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			It is one of the strange discoveries a man makes that life, however you lead it, contains moments of exhilaration; there are always comparisons which can be made with worse times: even in danger and misery the pendulum swings.

			—GRAHAM GREENE,
The Power and the Glory

		

	
		

		
			This book is a work of memoir; it is a true story based on interviews, conversations, and my best recollections of events over the past ten years in Zimbabwe, and before. While the people and stories portrayed in this book are all true, I have changed some names to protect identities. In the service of narrative, in some instances I have compressed conversations that might have taken place over a longer time period.

		

	
		ONE

		Phoning Home

		I WAS FIVE THOUSAND MILES AWAY, DRUNK AND HAPPILY UNAWARE at a friend’s birthday party in Berlin, when I learned that the first white farmer had been murdered.

		Someone had left a television on in the corner of the apartment. I knew, even with the sound off, that it was a news report on Zimbabwe. There’s something about rich red earth the color of blood that you can never wash away, no matter how far you’ve traveled, or how long you’ve been running. It was a Sunday afternoon, April 16, 2000.

		For the previous month back in Zimbabwe the government of President Robert Mugabe had been threatening to take away land from the country’s forty-five hundred white farmers. Gangs of armed men—said to be veterans of the liberation war that had ended white rule twenty years earlier—had begun invading white-owned land, assaulting black farmworkers, looting homes, burning tobacco barns, and stoning dogs, pigs, and cattle to death. Still, it was a shock to discover that a farmer had now been murdered. His name was David Stevens. He had been savagely beaten, and then shot in the face and back at point-blank range with a shotgun, after a mob abducted him from his farm in the district of Macheke.

		I had been out of Zimbabwe for seven years, traveling, writing, drinking away my late twenties and early thirties in the rootlessness of London, but I knew that Macheke was only an hour’s drive from my parents’ game farm and backpacker lodge in the eastern mountains of the country, and that they were in terrible danger. If they didn’t leave fast, they would surely be murdered as well, and it would be a brutal, bloody, all-too-African end. They would die like this man Stevens.

		I frantically dialed their number and waited for what seemed like hours to get a connection. My mother finally answered.

		She sounded on edge, her voice high-pitched through the static.

		“Hello, yes, who’s this?”

		“Mom, it’s me, Douglas. Jesus, what’s happening? Are you guys all right?”

		“It’s terrible,” she said.

		I pictured her and my father barricaded in the house, a mob rattling their gates.

		“What’s happening? Mom, what’s happening?”

		“We’ve already lost four wickets.”

		“Four what?”

		“Four wickets, darling. Not going very well at all. It’s ninety-one for four….”

		Christ. She and my father were watching a cricket match. I could hear the crackle of the commentary on the TV in the background. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or horrified.

		“Jeez, Ma. Not the cricket. The farm. Have you any idea what’s going on? This guy has been murdered up the road from you. Are you sure you’re okay?”

		There was a long pause, as if I had sucked the air out of a balloon. I heard her take a drag of her cigarette. She would have a drink nearby. Bols brandy on the rocks. She’d switched from Gordon’s gin years ago. Said it gave her headaches.

		I could picture my father clearly now, too, down the passageway, around the corner in the living room, feet up in his leather recliner. The remote would be in one hand, a mug of Coke in the other, and he would be cursing at the new batsman for playing a loose shot: “Move your bloody feet! Get into line! Agh, hit the ball, for Chrissake!” Dappled late-afternoon sunlight would be streaming through the arches of the veranda, illuminating the purple crests of the mountains behind and setting on the wheat fields of the farms in the valley below.

		Those farms could have been on fire for all my parents knew.

		“Oh, that,” my mother finally said, her voice fading through the static. “Yes, well, it doesn’t look very good, does it? I guess we’re just going to have to wait and see.”

		Wait and see didn’t seem a wise option to me.

		I told her I thought it best they pack up fast and lie low, whether in Mutare, the closest town, in another valley over the mountain pass twelve miles away, or, even better, across the border in Mozambique. Mozambique. It sounded absurd just suggesting it. Mozambique had been at war for most of my childhood. People fled Mozambique for our side of the border. But like the seasons, in Africa the state of nations turns and occasionally comes full circle. Yes, Mozambique. Anywhere would be safer than Zimbabwe.

		But my parents, I discovered on that phone call, were not going anywhere.

		“Darling,” my mother said, “don’t be ridiculous. We are Zimbabweans. This is our land.”

		And then I heard steel in her voice, fury rise in her throat.

		“Over my dead body will they take this place. Over my dead body.”

		By the time I put down the phone my mother was asking me how I was, and when I was going to come and visit again. She had the stoic, breezy air of someone who had lived through a lot and expected to live through this, too. She had seen worse.

