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The Watchmen’s Daughter
[Short Story]
By Rukayatu Ibrahim
She sits across from me, at the dining table. There is background noise from the TV on the other side of the room. It is separated from us by the Room Divider. I listen as she tells me of the only real gold jewelry she ever owned, the one she pawned off to supplement the family’s income years ago when the going got too tough. I watch her face and notice the dark circles under her eyes, the wrinkles on her cheeks, and the nostalgia on her face as she describes the beauty of her long-lost jewelry. 

‘The locket was a padlock and the chain very thin,’ she continues.

‘Really, a padlock as a locket. That would have been nice.’ 

‘Yes, it was unique, with lustre of its own.’

‘Wow!’ I exclaim while wondering what else she might have lost in her life, all 50 years of it. I wonder particularly if she has lost all her dreams or achieved any at all. Was it her dream to get married and give birth to four children, while holding down a job as a clerk in the civil service, as she has done? I long to ask her but I hold back my curiosity and continue to watch her, noting the grey hairs that have escaped from below the scarf on her head. She finishes talking about her lost jewelry and stares at the object in her hands, which she has been fiddling with while talking to me. It is a sheet of paper someone has left on the table. I watch her hands, as she straightens out the sheet and puts it neatly with some others on the table, without bothering to read what is on it. I stare at those hands, callused, rough and fingernails chipped from doing too much laundry, dishes and cooking. She stares into space, her hands clasped on her abdomen. I know bits and pieces about her past, from anecdotes that have come up in our discussions of certain situations and pieces of information her parents and siblings have tossed my way. With these, I try to piece together her life. 

Her father tells me he migrated with his wife and first child from the underdeveloped northern region of Ghana to the relatively developed south in search of a better life in the early 1940s. He says they faced discrimination as their ways were strange and attracted a tag of inferiority and ridicule from the southerners with their modern ways. He got a job as a watchman. These days they are called security guards. That meant that he had to sleep outside the homes of his employers bundled in old clothes to keep away the cold and the mosquitoes and armed with a bow and arrow, a spear, a knife, pieces of broken bottles and large stones to ward off the occasional thief. His presence was a deterrent to thieves and not a means of protection to his employers, by any means, he says. Thus, he always managed to catch some sleep when all was quiet in the house he guarded so long as the mosquitoes did not buzz too much around his head or it did not get too cold or rain. He never could sleep when it rained. Then he had to hurdle along the narrow veranda of the house till it stopped raining. All these he told me, before he died, five years ago. It was not really news to me anyway. A watchman guards my home. And the working condition of the watchman has not changed. Even now, in 2006, only the name has changed. It is still the same.

I once asked the woman sitting across from me, reading an old newspaper now, her lips moving as she reads what her mother had done for a living and she told me her mother had sold waakye. The youngest of six children, five of whom were male, she had helped prepare the meal for sale which meant that  precious school time was lost to grinding the vegetables for the stew on a grinding stone, fetching an average of five buckets of water from a neighbour’s well 200 metres away and carrying foodstuffs from the market. Still, she had managed to graduate from Secondary School, the only one of her immediate family to have had formal education up to any level. 

One of her brothers told me that they had all lived in a single room, their parents’ bed separated from the children’s mats on the floor by a fabric partition. During the day, the mats were carefully folded and left under the bed. There had been an outdoor kitchen and no toilet. They had all used the public toilet 200 metres down the road.

As a young girl from such a background, what had been her dreams? I seem to be preoccupied with knowing her dreams but I cannot help it. It just would not go away. I wonder whether she dreamt of escaping her poverty-ridden background. Was it such a dream that propelled her to graduate from secondary school despite the odds? I long to ask but I do not. I just stare at her. Now, she has dozed off, her mouth open. It has been for her, as always, a long tiring day. 

She told me, years ago, that she got a job as a clerk in the civil service after graduation from Secondary School. By then, her mother had grown too weak to continue her trade. She died in her sleep just a month after retiring from her trade.  All her brothers had left home too, having found jobs of sorts, married and started their own families. Her father still worked though. Watchmen do not retire. Most are recruited at older ages anyway. Somehow, her father met a secondary school teacher, of the same ethnicity and religion and introduced his daughter to him and they married after a short courtship. It was by no means an arranged match or a betrothal or a forced marriage or anything like that, she has told me. It was just an introduction, she insists. Still, sometimes, I wonder. Was it not forced? Did they love each other or did they do what they were expected to do? Or did the man love her and she did not or vice versa? I would never know. It is too delicate a matter to discuss. Like most Ghanaian couples of their generation, they are not affectionate with each other but they seldom quarrel and they have stayed married for twenty-eight years. Perhaps, they love each other, or care about each other or are committed to each other. All those are semantics. Who knows what they really mean? What matters is that they have made a success of it. Now, after all these years, they own a house and a Toyota Corolla by virtue of her husband’s position as the headmaster of a prestigious school which gives him access to gifts and bribes from the parents of unqualified students who want their kids to attend the prestigious school. Two of their children are university educated. Some of them are scattered around the TV on the other side of the room, watching a soap opera. On the sofa next to the TV lies her husband, fast asleep and snoring loudly, oblivious to the noise around him. 

She has come a long way, this woman who sits across from me, asleep in a chair, scarf askew, head hanging at an abnormal angle about her neck, mouth open, and hands clasped over her abdomen.  Still, I wonder whether this is what she really wanted. Is this what she dreamed of when she was my age? I find it hard to believe that she did not spend her teenage years watching soap operas on TV, dreaming of entering the university next month and partying every Friday night, like I do now. At 50, does she still have any hopes of achieving any more dreams? Or has she given up on them? I long to ask but I do not. I do not feel like it. Besides, she is asleep in the chair. Perhaps, someday, I would. 

Gently, I reach over and pat her on the shoulder. She awakens with a start, and looks around, bewildered. She rubs her eyes and ears and makes funny noises in her throat. It itches, just like mine does all the time and particularly when I wake up from sleep too. I smile at her, a patronising smile, if there ever was one, and tell her, ‘You fell asleep. You must be tired.’ She smiles, a weary one, in return and gets up. She takes off her scarf and reties it on her head, firmly. She walks off, to the kitchen and her chores. It is 7 p.m. and it is not over yet. She does the family’s cooking, laundry and cleaning all by herself, letting her children help out only occasionally, just so they would know how. She does not want any of her children to suffer as she did, she has told me.

I continue to watch her, as she ambles off. She does not weigh much, with scarcely enough flesh on her tall frame. How can she when there never has been enough food to eat and too much work to do? I stare at her with pity, admiration, wonder and love. She is my mother. 
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