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This book is dedicated to the many

missionary children, known and unknown,

who carry their own stories inside them. 

In particular, it is dedicated to

my brothers, John and Nat, and to my

lifelong friend Daniel Coleman.
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Foreword

AFRICA, the site of our primeval origins, possesses as a consequence enormous reverberations for many Westerners and Northerners. The beauty, magnetism, risk, and potentiality beckon ambiguously, however, because alongside the kaleidoscope of noble skyscapes and splendid fauna bespattering the veldt can lie a parallel reality of famine and pandemics, or horrific politics. And if the imagery becomes phantasmagoric, this isn't China, but our Africa! 

In Chameleon Days, Tim Bascom recalls being airlifted at the age of three from his early childhood in Saint Joseph, Missouri, to Soddo, Ethiopia, by vaguely dogmatic missionary parents. That alchemy—a child's-eye view of arduous immediacy—is maintained quite admirably in his memoir, forty years later, thus breaching the standard traditions of travel writing. Although his father was a doctor, not merely an evangelist, his medical responsibilities theoretically encompassed a hundred thousand patients. So the row they hoed was not easy, and the family did burn out during a second tour of duty, leaving prematurely, although both the author and his parents returned in later life.

But it's an Africa of basics, not numinous romance: a tale well-grounded in a little boy's close-grained focus on apprehensive innocence and vulnerability. There's heat and cruelty, kindness and leprosy, revolution and elephantiasis. Yet since a lot of Tim's ex
periences are located in the missionary boarding school in Addis Ababa where he was often marooned, for him it may be even more conflicted and scary, with the kinks and quirks of Orwell's  Such, Such Were the Joys added on.

There is logic and mercy in Africa too, and these peep through during the Bascoms' hapless, jolting Land Rover excursions, and in new friendships, along with the contradictions between what missionaries want to accomplish yet need to shut their eyes to. Charity must keep office hours, or a nervous breakdown could wipe the family out. Tim climbs into a cedar tree for a personal refuge at Bingham Academy, and into the foliage of a huge avocado tree in Soddo (while eating avocado sandwiches his mother makes for him) to escape what seems untenable. He even spies upon the Lion of Judah, Emperor Haile Selassie himself, from its leaves.

Not a book of war and pestilence, this is about childhood, much of which, for almost any of us, is going to be composed of "chameleon days." Tim, however, has a chameleon, plus a loving family to cushion his continental displacement, and now writes with meticulously graceful recapitulation about pet pigeons, or the weaverbirds and snakebirds at Lake Bishoftu—turquoise in its volcanic crater—where they all vacationed.

Africa's somersaulting mysteries and difficulties compound this schoolboy's natural anxiety at juggling self-respect with popularity, and how to remain a Christian when served by servants, then seeing his omnipotent father rendered puzzlingly powerless by infighting. Place and populace meld here in a lovely narrative, styled for transparency. A childhood's jitters stand recollected in tranquility—and a beloved continent, ruefully enigma-riddled, in maturity.

—EDWARD HOAGLAND



PART ONE

 






Baboons on a Cliff

AS WE LEFT the Addis Ababa airport and started across the city, my brother Johnathan and I stared out the windows of the Volkswagen van like dazed astronauts. He was six and I was only three, but we were both old enough to sense that life might never be the same. A torrent of brown-skinned aliens streamed by on both sides, treating the road like a giant sidewalk, their white shawls and bright head wraps bobbing as they weaved around each other. Donkeys and oxen bumped into the van, whipped along by barefoot men in ballooning shorts. 

After sixteen hours in an airplane, we found that our whole world had disappeared. Gone was the quiet stucco house in Saint Joseph, Missouri, where we had lived while Dad began his medical practice at the state hospital. Gone were the tire-thrumming brick streets of Hiawatha, Kansas, where we were given candies and back-scratches from Grandmother. Gone were the maple trees and the old-fashioned street lamps, lit up like glowing ice cream cones. We had stepped onto a Pan Am jet in one world and stepped off in another, as if transported clear across the galaxy.