		“How are they?” my friend asked when I returned to the party.

		“They’re watching cricket,” I said. “They have no idea what’s going on.”

	
		TWO

		If We Build It, They Will Come

		THE PLANE DROPPED OUT OF A CLOUD AND ARROWED IN ON A black strip bordered by wilted maize fields. A midmorning glare rippled the wings and glinted off the few modest skyscrapers of Harare, the capital city. Exiting the aircraft, I was smacked square in the face by the bright fist of an African sun. My pasty skin, from another English winter, told me I was a foreigner in my own country. My travel document said the same thing. After nine years in London I had finally qualified for a British passport and put my useless Zimbabwean one—the old green mamba—back in my desk drawer. At last: no more interminable queues for visas in the second-rate consulates of the First World countries I really wanted to be visiting at that time—yet I couldn’t help feeling a slight flush of embarrassment as I handed it to the immigration official. You lose something of yourself when you return to the country of your birth under the convenience of another.

		The officer thumbed through it with exaggerated indifference.

		“Occupation?”

		I could have said journalist, the title I usually gave myself as a struggling freelance writer in London, and I was here on an assignment from a British newspaper to write about the upcoming presidential elections. But it wasn’t a good time to be coming into Zimbabwe as a journalist. The Mugabe government was detaining reporters, expelling foreign correspondents, rejecting media visas. It had recently firebombed the offices of a local newspaper.

		“Cocktail bar critic,” I said, repeating what I had written on the form.

		It sounded ludicrous, but it wasn’t even a lie. I had found a rewarding sideline the past three years reviewing fashionable cocktail bars around the world for the Web site of an Irish whiskey company. I had a slick, laminated business card. I could even give him the Web address if he needed it. Besides, I was much more of a travel writer anyway, a leisure and lifestyle guy, not the fearless kind of foreign correspondent Zimbabwe clearly needed right now.

		“You’re not coming to write anything on our elections?” he inquired.

		“No, shamwari, I’m a Zimbabwean. Just visiting my parents in Mutare.”

		He looked me up and down, weighing my threat to national security. Then he laughed.

		“Mutare. A beautiful town. Have a good holiday.”

		Outside the terminal the familiar scent of diesel, wood smoke, and ripe fruit floated on the hot, dusty air. Already the grimy chill of London, which I had left only twenty-four hours earlier, seemed a lifetime and a world away. I didn’t have money for a rental car, so I woke a taxi driver I found asleep on the hood of his clapped-out Datsun 120Y and got him to drop me ten miles down the Harare-Mutare road, from where I would hitchhike the 180 miles to my parents’ farm.

		I loved hitching in Zimbabwe. I had thumbed all over the country in my late teens and early twenties. It was always so safe and easy, as if the country’s very geography, landlocked in southern Africa between the great currents of the Zambezi and Limpopo rivers and the towering Rift Valley mountains, had somehow preserved some of the old-fashioned manners and courtesies that you can no longer count on in Europe, America, or the rest of Africa.

		At least it used to be that way. It took me two hours now to get a ride. There were few cars. A fuel shortage had severed the country’s transport arteries. The vehicles that did pass seemed to speed up when they saw me. Buses belched black fumes in my face. An old black man in a straw hat driving a rusted jalopy weighed down with a harvest of ripe tomatoes pulled over to explain why he wasn’t able to give me a lift.

		“It is dangerous for me to be seen with a white man in this area,” he said.

		“Dangerous? Why’s that, sekuru?”

		“There are militia here. Sorry, young man, I cannot pick you up.”

		Butterflies danced in my stomach.

		It was March 2002 and the elections were only four days away. Everyone was jittery.

		I read the Daily News, one of the few in de pen dent newspapers left in the country. The front-page picture showed a black man whose back and buttocks had been whipped raw. “Militia Attack Opposition Activists in Ruwa,” read the headline. Ruwa lay ten miles ahead. The butterflies fluttered. The sky seemed to darken and rumble, as if acknowledging my anxiety.

		The land invasions had continued with a brutal efficiency in the two years since the murder of the first white farmer, David Stevens, and that frantic Berlin phone call I’d made home to my parents. Nine white farmers had been murdered now, and two thousand had fled their lands.

		President Mugabe and his ruling Zimbabwe African National Union—Patriotic Front party, or ZANU-PF, in power since liberation from white rule in 1980—maintained that the farm invasions were intended to return land to black peasants who had been dispossessed by whites in colonial times, as far back as the 1890s. Living in England, I had found it easy to believe that a violent race war had been launched in Zimbabwe against the last thirty thousand whites left in the country, a fraction of its thirteen million people. But it was apparent to many within Zimbabwe that the real reason for the violence had less to do with race than with the rapid rise of a popular new opposition political party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), which for the first time in twenty-two years posed a serious threat to Mugabe’s long rule.

