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Adinkra Symbol: Dwennimmen

Meaning: “Ram’s horns” Depicts two rams butting heads and symbolises the balancing of strength in mind, body, and soul, with humility, wisdom, and learning. (adinkrasymbols.org)

“Attree crafts a poignant, moving story with a strong sense of place. Like good guava jam, the prose lingers on the palate long after reading.”

— Tendai Huchu, author of The Hairdresser of Harare.
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“In ‘Guava Jam’, Lizzy Attree has astonishingly managed to connect two contested homelands, Kurdistan, and the Eastern Cape, still menaced by the lingering evidence of past colonial settler injustices. Although Lucy, the protagonist and narrator at the centre of it all, is a Londoner, a sojourner in the former British settler territory of Salem, Eastern Cape, she is all softness (yet not a soft touch), the epitome of empathy, which is to say Ubuntu. This is a wonderful, accomplished story set in a former empire territory, whose British sun has long since long set, but whose inhabitants can't escape its scalding shadows.”

— Percy Zvomuya, editor of When Three Sevens Clash and author of The Black Victorian (forthcoming October ’26).
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“A quietly touching slice of life story about a woman on the brink of transformation amidst unfamiliar emotional and geographical terrain. Lizzy Attree evokes both the crossing of multicultural lives and loneliness in London and the specificity of rural life in the Eastern Cape with elegance, sharp detail and humour.” 

— Efemia Chela, contributing editor Johannesburg Review of Books.
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“Weaving between South Africa and London to map the fraught borders of empathy, ‘Guava Jam’ is a quiet and devastating look at the limits of transient connections and the fierce, isolating instinct of motherhood. Written with vivid characterisation and emotional depth, it’s an unsentimental tale of the enduring search for belonging.”

— Brian Chikwava, author of Shamiso.
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If this is your first, welcome to the ZamaShort series!

If not, welcome back!

What is ZamaShort?

From the publisher StoryTime that brought you the StoryTime Magazine, African Roar anthology series, and AfroSF anthology series, ZamaShort is a new imprint focused on the amazing powerhouse that is the short story. We give each single short story its own publication so that it may have its own spotlight. To be read and savoured as a stand-alone publication.

ZamaShort is decidedly genre agnostic. We are keen to publish all fiction stories that resonate with us no matter the genre, be it contemporary, satire, science fiction, africanfuturism, fantasy, etc.

The ZamaShort series will only publish original fiction.

ZamaShort works in equal partnership with each author.

All ZamaShort selections for editing and publication are made from submissions. We also have a strict no-genAI policy and accompanying blacklist.

ZamaShort publishes one story a month.

As per the StoryTime mandate initialised in 2007, with the ZamaShort imprint we will continue to champion and add to the ever-growing canon of African literature excellence and diversity.

With all that said, welcome again, we hope that you will enjoy this short story and all the ones in the series!
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Lizzy Attree is the co-founder of the Safal Kiswahili Prize for African Literature and works as Trusts Officer at the Terrence Higgins Trust. She has a PhD from SOAS, University of London and Blood on the Page, her collection of interviews with the first African writers to write about HIV and AIDS from Zimbabwe and South Africa, was published by Cambridge Scholars Publishing in 2010. She was UK Director on the board of Short Story Day Africa 2018 - 2023 and was the Director of the Caine Prize from 2014 to 2018. In 2015, she taught African literature at Kings College, London and has since taught at Goldsmiths College and Richmond, the American International University in London 2018-2025. She is the Producer of Thinking Outside the Penalty Box, an African Footballers project partnering with Chelsea and Arsenal, funded by Arts Council England and supported by the Poetry Society, and a freelance writer, reviewer, and critic.
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I’ve spent a lot of time around writers. As a literature graduate, who didn’t get on to the creative writing class at Manchester back in the ’90s, I didn’t think I could be a writer. I was just a reader, a good one, a critic perhaps, but not a writer. I remember Nana Wilson-Tagoe teaching me that writers need critics, that they complete the process of rendering meaning, and that always comforted me. It was a revelation that a reader could have a meaningful place in the world.

The longer I spent with writers the more I both loathed and loved them. I didn’t seem to have that drive to write all the time, but I liked writing letters, I liked to observe, and I am in love with language. The things language can do, the precision, the specificity, the way you can recreate but also imagine a story and characters into a vivid form and share ideas with someone else.

I had a friend I wrote to, and very few people I would share writing with, but eventually, at my last Caine Prize workshop, I was encouraged by the facilitators and the writers to share a piece of my own. The story was ‘A Funeral in Kumasi’, which I had initially written to a close friend, drawing on a strong memory and sense of place that had never left me. The small circle of writers in Bagamoyo held space for me, and I’ll always be grateful for that. Treated me as an equal, or at least someone who could be heard in that room by the sea. I was offered advice, encouragement, and eventually, somewhere to publish the story.