Our driver braked for a truck being unloaded, and children pressed their faces against the glass, shouting," Ferengi, ferengi, hey you, my friend, give me money." They left mucous streaks on the windows and patches of breath that faded as we drove on.

Older, broken people approached too, holding out open palms. 
" Gaetoch, gaetoch,"they murmured, using the Amharic term for lord. A legless man on a wooden scooter shoved himself into the road and thumped on the sliding door with his tar-stained hand. Next, a fingerless woman thrust her stump through the open window by my father, and my brother Nat, who was not even six months old, began to whimper.

[image: [Image]]

DEBRE BIRHAN, ETHIOPIA, 1964.

The new missionary family. Me in front.

"It's OK," Mom whispered, even though Nat was too young to understand. "She just wants money."

"What's wrong with her face?" I asked, having a three-year-old's curiosity about the woman's caved-in nose.

"It's leprosy," Dad said. He gave the woman a coin. Then, as the van eased away, he called back to my older brother, "Johnathan, do you remember any lepers in the Bible?"

Johnathan was quick with his answer: "Yes. The ten that Jesus healed!"

I wanted to be just as smart. "I know that story," I yelled. But no one seemed to notice.

***


Subject to their parents, children learn to adjust. When our parents moved to Ethiopia in 1964 to become missionaries with the Sudan Interior Mission, my brothers and I spent our first two days and nights adjusting to an environment from which we would soon be thrust, forced to adjust again. Blissfully unaware, Johnathan and I ran footraces around the hallways of the three-story tarpapered guesthouse. First, we raced down our second-floor hall, dashing toward a color print of Jesus the Good Shepherd. We turned sharply in front of this Jesus, who was leaning out over a cliff edge to hook a lost lamb with his crook. Then we sprinted onto the open balcony, where we could see to the lawn through thick wooden railings. Elbowing each other on the stairs, almost falling, we stumbled onto the grass and galloped back along the asphalt driveway, past the clinging purple-and-white fuchsia and up the stairs that led right to where we had begun, the hall where Jesus hung with his shepherd's crook outstretched. 

At night we bedded down with our baby brother in a room that had uneven adobe walls and shiny blue enamel paint. A dividing sheet could be pulled across the middle like a shower curtain to cloister us from Mom and Dad and their candle. However, we still couldn't sleep—too disoriented by jet lag and car lights on the ceiling, too pumped up by all the change. We picked at cracks in the wall, exposing hardened mud and flecks of straw. We whispered to each other and flipped our pillows to put the cool side on top. And when we woke at noon—barely in time for lunch—we lay paralyzed on our metal-frame beds, sweaty under the wool blankets and not sure if we were in the right story. Everything felt so jarring and out of place: the unexpected belch of diesel trucks below our open window, the haze of exhaust fumes floating into the room, and the weird babble of foreign voices drifting to us on the crisp, high-altitude breeze.

Soon came our second major adjustment. Mom and Dad were told to report to language school four hours north of Addis in the Amhara highlands, which meant Johnathan had to start boarding school immediately. An elderly missionary drove us to Bingham Academy, the school set aside for all the children of the Sudan In
terior Mission, and we simply left Johnathan there, standing next to his new dorm mother, a squat woman in a gray wool skirt. 

Johnathan's face crumpled as we drove away, one eye squinting against the bright tropical sun, one hand lifted in a weak salute. He looked smaller than he should have, standing in the middle of the red cinder parking lot.

Mom cried. She cried all the way out of Addis Ababa even though she tried to hide it, biting her lower lip and looking out the window of the van. Dad reached over and rubbed her neck as the vehicle climbed, switching back and forth up a thin mountain road. We passed hobbling donkeys half-buried under stacks of wood and hay. We passed stone-walled houses with thatched roofs, roosters that scattered at our approach, and little top-knotted boys who wore only shirts and waved so high that their privates showed.

Every time that we got close to the edge of the road—where the sky took over and I looked down on nothing—I fought back a wave of vertigo.

"When will Johnathan come to see us?" I asked.