		The deaths and evictions of white farmers had made front-page news around the world, but hundreds of thousands of black farmworkers and their families were being beaten and driven off the land at the same time, accused of supporting the MDC, and across the country black activists of the opposition party were routinely tortured, disappeared, killed. A government militia—olive-uniformed youths, dubbed “Green Bombers” after a poisonous fly—had joined the war veterans on drunk, drugged-up rampages through farms and townships. Now, two years after the start of the violence, a country that once had been known as the Breadbasket of Africa, able to feed itself and its neighbors, a model of tolerance and development, was turning to bush, its economy in free fall.

		Eventually a white farmer in a diesel pickup pulled over.

		“Where you going?” he asked.

		“Outside Mutare, a place called Drifters,” I told him.

		“Drifters? The backpacker lodge that had the pizza night?”

		I did a double take.

		“Ya, the lodge with the pizzas. It’s my parents’ place. You know it?”

		He laughed. “Everyone knows it. We used to drink there all the time. Hop in.”

		He was stocky, ruddy-faced, with a thick black mustache and skin tanned to the color of stained oak. He made my doughy northern flesh look white as an albino’s. As we drove he chain-smoked throat-searing toasted Madisons and ground the gears of his bakkie as if it was a tractor.

		We headed east, away from the sun.

		“Are your folks still on their place?” he asked with a hint of surprise.

		“Ya, so far. It’s not really agricultural land. Accommodation mostly, a tourism business, the backpacker lodge. They should be all right.”

		He looked at me like I was deluded, touched by the sun.

		“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, my friend.”

		After two hours, rolling blond savannah gave way to tumbling hills of granite and grassy woodland, and in the distance a giant barrier of purple cloud-topped peaks rose like a tidal wave out of the geological jumble: Manica land, the Eastern Highlands, the Mozambique frontier, the area I was born and raised in and which, when all was said and done, I had been in a hurry to leave.

		The farmer dropped me at the bottom of my parents’ drive, and I walked five hundred yards up the dirt track toward their house in the hills, the late-afternoon sun pressing through the leaves of sycamores and mango trees shading the road, bright-winged loeries and weaverbirds plucking at the ripe, low-hanging fruit. I was surprised to find the rusty gates to the house flung open to the world like the arms of an innocent child, but then when had my parents last locked their gates? Not since the liberation war twenty-two years earlier, when we’d lived—under siege, grenade shields on our windows and a loaded automatic rifle by the bed—on a grape farm in the northern part of the valley, and before that on a chicken farm farther east. “If you lock things up, people will think you have something to steal,” my mother always said, and although I now thought this philosophy utterly foolish, I was impressed they still stuck to it, given the current situation. Tello, my father’s springer spaniel, ran out to lick my legs, and I walked up moss-covered brick steps onto the high front lawn.

		It wasn’t one of the two farm houses I had grown up in, and so it had none of the emotional pull a childhood home has on an adult. But it was easy to see why my parents had bought this home a dozen years ago, soon after my father, a lawyer, retired and Helen, the youngest of my three sisters and the last of us four children, left home.

		A rambling 1950s ranch house, it was flanked on its east and west sides by giant fig trees and a pair of ghostly baobabs—knobbly, stout-trunked trees more suited to arid lowlands, and strangely out of place among the lush explosion of dahlias, vlei lilies, roses, and geraniums that made up my mother’s garden. Its red corrugated iron roof was common to many colonial Rhodesian farm houses, while a handsome arched veranda was draped with twisted grapevines and fuschia puffs of bougainvillea. Most spectacular of all was the view. From its high promontory you could watch the sun rise over Mozambique twenty miles to the east, see it set somewhere above the blue haze toward Harare in the west, and follow its arc in the day over the fields of rich and fertile farmland that carpeted the Mutare River valley below.

		And what farmland! If Zimbabwe was the Breadbasket of Africa, then this valley was a bakery, a fruit bowl, a dairy, and a butchery. Maize, the nation’s staple crop, grew like a weed; ripe fields of wheat and barley stretched to the riverbank; tobacco leaves the size of elephant ears spread to the foothills; and dairy and beef herds grew fat on the rich loamy pastures.

		I paused for a moment and looked down on the panorama.