After it was expertly edited by Carey Baraka and published online in Enkare Review, I gained a little confidence and I started to map out a set of short stories I could put together, mostly drawn from life and experiences I had wanted to record and possibly share. But time was not my friend, and life with children takes over, and to be completely honest I am a bit lazy. It is easier to write about something else, a piece of art, literature, a poem, to a deadline, than it is to indulge yourself in reverie, to spend time on a private project that may never see the light. Rather swim and laugh and be with friends, in the moment.

‘Guava Jam’ was a story that sat in a diary I wrote while I was in Salem, a small village near Grahamstown in South Africa. I wrote partly out of loneliness and partly out of the unusual nature of the events I experienced when I lived in the Eastern Cape. Certain experiences remain vivid, and I seem to be able to recall images and moments in time with a specific clarity that I liked to try to capture. I also wrote to impress a man I had foolishly fallen in love with and knew I could never have. My life was going in a different direction, it was confusing and sad, exciting and unnerving, but I wanted to record impulses, desires, thoughts and feelings, while they happened, and while I still had a certain freedom. Perhaps in writing that is the only freedom there is?

Yvonne Vera wrote in Writing Near the Bone that “For me writing is light, a radiance that captures everything in a fine profile. Within it I do not hide. I travel bravely beyond that light, into the shadows that this light creates, and in that darkness it is also possible to be free, to write, to be a woman.” She was another great teacher who Nana Wilson-Tagoe brought into my life.

I don’t fit in with many people, I am cynical and distant, I like to lead or watch from afar, read, spend time alone, think. I may appear to be outgoing, generous, even vivacious but I am also melancholy, regularly crushed by self-doubt and depression. But I return to language. My love of it. How the best writers manipulate words to take you to a place in your head that you can fully understand, see, absorb, live in, for a while—most likely to hide from reality, that became something I was very good at.

And yet, most of my ideas for stories came from ideas or experiences that I had witnessed or been part of. I was lucky to be able to travel a great deal through my job and meet the most extraordinary people. Stimulating, inspiring, talkative, and talented, these writers that I was surrounded with continued to show me how their craft worked, how collaboratively we could improve on stories, how editing helps stories to shine, and how moments of insight could grow into stories that become prize winners, that grew into novels, that appealed to huge audiences. Stories that were worth sharing.

I hope ‘Guava Jam’ is a story worth sharing. It contains a kernel of a story from London too, something wet and grey to contrast with the heat and dust of Salem. I shared it on its own with a dear friend, Meg Samuelson, and she suggested it could be part of something bigger, and it was the first time I considered that my sketches, the little snippets of life that I could capture, might be part of something larger. Something I could continue. I hope it works to weave it in to the centre of a different story. There’s a part of me that wanted to illuminate the character of the narrator a little, in a way that was only possible by grounding her in London, the anchor and nursery from which her perspective on the Eastern Cape is coming from.

I’ve shared the story with various others over the years, and I have to say that for me the writing is painfully slow, or at least I return to it slowly and with great trepidation. Often neglecting stories for years, or, sparking only when another responds positively. I am grateful for Simon Van Schalkwyk’s reliable feedback, Percy Zvomuya’s wisdom, as well as Ivor W. Hartmann’s edits, which helped me to feel more confident that perhaps the little moments I’ve tried to capture were worth the words I had moulded around them. Ultimately the reader forms the final piece of the jigsaw, finding meaning, somewhere amongst the static of our fleeting lives.
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“I so hate myself to be pinned down. My mind is always leaping ahead. People sense this. They resent it. Their little bit of truth is enough. Their life stops on their doorstep... I’d like to get a head start. I’d like to be a confederator in this new world. I’ve long outgrown my small little one. They have the signs up all over – trespassers will be prosecuted – but I am an imaginative trespasser. There are no barriers then.” ~ Bessie Head, 3rd October 1965 (Imaginative Trespasser, Letters between Bessie Head, Patrick, and Wendy Cullinan 1963–1977).
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Knocking on the front door of the Salem Inn one Saturday morning and calling for help, was a Gogo, with two small children sitting a few metres behind her on the grassy verge. Lucy had been alone since Friday lunchtime in the house that Dieter had taken over in the Eastern Cape after leaving Stellenbosch the year before. He was renting to Pumla and Lucy, while they studied and taught at the university in Grahamstown. Various local drunks and old women had come to the house that morning; one young man was selling chickens, which Lucy declined, only to find out later he had stolen them from his own grandmother to pay for home-brewed beer, umqombothi. There was a faint singing beneath Lucy’s window, she was reluctant to get out of bed again with the house to herself, and planning a calm weekend reading alone, but the erratic calls for help persisted accompanied
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