"Soon, Timmy. Soon," Mom replied, wiping the corners of her eyes and turning on one of those terrible smiles that signaled unspoken sacrifice.

But a week after we had settled into our little two-room apartment at the language school in Debre Birhan, high on the plateau above Addis, Johnathan still hadn't come and I still didn't have anyone to play with. Mom and Dad were busy studying Amharic all day, and Nat was interested in nothing but Mom's breasts or things small enough to fit into his mouth. As for me, I was left in the care of an Ethiopian nanny whom I refused to acknowledge.

Another week passed and Dad received a message sent by radio from the academy. He looked grim. I could hear him whispering to Mom in bed after the generator had been turned off and only a candle guttered in the next room, sending yellow light flickering up the walls.

"I'll go down with the supply van," Dad murmured. "If he sees me, he won't feel so far away."


"He's too young," Mom whispered back. 

"Maybe, but what else can we do? They all go to the academy."

"Not the Stuart children."

There was a pause before Dad spoke again. "You know the rumors. Everyone says they'll end up misfits."

My mother sighed. It was one of those deep sighs that she allowed herself only when she was away from the other missionaries.

"He's too young..."

"I know," Dad whispered back. "I know..."





The next day, when my father went down to Addis Ababa in a supply van, I hoped maybe he would come back with Johnathan. He had sounded as if he might. When he returned alone, I quit thinking about my older brother. Letters still came each week, always starting with the same blocky printed words. Mom showed them to me, mouthing the words slowly—"I am fine. How are you?"—but that didn't sound like Johnathan really, and it didn't give me anyone to play with.

Finally, my brother did arrive for a brief, weeklong break, brought up the escarpment in a Volkswagen van along with several other boarding-school kids, a crate of Lyles Golden Syrup, and five boxes of Amharic New Testaments. We all hugged him, even Nat, who was getting old enough to imitate us. At my turn, Johnathan smiled shyly, embarrassed. His arms stayed at his side. He wouldn't listen to anything I said, glancing away toward Mom and Dad as if they might vanish. Only after I had snatched the dark blue Kansas City Athletics cap from his suitcase and run away did he pay attention to me.

"That's mine," Johnathan yelled, and he lunged, accidentally knocking my head against the stone fireplace.

"Johnathan!" Mom scolded him. "Remember your age."

Suddenly, too quickly, he was all apology, patting me on the head and placing the cap there. "You can wear it," he said. "That's OK."


But it wasn't OK. I had taken the cap because I wanted him to forget Mom and Dad and act normal. Instead, here he was patting me like a newborn puppy and looking up at Mom as though desperate to please her. This was not the Johnathan I remembered from before we left him at boarding school—the boy who had chased me down the guesthouse hall and past Jesus the Good Shepherd. 

Johnathan stayed unaccountably meek until, with only two days left in this short holiday, Mom and Dad planned one last family activity. They gathered several other missionary families and took us hiking. While Nat rode on Dad's shoulders, Johnathan ran with me on the rock-strewn slopes. Unencumbered by fences, the two of us raced wild. At last I had my brother back—the carefree one who wasn't thinking too hard to simply be.

Johnathan chased me over the crest of a little hill. Then we both stopped dead. We were completely unprepared for what lay before us: an immense drop-off that stretched away a mile to each side, as if marking the edge of the world. We had both been so engaged in our immediate surroundings, celebrating the hummocky green ground and the rocks under foot, that we were stunned by this abrupt end to the landscape.

Mom and Dad caught up with us and drew in their breath. The other adults came up too. They all exclaimed as if watching a particularly good display of fireworks.

Then someone spotted something we had overlooked—a herd of baboons huddled in the grassy hollow to our right.

"I can't see them," I complained.

"Look down my arm," Dad said. "Now can you see them?"

I nodded, sobered by how close the animals really were. The big males had lifted their gray beards and were grimacing with yellow fangs. The silent females stared suspiciously, while wide-eyed babies climbed the fur on their bellies.

Malcolm, an English missionary with bright blond curls, whispered, "Now for the show."

"Malcolm," his wife cautioned, but too late. Already he had 
begun galloping down the slope directly at the herd of baboons, yelping and caterwauling. 