		The Harare road I had just traveled snaked beyond the line of sycamores and acacias that marked the southern border of my parents’ land. But beyond it, I instantly saw something was wrong, out of place, like a jigsaw missing its piece. Instead of the usual luminous green fields, all I could make out was delinquent bush and a few listless crops on rough, unplowed ground. Dozens of mud huts had sprung up where maize and tobacco once grew, and wood smoke wafted out of the thatch, like kettles steaming on bush fires.

		I knew then that the valley had been hit hard.

		I dumped my bags by the Adirondack chairs on the veranda and padded into the house. For a moment I thought my parents were out on their ritual afternoon walk past the residential cottages they had built at the back of the land and down to the backpacker lodge. But then I surprised my mother in the kitchen. She was stirring a stew pot on the Dover woodstove and looked up at me with an excited shriek.

		“God, you gave me a fright!” she squealed, and ran over. “Hello, my darling, it’s so good to have you home.”

		Then she added with a wry chuckle: “Welcome to the front lines.”

		My mother always laughed when she was anxious. It was her shield, her defense mechanism. Laughter and cigarettes protected her.

		I noticed she was thinner than ever, slender as a fence pole, and I could feel the crenellated ridges of her spine as I held her close. But she was strong, too: sinewy, coiled. The deep lines on her tanned face told the story of thirty years spent on African farms, and yet she was still strikingly beautiful. She had gray eyes, an aristocratic nose, and an almost theatrically English accent. She had been an artist, actress, and drama teacher before she was a farmer. Although she had been born in Mutare, our hometown over the hills, in 1941 and could trace her ancestry in Africa as far back as the 1820s, her elegant, stagy manner would not have been out of place in a Home Counties village in England or on a West End stage.

		My father heard the commotion from his study and came barreling through with the force of a rhinoceros.

		“Aha—so you made it, did you!” he bellowed, and we hugged awkwardly for a moment, uncertain of this show of affection.

		A stocky, broad-shouldered man with enormous, rough, callused hands, his gray hair had turned almost white in the three years since I had last seen him—was that age or stress?—but he still had a healthy thick mop, and his pale blue eyes were lively behind his wire-rimmed glasses. My father was sixty-six years old. He could have passed for fifty.

		“We were expecting you at lunchtime,” said Mom. “Put your bags away, have a shower, and we’ll fix you a drink. We’ve got so much to catch up on.” Then she added with another flourish: “My God, the stories we’ve got to tell you.”

		I carried my bags through the living room, past the oak bookshelves, antique stinkwood chest, and upright Carl Ecke piano now layered with a thin film of dust, and into the second spare bedroom on the east side of the house. The room had two narrow beds, the same beds Helen and I had slept in as children, and after a cold shower I lay on one of them and stared up at the ceiling as a column of ants moved inexorably toward a hornets’ nest in the corner.

		I cleared my head.

		They had bought the house and the land, 730 acres, in the winter of 1990, ten years after Zimbabwe’s independence from Britain, not so much as a business—although my father was always scheming up new ways to spin a buck, to make that elusive fortune—but to occupy the time on their hands now that he had retired and my three sisters and I had all left home.

		I was in my second year at university in South Africa at the time, continuing a litany of disappointments to my father by giving up playing cricket (or at least giving up playing it well; he’d once dreamed I would become an international batsman) and by choosing to study what he considered the most unreliable of professions: journalism. “Get your foot on the first rung of the corporate ladder, my boy,” he had told me, intending for me to pursue a business degree. I had switched courses as soon as he was out of sight.

		Back in 1990 there was nothing on this land but bush, stone, and the rambling farm house owned by an octogenarian Afrikaner and his born-again Bible-thumping wife. My parents signed the title deed in the dark living room one Sunday afternoon as the old Boer’s scrawny herd of Afrikaner cattle, bells tinkling around bony necks, chewed up the frosted remains of the front lawn, and his wife thumped on her Gideon from a corner rocking chair in the gloom, warning my parents not of floods or drought or—and this might have been useful, I now realized—the next war that would one day come, but of a lack of television coverage.

		“No reception at all,” the woman wailed. “None. Can’t get a bleddy thing out here.”

		The old couple sold up for better TV, and my parents were glad to buy. But what to do with it? It was a farm, but it wasn’t farmland. You couldn’t grow crops or raise livestock on those rugged hills, as the old man’s emaciated herd indicated.

		“Backpackers,” Dad said to my mother as they tramped through the dense bush at the bottom of the property one summer afternoon in 1991.

		“What?” Mom replied, incredulous, as a bus backfired like a machine gun on the main road.

		“Backpackers!” he said excitedly. “Tourism. Everyone’s coming to Zimbabwe these days. We can turn this into a budget game lodge. Clear all this crappy bush, build a camp, some chalets, a restaurant, and a bar. Bring in some antelope and zebra for foreign tourists to look at. You know they love that kind of thing.”

