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‘Blue Bible’
[Short Story]
By Grace Maguri
It was handed to me in the hot, crowded, stuffy hall at my girls’ high school. I was twelve and part of a sixty-strong crowd of giggly schoolgirls being addressed by representatives from Gideon’s. It was a beautiful book, one of my prized possessions. It was thick, navy blue leather, with rich gold letters on the front. It fitted into my palm, my pocket and my plastic pencil bag.

Wait: let me describe myself so that you can understand who you are talking to. My name is Veronica. Normal people would use ‘Ronnie’ as a shortcut, but not my people. To them I was ‘Vee’. Usually called ‘Veeeeeeeeeee’!

Anyway. I was a plump child. All right, the truth is I was fat! A big, round, larger-than- life girl with big round eyes. I had a rather high voice before puberty so other kids called me ‘mouse’.  Despite all this, my mother told me that I as a pretty child. Hah! I never believed it.

Right. Where as I? Oh, the bible, like I said, my best possession. However, that doesn’t mean I read it. Heavens no, it was much too useful for that! I mean, it was my first purse. I would fold the bills of my pocket money and press them between the pages. When I could not find a ruler, it had pretty straight edges and helped me do my task. The blank pages were useful for messages, notes, phone numbers, and attempts at being artistic. It was a pretty accurate missile when thrown at my annoying younger brother. When walking home with nothing better to do, I could put my lips on an edge, press and blow to make a strange, wet, hissing sound.

Unlike all my other books, it never got lost. Despite all my best efforts, it always reappeared in the strangest of places. Being swept out from under the bed, extracted from wet jeans covered in soapsuds, wrapped in wool hanging from a tree, propping up a table or stool, in the letterbox, etc.

It was a book that allowed itself to age with me. As I grew taller, slimmer and angrier, it became thicker, dustier and shabby. So, it was no surprise that when I finally found religion at age sixteen, I cringed at the thought of carrying it to church. Instead I carried a brand new black bible. It was big and impressive, with all the books, chapters and verses that a bible should have. It suited me because I always wanted to look my best when I was at church. I had convinced myself it was out of a show of respect. I suppose someone a lot wiser than me would have known the real reason. I was trying to impress one of the assistant pastors, who wore crisp white shirts and prayed loudly at the front of the church.

My ploy must have worked because I was eventually invited to ‘ice-cream’ by one of the young pastors, Mkululi.

He was twenty-two and very important looking. No. Actually, he was very arrogant. I don’t know why I did not see it. In just three encounters he had made me acutely aware of my ‘spiritual immaturity’ and ‘unsuitable relationship’ with God. I became afraid to read the bible because I did not want to misunderstand God and bring about an assortment of curses on my life. My prayers were heavily censored in my head and I kept my mouth shut at all religious discussions.

After our third date, Mkululi shocked me by announcing his engagement to a classmate of mine. In church. In front of people! I cried. At church and at home. My skinny friend Felz (Felicity) laughed at me.

‘Mouse!’ she shrieked  ‘He has no O-levels. He is balding with bulging eyes, has knock-knees and a stammer. How could you possibly be heartbroken?’ 

She didn’t understand. Those things did not matter to me. I had seen something different and I cried. Hard.

As luck would have it. I was courted by an assortment of knobbly-kneed, bulgy-eyed misfits who I thought I could change. That had not been my last heartbreak and many of them let me down. 

Many years and many heartbreaks later, I was sharing a cup of coffee with a lovely man called Cephas. He was helping me sort out some stuff my parents had sent to my new home. I had been promising myself I would sort it out months ago. I couldn’t seem to find the time. I was now a mature thirty-two-year-old woman with a fairly good job and a reasonably entertaining life.  He had eventually talked me into it and I was grateful to him.

Cephas was a slim, dark, plain-faced man with a personality a lot of people referred to as quiet. We had been friends for a while and he had somehow sneaked into my life with his patient smile. He would use it to calm me whilst I complained about the endless list of things I thought people were doing to me. He was using it that afternoon. I wasn’t complaining though. 

He sat on a cardboard box, his dark blue jeans covered in a film of grey dust and a chipped green mug balanced on his knee. We had stopped talking about something obscure and had fallen into a thoughtful silence.

‘What does God mean to you?’ he asked.

I don’t know what drivel I spewed out in reply. I had not stopped going to church after my Mkululi incident but it was a question that I could not answer.

‘Pass me that bible.’

‘Which one?’ I asked getting up from the floor.

‘The one next to you,’ he said, pointing.

I looked carefully at the heaps of books he was looking at. 

‘There’s no – oh!’

There it was. On top of an assortment of brightly coloured books, magazines and pamphlets. Twenty years later. It had grown in volume. The blue ‘leather’ was actually plastic and had peeled off in some places. The pages were torn, some stuck together. Some of the gold lettering had worn off (it said ‘….ens  ..ibl’ ). As I picked it up, the first page stood out as the book fell open, revealing my childish scrawl. A proud proclamation of ownership.

I handed it to him, wondering how it had managed to survive all these years, the many memories of mixed emotions dancing on the screen in my head – the struggle for sanity and acceptance, reason, wisdom, self-esteem, meaning, love. It was then that I realised what God meant to me. More important than everything I had learnt in church. He never changed and He was unaffected by time.

‘You are smiling,’ he said. He had been reading something from the bible.

‘Am I?’ I asked, smiling even harder.

‘Yeah. You know something?’ He opened the book at the first page, turning it round so that he could show me. ‘We ought to change something here.’

I was feeling too good to talk so I cocked up one eyebrow in acknowledgement.

‘The name.’ He had closed the book and was turning it around in his hand. If I hadn’t known him any better I would have thought he was nervous. ‘I think it’s high time that you started using mine.’ He smiled.

I laughed. It really was my most prized possession!
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