Pandemonium. The panicked baboons split off in two directions and stampeded. One cluster came right at us, then veered to the cliff. The other cluster wheeled around Malcolm and raced half-circle to rejoin their comrades. And all the terrified babies sent up a chattering wail as they clung to their mothers.

When I saw the baboons bounding toward me, I scrambled up my father's legs, clutching frantically at the sturdy cotton of his shirt. They bolted by on both sides, running pell-mell toward the cliff. At the edge they didn't slow. Without pause, they leapt into space, leaving behind just the grass and the wind and the African kite gliding high above, wings still as welded steel. Then I screamed.

"It's OK, Timmy," Dad insisted. "They're gone now. Look, you can see them climbing down."

Malcolm came loping back up the hill, his face red with exertion. He echoed Dad: "Really, lad, take a look."

Even Johnathan jumped in, acting as if he were another adult: "It's not that big a deal. See. I'm not afraid." He grabbed at my bowed head, trying to force it off Dad's shoulder; but I only protested more shrilly. Dad had to carry me right to the edge of the cliff and turn around, waiting until I had the nerve to open my eyes. Then I did see the baboons. The whole clan had reassembled and was rippling down the sheer rock-face like a muscular brown liquid, descending so quickly they seemed to be falling. The infants, still clinging to their mothers' bellies, bobbled and stared up toward me. They made no sound as their primal families dropped away, sucked into the abyss.

"Don't be such a baby," Johnathan said, which hurt because it came close to the truth. I still felt terrified in a panicky, helpless way. The rapidity of the baboons' descent tugged at me—made me feel I must go too. I gripped Dad more tightly and wouldn't let go even after he stepped back from the cliff edge. As our group reassembled and started across the rocky plain toward the language 
school, I stayed perched on his shoulders, refusing to get down despite Johnathan's offer to race me to the next tree or rock. I wasn't in such a hurry now to outrun my brother. 

Eventually, Dad began to sing in his rich baritone voice: "Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days, all the days of my life." Then Mother joined in, her cheeks flushed red from the cool breeze and the exercise and the happiness of the wild open spaces. Her clear soprano rang out like a hand bell, and the rest of the group picked up on it. They became one big walking choir belting out the lyrics: "And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever. And I shall feast at the table spread for me."

Little Nat had fallen asleep in a sling that Mom had rigged on her back from a native shawl, a white strip of cloth called a shamma. Safe on Dad's shoulders, finally I joined with the other singers, compelled by the unified sound of our group. I imagined our voices carrying for miles, lifted on the cool wind and blown across the treeless pastures: "Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me, all the days, all the days of my life." Could the wind carry those words all the way to the edge of the great escarpment above Addis Ababa? Could it carry the song down the mountainsides to the distant city, even to the walled academy where Johnathan would be returning to school?

I looked to my older brother walking alongside Mom, his hand almost touching hers as it swung back and forth. His lips moved with the words of the song, but I couldn't hear his voice. Eyes fixed on the horizon, he seemed to have already gone.



The Chameleon Looked Both Ways

I WAS OFTEN ALONE after Johnathan's visit ended and he was taken back down the long, steep escarpment to boarding school. My parents went back to work. Each morning they met with the other missionaries for three hours of intensive language practice, leaving Nat and me with the brown-skinned nanny whom I still refused to acknowledge. She smelled of wood smoke; that was all I knew. 

I clung to Mom's skirt as she and Dad walked out of the apartment. I dragged along behind them, clear to the steps of the classroom, with the nanny close behind balancing Nat on her hip. They had to pry me loose at the door. If I tried to squeeze in, the Ethiopian language teacher blocked my entry, closing the door as if I did not exist. I stared at the hard, varnished wood, wishing I could walk through it unseen.

As I waited, the dew steamed off the lawn of the language school. Nothing else happened. Bored, I clambered over the porch railing, so that I could stand in a bed of poinsettias and peek through an open window. I ignored the clucking of the unwanted babysitter. My parents were inside, and I wanted to be closer to them.