		My mother’s heart sank.

		On one hand, he was right. Back in 1991 Zimbabwe’s economy was starting to grow; tourism was booming, and although Robert Mugabe was already entrenched as an autocratic ruler of a one-party state, he was regarded, even in the West, as a model postcolonial African leader. The country was seen as a success story, a good place to invest in, and the currency was strong: one Zimbabwe dollar could buy you fifty U.S. cents.

		But my mother knew enough about my father’s schemes and dreams to know that this sounded like more stress and hard work, and frankly, she wasn’t up for it.

		It had always been his idea to live on farms, even during the war.

		She thought of chickens, the 1970s, our first farm in the valley, on a thirty-acre plot overlooking Mozambique, from where Mugabe’s Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) insurgents would infiltrate to attack farms. She, the starry-eyed actress, the wannabe Liz Taylor, had been reduced to twisting the heads off poultry, an Uzi submachine gun over her shoulder, with four kids at her feet covered in blood and feathers and rooster shit, while he tended to his clients in town and his short game at Hillside Golf Club.

		And she thought of grapes—or the wine farm, as they called it. But the wine they made turned out to be less like the fine Pinotage they drank on our annual holidays at my grandmother’s island home in Knysna on South Africa’s Cape coast and more like a potent, lumpy red moonshine: wildly popular with black farmworkers in the valley, but against the law to sell to them without a license. Which was the other humiliation: as a lawyer, my father specialized in obtaining liquor licenses, mostly for hundreds of black clients who owned beer halls, bottle stores, and bars in the townships and rural areas of the Manicaland district. For some reason he had failed to get a license for himself.

		And now tourism? Christ, no! She would put her foot down.

		Wasn’t this new property supposed to be the beginning of a leisurely, bucolic retirement? He could consult part-time as a lawyer and play golf; she would start painting again and play bridge. They would host dinner parties for their friends and, in between, travel the world, visiting their children, who for some reason had not chosen to live a rural life in a remote corner of Africa.

		But my father’s mind was set. He had a stubborn lawyer’s knack for never losing an argument, and the fierce pioneering streak of his own people. His mother, Gertruida Johanna Gauche, was an Afrikaner of Dutch and French Huguenot descent whose ancestors arrived in the Cape in the mid and late 1600s. He had roots here, blood in this soil.

		He also had a way with words. “If we build it, they will come,” he told her, a line she found rather convincing at first, until she discovered he’d stolen it from Field of Dreams, which he watched time and time again on the VCR.

		Inevitably, backpackers it was, and within three years they had built it.

		They erected an electric game fence around the perimeter and stocked the land with those zebra and antelope: sable, kudu, impala, bushbuck, a dozen eland. They drew the design for the lodge on a napkin up at the house, and broke ground just back from the Harare road in 1992. A handsome two-story timber-and-brick structure with a cathedral spire of a thatched roof, it had an open-plan restaurant and bar on the top floor and sweeping saligna wood decks out front and back. The front deck overlooked a ceiling of acacia trees and the lush farms in the valley below. On the ground floor were a kitchen, rows of bunk beds for backpackers, and an art gallery; on newly planted lawns surrounding the lodge were a campsite and a dozen thatched chalets modeled on African huts, all set around a gleaming swimming pool that glowed luminous blue at night under the valley moon.

		In a nod to the adventurous young travelers they hoped to attract, they named it Drifters, and after hiring a wizened old n’anga from a neighboring farm to bless and protect the place, they opened in 1993.

		And blow my mother down if they didn’t come!

		By the mid-1990s Drifters was attracting hikers, backpackers, and overland travelers from South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, America, and Europe, here for cheap food, cheap lodgings, and game walks. Lonely Planet gave it a glowing two-hundred-word review, raving about the game trails and Friday-night pizza bake. Townies—residents of Mutare, among them many of my parents’ friends—would regularly drive twelve miles over the mountain pass for late nights of beer and brandy and pizza, and soon the tight-knit community of white farmers whose crops and livestock grew so well in the valley made it their watering hole, too. It was known for miles around as the best backpacker lodge and bar in the country.

		At the back of the land, meanwhile, on the slopes of two rugged camel-humped hills and on a grassy vlei in the saddle between, my father built the second wing of his empire: sixteen simple two-bedroom brick cottages with sweeping valley views, which he planned to sell or rent out as holiday and retirement homes. Much to my mother’s horror, he cashed in his entire pension to do so—a Z$40,000 fortune supposed to see them through rough times—and then sold the beautiful home in Knysna that he’d inherited in 1990. She panicked: What will we live on if this fails? But the gamble paid off. The cottages were soon all snapped up, so by 1999 my parents had not only an itinerant crowd of international tourists and white locals drinking at their lodge bar but also a permanent residential community on the land behind it. By the turn of the millennium business was booming. My parents had taken a barren range of hills in Africa with nothing on it but bush and stone and turned it into a thriving resort. They had staked a claim on the land in Africa and were sitting pretty.

