The Mango Ghosts

Joycelin Leahy – Wk 7
The night was warm. It was 3am. We each had our bed sheets with us. Wrapped in the sheets like some strange science fiction movie characters, we glided over the rough stones on the road away from the village. The stones on the road stood out in the moonlight. Each stone seemed to be watching every careful step my best friend Malu Mambu and I took. We were bare feet,
Malu and I had our arm around each other as we walked closely together. We were with grown ups, my other aunts, (her cousins) walking just ahead of us.

Malu and I were the youngest and afraid. We needed some money for Christmas and I convinced grandma to collect mangos with the older girls to sell at the local market. Mangos in season fetched about 10cents for two. A bag would earn $5 and that was enough to get us some sugar and rice. Our village was close to town, an hour’s walk from Lae City, Papua New Guinea.

As we walked in silence, my four older aunts headed for the huge breadfruit tree almost 45 minutes away from the village. In the darkness, when the moon hid for a minute or two, our ghost-like figures, all six, glided across the road in a pack. Sometimes, my aunt Giuc would flick the torch on and off. She was careful not to waste the battery. We needed the torch inside the bush. The thin sheer white and light blue cotton bed sheets flowed when a breeze touched it. The sheet ends would drop back in a soft flow as we hugged the top tight to keep us warm. At least 50 metres up the road was the entrance into the village cemetery. We will not be going there.
I was ten. Malu 11 and the others’ ages ranged from 15 to 17. This was my first mango collecting night with my aunts. If I was not fishing, Malu and I would usually be with the other children in the day, collecting seeds and cooking them up in old empty cans from canned tuna and bully beef purchased from Chinese stores. We would ‘share’ these ‘food’ at a pretend table and speak like white people. The pretend tables were made from flotsam readily washed ashore on the beach at our village. We spoke “shoverer shoverer shoverer sho” thinking it was English and pretended we understood each other in nods and giggles and laughter. Sometimes we would be Chinese and speak “Ngi ho wah, aha nghi”, while we traded ‘goods’ we collected such as a half used spray deodorant. That would be a priceless item. Plastic containers were also handy for water collection.

This time, my mother was away. I wanted to be with the big girls. Mother would have been angry if she had heard about this mango expedition but all my aunts promised not to tell. 
As we walked in the moonlight, Malu smiled widely at me and said, “You came!”

I smiled back and said “yes it’s school holidays!” 
“Ok tonight we will tell stories”, she said as we followed the older ones.

We had left the village early to position ourselves to collect wild mangoes. We wanted to collect the best mangos before everyone else came to collect them. There were at least six to eight large mango trees in the bush, located at various parts of the jungle in our village, Wagang. Some were close to villagers’ gardens and others further in the wild. We had three torches between us. If you did not have a torch you used the moonlight. Wild mangos had a dusty silver sheen on the skin and you can see them peeking at you in the dark places. We also felt for the mangoes in the dark with our feet. It is quite yucky on a rotten one, but you soon pick out the good ones.
Malu was my best friend from age five. She had one older and two younger sisters and three brothers. Their father was my grandmother’s brother.
Malu and I went to different schools and she was a year ahead. The villagers often joked we were Siamese twins because we would walk everywhere with our arms around each other. We were almost the same height until a year later when I grew taller.
When the six of us reached the old breadfruit tree, we stopped and sat a little on the warm stones on the main road to the village. The road was not sealed. Many fire flies went by and my older aunts promised not to tell ghost stories. Two of my aunts laid down on the road. I asked why we stopped and they said we needed to wait for an hour at least because we came too early. I had suspected that we were also close to the cemetery so my aunts were scared. None of them said anything about the cemetery but we were all carrying and covering our bed sheets so we look ghost-like and I wondered if we would confuse the real ghosts if they were around.
At almost 3:45am, we saw a distant flicker of light. 

I said, “I think there is a car coming”. 

“Where?” Malu asked.

“It is coming from the village” I said and everyone looked in the direction of the village.

My mother’s sister, Aunty Giuc and two others who had been lying down got up. Aunty Giuc said: “Let’s just stay on the road, pretend we are ghosts and let’s see what happens”.
I knew it was a very bad thing to do, but it sounded very exciting.

We all agreed. Two laid down and two sat while two of us stood, right in the centre of the road. The vehicle was moving fast towards us. The high beam caught on to our sheets and we stood out. 

Suddenly at 10 to 15 metres away, the vehicle braked and reversed, then U-turned and sped back towards the village.
We all ran into the bush laughing. We collected our mangos and headed home as daylight broke. The story of six ghosts on the road to the village cemetery had already reached the village well before we got there.