Today, I could see Dad with a spike of short black hair on his forehead. His blind eye drifted—the eye whose sight he had lost at 
age sixteen in a freak accident at the firing range. Where did that eye look, I wondered. And what did he see there? 

I watched Mom too, with her electric way of smiling, her cheerful red cheeks and white teeth. I concentrated on her especially. I knew that she was more likely to look back because mothers generally looked at little boys more often than fathers did.

Occasionally, she gave me a furtive glance, hoping that I wasn't focused on her, but if her eyes met mine, she smiled wistfully and turned back to the language teacher.

"Ta-nayis-tilling,"said the teacher. "That is how you may say 'Hello.' Then you can ask 'Dehenah na chew?' which is to say 'How }›› are you?

I climbed back onto the steps, sat down, and listened, still refusing to look at the Ethiopian nanny as she cuddled Nat and called to me from the lawn, using her own strange version of my name—Timotheus. I could pick out Mom's high, clear voice echoing the teacher. I sat and listened and tried to say some of the words myself, joining the whole chorus of voices that parroted these strange words back to the teacher.

"Ferengi, "he announced.

"FERENGI!" they replied, and I mouthed the word too. I had heard this word often because children shouted it whenever they saw me. They chased us white people with this word, grinning as if we were clowns or street performers.

"This word is for foreigner. You know it, I'm sure. But really it is not from Ethiopia. The Italians brought it during the World War Number Two, and so our people learned to call all foreigners by one word. I am afraid you will be hearing ferengi all the time while you are in Ethiopia. Please repeat it.Ferengi."

I stared at the poinsettia plants next to the steps, with their incredibly green leaves and brilliant scarlet flowers.

"Ferengi,"I said.

That's when I saw the chameleon. Three inches long, it blended in—jade green—with the leaves of the poinsettia plant. Holding its body still, it spun its bulbous eyes, each one gazing a different 
direction, scanning the two hemispheres for danger. Only after five minutes did it take a cautious step. 

Teetering, twitching, it took another step.

I held back, wondering if I could be poisoned by a creature so ugly, but after a while I screwed up the courage to poke the leaf it perched on. At this disturbance, the chameleon clenched into a rigid, crouched stance, as if surrounded by predators.

Neither of us blinked. Neither moved. We played a silent staring game, lulled into contemplation by the fat bumblebees that droned over the snapdragons and by the rhythmic call-and-response of the language class. The chameleon had one eye fixed on me, but the other swirled, looking for something else to anchor it.

"Gi-delem," said the instructor.

"Gi-delem!"replied the class.

"This is a very useful word in Ethiopia when things do not work as you please. It is the same as 'It does not matter.' Please let me hear you again."

"Gi-delem!"I said, leaning toward the chameleon.

I poked at the poinsettia again and watched the chameleon grip more tightly. It trembled. It looked so afraid that I became less afraid. Steeling myself, I lightly stroked its back with my finger. Both eyes swung upward, scanning my finger. The feel of its skin—dry and raspy like emery cloth—surprised me. I brought my face down only a few inches from its face. The pale green neck sagged in a V under its chin. The dark green lips stretched into a painful grin, pinned back at the corners.

Carefully I pinched the creature between my forefinger and thumb. Then I lifted, feeling it clutch at the poinsettia leaf until forced to let go and swim away in the air. Under the loose skin, I could make out tiny muscles moving and tiny parts trying desperately to find a new balance, a new stability.

I placed the chameleon on my palm and steadied it with a finger. It rolled one eye at my face. It rolled the other toward the poinsettia plant, looking both ways at once. I laughed. This was a wonderful, funny creature—too interesting to let go of.