		And now?

		Now the backpackers were long gone. The restaurant-bar was deserted. The cottage residents were eyeing the exits. Except for dwindling savings in South Africa left over from the sale of the Knysna house, my parents’ only source of income was drying up.

		I woke with a start. Mom was calling me from the veranda.

		I heard a hornet screech and looked up. The ants had reached the nest.

		I had the distinct impression my parents were trying to hold back a tide.

		“It’s like holding tickets to an execution,” my mother said grimly, sipping her Bols, the ice tinkling in the glass. “You’re never sure who’s next or when it’s your turn, but you know it’s going to happen—and soon.”

		I had joined them on the garden chairs on the front lawn. It was dusk. The sun threw a brilliant bloodred veil over the bruised sky, and the wood fires in front of the mud huts in the valley below began to glow brighter as night fell, as though a constellation had crashed to earth. The view was one of the reasons they had fallen in love with the house.

		The valley had been hit hard by the land invasions: the white commercial farms were being plucked off one by one. From their high vantage point in the hills my parents had a grandstand view of the chaos, spectators at the Colosseum.

		“It’s not exactly what we bargained for when we bought the bloody place,” my father grinned wryly, his feet up on the lawn table.

		Out of fifty white farmers in their part of the valley, almost half had lost their homes now, and I was shocked to discover how close my parents had come to the violence.

		“See that place down there, through the tree line?” Dad said, pointing to a run-down farm house across the road, barely a mile from where we sat.

		I nodded.

		“That was Frank Bekker’s place. He was one of the first. He was a regular in the bar at Drifters. An interesting bloke. His grandfather was a bloody tracker for Cecil Rhodes when the first whites came here. Jeez, that got a bit nasty.”

		My mother gritted her teeth and whistled softly.

		“Nasty,” she echoed.

		“What happened?”

		“About thirty war vets moved in and started staking out plots in his vegetable fields,” my father explained. “We could see it happening from up here, but there was nothing we could do. They call themselves ‘war veterans’ or ‘settlers’ or ‘new farmers,’ but really they’re squatters, too young to have been in the war at all, just sent in by the government to cause shit.”

		I flinched a little at the word squatter.

		For eight years now I’d lived in a famous street of squats near the Oval Cricket Ground in South London, a tumbledown row of Victorian mansions built in the 1800s for the servants of Buckingham Palace and abandoned in the 1970s. The house was an embarrassment, right next to a scrapyard, but it was free, and paying no rent in London had given me freedom to become a travel writer, to visit all the exotic countries I’d dreamed of visiting as a child bored out of my mind on remote farms in Africa. For a second I wished I was back in London, and I wondered what Grace, my girlfriend, was doing. She hadn’t been impressed by my squat. “Hard to know where the house ends and the scrapyard begins,” she had said. She should see Frank’s place …

		Dad continued: “Frank called the police, who did nothing, of course. In many cases the police escort war vets onto farms. One night he and his wife were attacked in their house. We didn’t hear a thing from up here, but he was cut in the head with an axe. Somehow he fought them off. He speaks fluent Shona, and he heard the leader shout at the others: ‘What’s wrong with you—you can’t kill one white person?’ The police accused him of attempted murder at one point. He tried to keep farming, but in the end it got too dangerous and they left.”

		I looked down at the house again. It was alarmingly close. You could practically throw a rock at it. A fire burned in the dusty front yard, and a dozen people, little black dots, milled around. Were they war vets? New farmers? Settlers? Squatters? Could they see us up here? Somewhere in the giant fig tree an owl hooted.

		“After that it just became a roll call,” Mom said. “Now we go into town and hear about a friend losing their home in the same way we used to talk about a flick we’d seen at the Rainbow or a rugby match: ‘So the Bennetts were booted last week.’ ‘Did you hear about Truscott?’ ‘Brian and Sheelagh James have lost their chicken farm.’”

		She paused, whistled again. “Really, it’s like waiting for an execution.”

		“The Truscotts lost their farm?” I asked.

		“Oh, ya,” said Dad. “You won’t believe what happened to them.”

		The Truscotts were old friends of my parents’ who’d farmed five miles to the east. My father used to take me guinea fowl hunting on their estate as a boy, and their son Ivan, who ran it with his father, Rob, had been a school friend of mine.

