wanting to grip too hard. But she was slippery. And so small. Aisha instructed me to suck mucus out of the baby’s nose and when I suggested she do it herself, the expression on her face was so confusing I didn’t know if she wanted to laugh or strike my face. 

I had finally discovered how to work around the umbilical cord to bring her closer to her mother when confusion suddenly contorted Aisha’s face. As if unable to help herself, she strained again, calling my name. We stared in shock as another even tinier body slipped out onto the stained clothes. Even more fragile, it brought to mind a fingerling although there was little similarity. Mouth working, a bud between his legs. A boy. My eyes met Aisha’s in dread. A’a. No. It couldn’t be.

“Dauda, ba zan iya ba.” Tears poured from her eyes, the joy bleeding out. 

I glanced down at the girl, her face scrunched up as she belted out a piercing cry that belied the small mouth and bounced off the walls. I started, unsure of what to do. Uncoordinated, I hadn’t brought the water for washing, although the knife lay beside the thread on a plate nearby. I was only now noticing how much blood and fluid had soaked the clothes—my hands were slick with it, the metallic smell filling my nostrils. As I reached for the knife Aisha stopped me. Her breath coming easier now, she wiped her nose and told me the children would be fine for a while still attached to her. She said there was more to come and I looked at her in horror. No, she said reading my look correctly, the afterbirths.

I wanted to ask what we would do, but couldn’t get the words out. And what was the use of asking a question I knew the answer to? The children were an abomination and would be buried alive. Multiple births were evil, sent from the underworld and could not be permitted. After all these years of waiting—and this night of pain, anxiety and courage—this was how it would end. Aisha had turned her face away from me, shoulders shaking, as I cleaned their miniature forms with soft cloths. The girl was the stronger and wailed lustily. The frail boy barely produced any sound and my heart thrummed in doubt of his chances of survival, then shriveled. Even if he survived, his fate was sealed—both their fates. 

Anger rose in me and I closed my eyes for a moment, realizing as I did so that they were wet. I opened them, and in a blur walked to the stove set on the covered veranda. After washing my hands I poured the boiling water into a bucket, diluted it with some cold water and carried it inside. I only noticed the soot from the pot on my hands when I reached out to Aisha who appeared dazed. She resisted my embrace at first but finally succumbed, mouth contorted as she sobbed uncontrollably. Her grief wrenched at my soul and in that instant, something in me came loose, a sensation similar to coming home and slipping off the new sandals that have tormented your feet all day.

When her tears began to subside I pulled back to wrap the babies up. Aisha was unwilling to even look at them but I insisted and tenderly placed one, and then the other, in her arms, which incited fresh tears. She shook her head slowly as she looked down at them, instinctively holding them to her breasts with some difficulty. The girl’s head burrowed as she sought her mother’s nipple, wailing at the elusiveness of what she didn’t understand. The boy could hardly move. Aisha looked at me, face drawn in misery and exhaustion and I took him from her with unsteady hands. I took a towel and placed it over his slight body. 
I will not tell a lie: my intention was to hold that towel over his face, snug, depriving him of air until he had no more breath. He couldn’t survive otherwise, anyway, could he? My heart thrummed with my purpose, my fingers shaking as I grasped both ends of the towel. But then I fixed my gaze on my wife whose eyes grew wider in increasing horror as she somehow read my intent and I wilted. Tears sprang to my eyes as I crumpled to the floor. Was this what desperation had turned me into? A man who would snuff out the life of his own child? I couldn’t meet my wife’s gaze as I mopped the tears from my eyes, the sweat which drenched me. Eventually I squared my shoulders and tried to smother the shame. I had stopped just in time, just in time. Slowly the girl’s cry imprinted itself on my awareness. I had not done it.
An hour before dawn by the time I finally went to our neighbours to fetch the bleary-eyed woman, our daughter was asleep beside Aisha after the first successful feeding. A wrapper hung unevenly from the woman’s waist as she dashed on ahead of me after I broke the news, and when she laid her eyes on mother and child, she praised the gods for the blessing. Forgetting to be stilted as she usually was at the woman’s smugness, Aisha’s eyes met mine with a tremulous smile as she echoed her words softly. Beneath the gratitude in my wife’s gaze was also a lingering trace of disbelief. And fear. For me. Or of me? There was a steady burning at the base of my belly and although the neighbour woman looked at me expectantly, I glanced away and refused to praise anybody, least of all the supposed divinities that gave with one hand and took with the other.

At the bottom of a Ghana-must-go bag were the remains of our son. He hadn’t lasted long, his time on this planet only marked in minutes. His little chest had barely moved, indeed I was in disbelief when I realized he had left us so soon. I had been prepared to face the condemnation of both babies, had touched them again and again, crown to toe, crown to toe, near certain I would never get the chance again. But he had left of his own accord. As if he had known the implications if he stayed, and my relief also brought another wave of shame. Thank you, I thought fervently. Na gode. 

I had kissed his cooling tiny body and tenderly wrapped him in a clean cloth before putting the dirty garments with his afterbirth and sheet over him. Long after this new day died I would find a way to permanently dispose of everything so that no one, absolutely no one, would ever find out. Only his sister’s afterbirth remained in the open for the perusal of the village women and eventual burial. Every trace of him had been removed and wiped away—except in our minds and hearts and hands. Did he hover in the space above us, whole and strong in spirit in the way he hadn’t managed physically? Had his heart splintered at his father’s initial intentions? I closed my eyes and reached out to him with earnest thoughts. Please forgive me. Don Allah ka ya fe ni. Please understand. 

I begged him to rest well, to come again. 

To come alone. 
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