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Daughter of the Mountain Part II
[Short Story]

By Samuel Asanga Mokom

The tearful woman did not have to rack her brain to remember the events that led to their coming to the mountain. She could never forget Ngweny and that terrified expression on her face when Ma Siri, the village midwife, walked into her room carrying the baby she had just given birth to. Aza, Ngweny’s eldest daughter, accompanied her. Ma Siri with her usual smile moved closer to the bed where she lay.

‘You should be happy my child,’ the old woman said.

‘You’ve just given birth to a healthy baby.’

Ma Siri knew full well that this was not what Ngweny wanted to know. She had a lot of compassion for this poor woman lying there, still exhausted from the ordeal of delivery and who now had to go through the trauma of knowing what sex the fruit of her womb was. She was aware of Ngweny’s desperate need for a boy child. Ngweny’s trouble began when her first four children were girls. She had given birth seven successful times prior to the recent birth. Ma Siri had delivered her of all her babies and the experience from the delivery of the firth baby had been the same. When her fourth child was born, her husband threatened to send her away if she would not give him a son. Since then, she had had three pregnancies, three deliveries and three girls. Her husband had sworn like a trooper at the start of this last pregnancy that he would declare her an outcast and kill the baby if it was not a boy.

Ngweny stared at Ma Siri and the wailing baby wrapped in a white piece of cloth decorated in patterns sewn in thread of various colours and wished she would never be told the sex of the baby. But her heartbeat increased each time she thought it could be a girl, and her excessive perspiration in spite of the cold air that circulated in the room betrayed her anxiety. She was 

fully aware that her future happiness depended on the sex of the baby. Finally, now determined to embrace her fate, she mustered courage and asked in a feeble voice:

‘Is it a girl or a boy?’ 

‘Accept it my child. Accept it that your womb is the dwelling place for female seeds,’ the old woman said with empathy.

‘No, I don’t want a girl,’ Ngweny sobbed. 

‘He will send me away and kill my baby.’

Aza watched this scene with perplexity. She was lost in thoughts trying to understand the callousness of men towards women. There was a natural love and empathy between her mother and herself. Unable to contain her emotions, she moved closer to her mother, held her tightly in her arms and consoled her amidst tears. She gave her affectionate pats on her back and urged her to feed the baby. She untied her mother’s loincloth which she had fastened into a knot under her armpit and lowered it to her hips. She thus exposed Ngweny’s breasts which were now filled with milk and suspended heavily on her chest. The midwife gave her a calabash of kernel oil. She poured some of the oil on her palms, rubbed them gently and massaged her mother’s breasts for a while and then took the wailing baby from her and gave it to its mother. Before Ngweny could direct her breast to the baby’s mouth, it intuitively plunged its mouth on one of the breasts and sucked it with amazing appetite. 

‘Ngweny the baby is feeding well. Let me inform the fon about the birth.’ Ma Siri said.

‘Please, not now,’ she pleaded. 

‘I am still weak and I need strength to stand my expulsion and the death of my baby.’

‘My child, you know it is my duty to inform the fon of any birth. You know my punishment if I don’t,’ Ma Siri said.

‘Mother, he will expel me and kill my baby. The whole village thinks I am a witch and that I have eaten all the male seeds in my womb. It’s not true, mother, I am not a witch.’ she sobbed.

The story that Ngweny had eaten all the male babies in her womb began like a rumour, but soon gained grounds when from the fourth pregnancy, the outcome had been girls. As the fon’s first wife, she was expected to give birth to the male children from which the heir to the throne would be chosen. Ma Siri knew Ngweny was right. At the information that she had been delivered of a girl, she would immediately be declared an outcast and her baby killed. The old woman was torn between carrying the information to the fon or remaining silent and be brandished a witch. She risked banishment together with Ngweny. The Harmattan winds at this period of the year were severe and any person as old as herself and as frail as Ngweny would not survive if exposed. Ma Siri feared to end up in such misery.

‘The fon should be waiting for me. If i don’t go to him, he will come to me,’ she said and turned to leave.

‘Wait, mother,’ Aza cried.

The old woman turned and looked at the young woman in astonishment.

‘Let me go to the fon,’ she continued.

‘My child, do you what to beard the lion in his den?’

‘No mother, I’d just like to take the information to him.’

‘Why you?’