		“They lost it a few months after Rob finished paying off the fifteen-year loan he took to buy it. But get this. Just before he was finally booted he held an auction of all the farm equipment—tractors, pumps, irrigation pipes—just to try to salvage some money. Guess who turns up to bid? Simba Makoni, the bloody finance minister. Anyway, the same war vets who took the farm raid the auction and drive off with his equipment. Rob pleads with the minister to stop them, and Makoni just says to him: ‘Don’t look at me. I’m Finance, not Law and Order.’”

		My mouth fell open.

		“The finance minister? He sat and watched?”

		“Of course. This is the kind of thing that happens here. That’s our Alan Greenspan.”

		My mother laughed again, her bewildered, defensive laugh.

		“I did say welcome to the front lines.”

		Not all farmers went quietly. A man named Blondie Bezuidenhout, whose farm was a few miles to the west, hit and killed a settler with his vehicle and was sentenced to fifteen years in prison. He escaped the death penalty by pleading that it had been an accident—he’d panicked after being set upon in his car by war veterans who were allocating themselves plots on his farm, and the victim had leapt in front of his car as he tried to escape. Blondie, the farmer, turned out to have a black common-law wife, and the dead settler—who wore a suit to the invasion—turned out to be a thirty-one-year-old CEO of a corporation. Was this really a Ku Klux Klan–style, premeditated murder of a landless peasant, as the state-owned media claimed, or a fatal accident in the wake of a violent land grab? Regardless, the war veterans went on a rampage through the valley after the killing.

		Yet somehow, despite the chaos around them, my parents were still on their land, untouched. They had received no eviction notice yet from the Ministry of Lands, Land Reform, and Resettlement, and no visit from the war veterans or the youth militia. What they had received was a scribbled note from the settlers who now occupied Frank’s place across the road.

		“You must see this,” said Mom, and she trotted into the house and returned a minute later with a crumpled piece of paper torn from a school textbook.

		Scrawled in pencil across the page were these words: Open your gates, we come in peace.

		“When did you get this?”

		“A couple months ago. They dropped it off with John Muranda. He’s the old guy who now runs the bar down at the camp. I mean, we never lock our gates anyway, but I’m not sure old Frank Bekker thought that they came in peace.”

		It was dark now. The moon had ducked behind the hills.

		When the mosquitoes started up we moved inside for supper.

		My mother had made oxtail stew, my favorite dish, and Dad opened a bottle of Pinotage. We sat at the antique yellowwood table in the dining room and talked late into the night. Or rather, they talked, I listened. They were letting go, a catharsis; they needed someone who would listen.

		In the background the television was on, tuned to some international news channel, and occasionally it would broadcast a report on Zimbabwe. My parents would fall silent for a moment and listen to what was being said. Usually it would be accompanied by a speech from the president. You could see their faces drop when they heard what Mugabe had to say.

		My parents seemed to be holding up well, though, and I knew the reason why. They had one thing to cling to, the reason I was here: the elections.

		The poll was to take place over the two days of the coming weekend, and for the first time in any presidential election in Zimbabwe there was a tangible feeling that this actually might be the end of Robert Mugabe, that the people were going to vote him out.

		It wasn’t going to be easy. State-run newspapers and the national television station, ZTV, kept up a constant stream of vitriol aimed at whites and the opposition party, which it considered a puppet of Britain, Tony Blair, and the West. “We will not go back to being a colony,” Mugabe railed on the news. The state security minister, head of the notorious Central Intelligence Organization, or secret police, warned there would be another war if the Movement for Democratic Change won. Meanwhile, Western election observers had all left the country, unable to move around freely since they had arrived. The only observers allowed in were friendly to the regime, mostly those from neighboring African countries.

		And yet despite the violence and intimidation, the MDC was campaigning strongly. The party was led by a fifty-year-old trade unionist named Morgan Tsvangirai (pronounced “chang-ga-rye”), who was drawing huge crowds at rallies in Harare and elsewhere—bigger crowds than Mugabe. Across the country MDC supporters were bravely waving the MDC’s open-hand salute.

		I knew my parents were praying for an MDC win and would vote MDC, yet it was still a shock when, putting down his wineglass during dinner, my father calmly announced to me that he had become a member of the opposition. He pulled out a card from his pocket and tossed it to me across the table, like he was throwing down chips at a casino. It had his name on it and the letters MDC in block capitals.

		“You did what?” I spluttered.

		“I joined the MDC.”

		I was stunned. David Stevens had been an active MDC member, and look at what had happened to him. Many white farmers who had lost their land had funded the MDC. To me it seemed fine to support the party, but to join them? My father was making a target of himself and my mother.