The minute details of the tiny reptile secured me in the present—in Debre Birhan, a small town on the plateau north of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. America was already fading out of my memory. I could no longer picture my bedroom in Saint Joseph, Missouri, or Grandmother Clara's little bungalow in Hiawatha, Kansas. I couldn't even conjure up Grandmother's face, except for her halo of white hair and a set of teeth laced with silver. My past had dimmed into a hazy cluster of memories more like dreams than reality—a shaft of sunlight on a gingham blanket, a suffused warmth on my skin. But this grotesque little being, with its stiff, unstable legs and spinning eyes, felt very familiar as I balanced it on my palm, tickled by its two-pronged grip. Everything else was vague and distant, but it was solid and green and wonderfully defined. We were both real, the chameleon and me. And so I knew that we belonged together. I would keep it and make it mine. 



A Vocabulary for My Senses

AFTER SIX MONTHS at language school in northern Ethiopia, we moved south to our first official mission station. Dad, whose career as a doctor had been on hold, was posted to a hospital near the town of Soddo in Wolaita district. There, we occupied a real house instead of a temporary apartment. The suitcases could stop masquerading as dressers, and though Johnathan was still away at boarding school in Addis Ababa, my younger brother, Nat, was finally old enough to distract me a bit. Plus I had my own yard to gallop in, with grass kept short by a tethered donkey. 

Out back, a huge avocado tree spread over the lawn and formed a wonderful leafy world unto itself. Though barely four, I found that I was able to clamber up inside the green dome of leaves. Once there—where heavy limbs reached out parallel to the ground—I prowled in secret, like my pet chameleon, holding thinner branches as handrails. From hidden perches, I monitored the whole mission compound, seeing into the countryside all around.

The Wolaita region was lush compared to the cold, grassy highlands of Debre Birhan. Farm plots covered the terrain, stitched together in green-and-yellow squares and rectangles and trapezoids, blanketing the valleys and even the gentle, sloping mountains. Banana trees with leaves as big as elephant ears flourished behind each thatched house. Papaya trees shot skyward too, looking like poles that had sprouted green footballs.


A red dirt road split the fifteen acres owned by the mission. To the south, where the road entered the compound, four whitewashed classrooms boxed in an open field that served as parade ground and soccer pitch for the mission's elementary school. I could see tin flashing through a row of trees and hear Ethiopian children calling out to each other at recess. Across from these classrooms, a series of long, narrow buildings stretched out in parallel rows, linked by roofed walkways. These were the clinic and patient wards. Made of chicka—an Ethiopian adobe of mud and straw and dung—the walls were whitewashed, like all walls on the compound, and the roofs were tin, so they shimmered with silver light at midday. Through the leaves of the avocado I could spy into open windows, where the wooden shutters had been thrown open and patients lay on their iron beds—motionless silhouettes waiting to feel better. 

About fifteen missionaries worked at Soddo, and their houses were spread out along the remaining dirt drive. Across from us was the Andersons' squat, block-shaped house, with a spray of banana trees covering one corner. Then came the Schmidts and the Bergens, and the road petered out fifty yards up the slope, where old Selma lived next to her beloved bookshop full of ink-scented gospel tracts and Amharic New Testaments.

I clambered around in the dark foliage of our avocado tree every day, spying on my new world and squeezing the wrinkled fruit to feel its ripeness. Mom made me avocado sandwiches on request, spreading the slick green pulp like butter or adding sliced egg and salt. Then I climbed right back into the tree with half of a sandwich clamped in my mouth, to hide up there under the green umbrella, happily watching the mousebirds as they came and went, pirouetting on their thin tail feathers. I even dreamed at night that I could scramble out on the giant limbs until they bent down and delivered me to lower branches, so that I would slip-slide clear to the ground. Like my chameleon, which I kept in a box full of avocado leaves, I felt safest in a dark green refuge.

The only Ethiopian I encountered daily was Marta the houseworker, with her hair bound up in a blue turban, firm as a soccer 
ball, and her face turned round by a smile. As she stoked the wood stove and wrung out the wet sheets, she hummed hypnotic tunes. She murmured the same word over and over— Yesus.