‘What difference does it make? The baby is a girl. Does anything change whether it is you or me who breaks the news?’

‘Go then, I hope you know what you are doing?’

‘Leave that to me mother, all will be fine,’ she said, wiping the tears on her face with the tip of her loincloth.

The young woman stepped into the cold night and walked across the yard in steady steps towards the royal hut. It was a moonless night and she could barely see anything in front of her. She fumbled around in the dark until she reached the fon’s hut. She held her breath for a while and then knocked gently at the door.

‘Who’s there?’ A voice from inside asked.

‘It’s me, Aza,’ the young woman answered.

‘Come in.’ The voice ordered.

Aza walked into the open room and in the light of the bush lamp that suspended on a wooden hook in the bamboo ceiling, she saw the fon sitting imposingly on his carved stool. His huge body in a large multicoloured embroidered gown overshadowed the slim figures of the two men that sat on bamboo stools in front of him. Although Aza was seeing them from behind, she identified them as Pa Sama, the herbalist and Pa Ngu, the chief priest. These two men were the fon’s trusty henchmen. The young woman walked to the middle of the hut and stooped.

‘What brings you here?’ Her father asked in a voice that thundered in the room.

‘Good news, my lord.’ 

The fon exchanged glances with Pa Sama and Pa Ngu and both men who had previously been indifferent to the young woman’s presence in the hut turned round and fixed her with interrogative looks.

‘What news do you bring?’ Pa Sama and Pa Ngu asked almost simultaneously.

Looking at her father, she said: ‘You have a son, my lord.’

‘You don’t mean it.’ The fon said in excitement.

He got up from his stool and walked towards his daughter.

‘Get up.’ He ordered.

‘Do I have a son?’

‘Yes my lord, mother just gave birth to a baby boy.’ She prevaricated.

‘You may now leave.’ He ordered again.

Aza walked back to her mother’s hut and met her lying on the bed with a thick blanket covering her from her neck to her feet. Ma Siri sat on the bed beside her and was wetting her forehead with a white piece of cloth which she was dipping in a bucket of cold water just by the foot of the bed. She turned and looked at Aza. Her face was without the usual smile.

‘She’s very sick.’ She announced. 

Aza leaned forward and touched her mother.

‘She’s very hot mother. Go for the herbalist,’ she said.

‘He will know the sex of the baby. Your mother would be banished immediately and right now she can’t even talk.’

‘I told them the baby is a boy.’

‘A boy! That’s suicidal,’ the old woman said, alarmed.

‘Calm down mother,’ she said to the old woman reassuringly. 

‘At least no one will see the baby until during the “circumcision ceremony”. The supposed ceremony is twelve weeks ahead. By this time, mother would be strong enough to escape with the baby.’

‘I’m afraid my child, your mother might not see that time. She is very sick and since they think the baby is a boy, they would try to cure her and the therapy for curing a breast-feeding mother includes the herbalist bathing the baby under a banana tree. This would mean more 

trouble. I am confused my child, I don’t know what to do any more,’ the old woman said and broke down in tears.

‘Don’t cry mother.’ Aza consoled her. ‘Go for Pa Sama and maintain that the baby is a boy, but there’ll be no baby for him to bathe.’

‘What are you up to again my child?’

‘I will escape with the baby, mother, I will take the baby to the mountain.’

The old woman looked at the young woman in utter astonishment and with a lot of admiration. She wiped the tears running down her cheeks with one tip of her loincloth and pressed it against her nose to clear her nostrils. She reached for the baby sleeping beside its dying mother and gave it to its sister.

‘Be careful, my child,’ she said and embraced Aza and the baby.

‘Mama,’ Aza whimpered, looking at her dying mother. ‘Mother, will my mother live?’

‘I don’t know my child, I don’t know,’ the old woman answered, pouring out hot tears.

‘What would you call the baby?’ she asked.

‘I’ll call her Liskia.’

‘Daughter of the Mountain?’

‘Yes, mother, I will call her  “Daughter of the Mountain”.’

‘Go now my child,’ she said at last.

The young woman stepped out into the cold night and followed the winding paths behind the palace sheltered by tall kola nut trees and began the laborious journey to the mountain. This was the secret she had kept all these years. This was the secret she wanted to forget but was now aware she could not because it was the secret she was about to reveal to Liskia, the Daughter of the Mountain.
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