I felt at ease around Marta, but away from home I became as cautious as my chameleon. If Mom brought me along to fetch Dad from the hospital, I turned my face into her skirts and froze as soon as we entered the waiting room. Dozens of Ethiopian patients were there, perched on wooden benches or lying on the cement floor. These sick strangers with veined wood-smoke eyes and rough skin always wanted to finger my crewcut and cup my arms, as if weighing the soft white flesh. They spat on Nat's corn-silk hair to show their admiration."Betam taruno,"they whispered, as if looking at a remarkable painting or a large diamond. I found these men and women weird and frightening, so I hid and refused to answer questions. I would have preferred they didn't exist.

The avocado tree, the chameleon, the sky: these were my only companions in those first months at Soddo—except for Marta, Nat, and my parents. As a result, what I learned about Ethiopian culture came to me slowly. One morning as Mother planned the Bible lesson she would teach to a women's group, cutting out a cardboard figure of little Zaccheus the tax collector (high in his lookout tree searching for Jesus), she burst out uncharacteristically, "If they wanted us to work with the Wolaita people, then why didn't they teach us Wolaita?"

It had never occurred to me that there were more languages in Ethiopia than the one Mom and Dad had wrestled with at Debre Birhan. Stunned, I asked, "Mama, don't they speak Amharic?"

She sighed. "Only a few. And not the women."

Because of this language gap, Mom often had trouble communicating with Marta. She would bite her lips in exasperation as she tried to pantomime yet another foreign task, such as how to mix the ingredients for an angel food cake—beating the egg whites until they were stiff enough to stand, then adding sifted flour and confectioners' sugar bit by bit.

She became so desperate about managing Marta that she re
sorted to a pictograph drawn in colored pencil. First she rendered our kitchen clock with an oversize hand pointing to nine; then she drew in the iron stove with red flames blazing from its open door, implying that Marta should refuel it. She paired clock hands pointing to ten with a blue-checkered dress over a basin of sudsy water: time for laundry. Then she drew pots and pans on the stove and a clock with both hands pointing to noon. Lunch! 

When Dad came home from the hospital, he too seemed befuddled at times.

"I had a man jump out a window today," he announced one afternoon.

"Charles!" Mom gasped. "He didn't!"

"Headfirst. When I told him I needed to take blood for a transfusion, he dove and ran."

Curious as always, I broke in: "But, Daddy, why would you take his blood?"

"To give to his wife who lost a lot in surgery."

"Then why did he run away?"

Dad grimaced. "Now that's the million-dollar question. Maybe he thought I was going to steal his soul."

"That's crazy," I replied.

Mom chastised me. "Timmy, don't say crazy."

"Mom's right," Dad added. "People die if they lose too much blood, so some of the people in Soddo may think that their spirits live in their blood."

My picture of Ethiopia was my parents' picture, except for rare, weird glimpses stolen from the safety of my crow's-nest high in the avocado tree. Sometimes, when I had found the right roost, I would spy on incoming patients. A group of farmers came along, walking two abreast with their callused toes splayed as they strained under a stretcher of eucalyptus poles and strapped cloth. The woman they carried, pregnant and weary to death, lay buried under white cotton shawls. Only her hands showed, clamping the poles of the litter in a clawlike grip. All I could hear, besides the muffled footfalls in the dust, was her labored breathing, which came out in sudden moaning bursts like air forced from a bellows.


They passed, then along came a blind man led by a little girl, who held onto the opposite end of his staff, guiding him down the road. They went very slowly because his legs were swollen up as thick as an elephant's legs and covered with bloody bandages. 

Then came a boy a bit older than me, maybe even the age of my brother Johnathan, who swung himself along on a single T-shaped crutch. The leg next to the crutch ended above the knee in a brown stump. When he stopped and looked up, he spotted me. He just stood there and gawked with an open-mouthed smile.

I had seen this boy lurching by our house before, and I imagined he attended the mission's elementary school where Mom taught English classes. I had overheard Dad muttering once, "All they had to do was to bring him to us!"

He meant the words for Mom, who was standing next to him carving a loaf of bread, but I blurted out, "Who didn't bring him?"

So Dad explained. The boy had fallen out of a tree and broken his leg, but the healer in his village insisted no one should go to the foreign doctors. He splinted the leg himself, tying the splints so tightly the blood couldn't flow. The boy's leg didn't improve; on the contrary, it began to smell like dead fish.

"He had gangrene," Dad said. "And once you get gangrene, there's nothing anyone can do, except cut away the ruined part."

"You cut off his leg?"

"We had to..."

"But, Timmy," Mom interrupted, and she adopted her Sunday school voice, "do you see how he smiles? He learned about Jesus while he was here. That's why he comes back so much."

Now, as I stared down from the avocado tree, the crippled boy waved. I put my finger over my lips. He put his own finger over his lips. I pointed down the road, meaning for him to go on. He gestured back the same way, pointing as if I should walk away from my perch into midair. Then I laughed, unable to help myself, and he laughed too. He pivoted on his crutch and swung away, still smiling that enigmatic smile.


***

The Wolaita Christians, all of them, had this "something" that the boy had, something that I didn't have and that not even Mom and Dad had, despite all their spiritual yearning. They seemed to carry secret springs inside themselves that bubbled over even in the throes of pain. When evening descended, they would comfort each other by breaking into spontaneous song, chanting strange antiphonal tunes that quavered in minor keys, tender to my unaccustomed ears. 

"Yesus was poor," the lead singer called out in a tremulous voice, letting the words lift high into the dim, tin-covered rafters of the hospital ward.

"Yesus was poor," all the other patients chanted back.

"We are poor too," he sang, and they echoed, "We are poor too.

"But God took care of Yesus."

"Yes, God took care of Yesus, "they replied.

"And God will take care of us..."

Sometimes the lead singer made up new verses—"Yesus was lonely. We are lonely too." Or "Yesus was sick. We are sick too." On and on he went, and the other patients faithfully followed, lying back in their metal cots, full of aches and pains but chanting out this strange, sweet trust.

Their voices drifted out the paneless windows of the mud-walled hospital and across the red dirt road, hanging in the lowering dark, then wafting through our screen door on the evening breeze. The sound drifted through the dimming rooms of our house, then out the back door into the dusky yard and the shadowed avocado tree. I felt something deeply holy about such words and music, even though I understood so little.

At this hour, Dad would also go out and start the generator in the little shed across the road. He yanked at the cord of the antique machine until slowly, patiently, it pumped to life, puttering like the submerged motor on a trawler. This faithful engine, after it had steadied itself on its oil-stained cement pad, settled into a deep thumping rhythm—pucka, pucka, pucka, pucka—and I always 
thrilled at the sound. With it came electricity, the invisible stuff that snaked its way into the house through wires to wake up all the light bulbs. 

What a wonderful consistent sound—the pumping of that sturdy old generator. It was time itself, moving predictably, not rushed or spastic. It meant a range of calm things. It meant the coming of the night. It meant the Southern Cross already bright on the horizon. It meant the moon.

Sometimes, Mother would heat the cast-iron kettle on the wood stove and scrub me down in the kitchen. She plopped me into a galvanized washtub next to my brother Nat. If the water went cold, she pulled us out like laundry that needed to be rinsed. Then she added scalding water from the kettle, stirred it a bit, and lifted us back in, to be deliciously warmed.

I could hear the distant tremolo of the singing patients over the pumping of the generator, and I sang my own unconscious song—Jesus was a child too, just like me. But God took care of Jesus, and God will take care of me.

I fooled around, tickling Nat, because I knew that if we could prolong the whole wet and slippery process until nine o'clock, the generator would be turned off to save fuel. Then the two of us boys might get dried off in the warm, yellow light of a candle, which was magical in its own way. Maybe we could even escape Mom's grip to race through the flickering house, chasing our giant shadows. If we could just keep her in a good mood, then we might get one last minute of abandonment, delirious with our own clean skin and wet hair.

Eventually, though, we were captured. We went to our beds and said our prayers, mindful to include Johnathan at Bingham Academy and Sisoni Odeiki, the Indonesian orphan we sponsored through World Vision. I thought of the crippled boy too, whose name I did not know. "Lord, take care of the boy with one leg, and everybody else in the whole world. In Jesus' name, amen."

Then I did what all children must do: I went to sleep and grew older.
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