		“Jeez, Dad, are you sure that’s wise?”

		He didn’t seem too bothered about their security. It was as if not losing the farm these two years had filled him with a sense of invulnerability and bravado.

		“The way I see it, it’s our last chance,” he said. “If we don’t get this government out, they’re definitely going to come for this place. Then what? Either we die defending it or we leave. It’s no time to be sitting on the fence. Anyway, on Saturday I have to drive around to some of the polling stations, check if our polling agents are okay. There are no proper observers here. It’s up to us. Quite a lot of whites are getting involved. Come with me if you want.”

		It still sounded too strange to me. This wasn’t like joining the Labor Party in Britain, or becoming a Republican in the United States. This was Zimbabwe; politics was life and death. More than a hundred MDC members had been murdered in the past two years. But my father, at the age of sixty-six, had become a political volunteer.

		We had argued a lot about politics these past twelve years. It was another thing that had come between us. Since going to university I had come to see my parents as typical white landowners in Africa: business-people who worked hard, made money, and paid taxes but, despite being Zimbabweans, lived a life apart, a privileged minority behind the high walls of their sprawling homes and sports clubs. Few whites ever got involved in politics in Zimbabwe. It was safer to stay out of it, and the government wanted it that way. Yet here was my father, risking his home, and possibly his life, in a campaign against the president.

		And suddenly I felt something else. It was hard to place at first, but then I got it: a pang of envy. Wasn’t I supposed to be the idealist? It was what had made me want to become a journalist. To be part of events. To make a difference. But it occurred to me now that I had never joined a political party or voted in an election in my life. I was a sojourner, a global traveler: at the age of thirty-four I had already lived in three countries—Zimbabwe, South Africa, England—and held two passports. I barely felt Zimbabwean anymore. Where did I belong?

		I was envious, but I was nervous, too.

		I wasn’t sure I wanted to join my father driving around to polling stations on election weekend, meeting MDC agents, making a target of myself. But I could hardly tell him that.

		“Ya, that sounds great.” I gulped. “Of course I’ll go with you.”

		He grinned. “Who knows—it might get interesting.”

		I looked at my mother. She calmly sipped her wine, saying nothing.

		“So, Ma, what do you think? Do you think Tsvangirai can win?”

		She smiled at me.

		“Do you really want to know what I think?” she said softly.

		“Ya, tell me.”

		And then she burst the bubble.

		“Never. I’m sorry, but it’s just not going to happen. Mark my words: the result of this election is already decided. And don’t think this government doesn’t know what we’re up to. Whom we support. They have long memories. They know who did what in the war, and they know who is doing what now. They’re watching us as we speak, and if we’re not careful, they will come for us.”

		I could see my father physically deflate as she spoke.

		“Oh, come on, Rosalind, have a bit of faith here,” he snapped.

		“Faith!” she spluttered. “Faith? I can’t believe how naive you’re being! They have rigged this election already! Just watch. You’ll see.”

		And here were their personalities in perfect profile: he the romantic dreamer, she the rooted realist. One of them was in for a surprise.

		Outside the owl kept up its maudlin call, and down in the valley shadows huddled around flickering wood fires.

		[image: ]

		I woke early the following morning, set up my laptop in Dad’s study off the back patio, and made some phone calls—interviews for my article.

		A momentous election was three days away, but life seemed to carry on as normal for my parents. In the afternoon my father went to play golf in town—he was a former club champion at Hillside and still shot off a six—and Mom hosted her weekly bridge four up at the house.

		A more surreal scene you could not hope to see: down in the valley a land war was simmering, while up here four middle-aged white ladies sat around a table on a sun-kissed veranda bidding two no trump over tea, coffee, and chocolate cake served by Philip Pangara, my parents’ elderly Mozambican house keeper of five years, a magnificent giant of a man—six feet four inches tall when he stooped. As the afternoon wore on, the ladies broke out gin and brandy from the cabinet and got more reckless in their bids.

		“So this is what it’s like on the front lines, hey, Ma?” I chuckled, helping myself to a fat slice of cake.

		“Darling, civilization would fall apart if we couldn’t play bridge,” she said.

		Later I took a walk down to the camp. Not so much for the exercise—I was never one for farm walks—but to get some sun on my skin and perhaps a beer in the bar.

		The lodge was in a grassy clearing just back from the Harare road, but I took the long way round to get to it, walking past the sixteen cottages on the back of the farm, which were linked to the camp by a dirt road my dad and a dozen black workers had carved into the hillside ten years ago.

		As far removed as I felt from this farm and my parents’ lives, it was impossible not to be impressed by what they had built here. From the high point of the road I gazed down on the rooftops of the cottages, the lodge, the chalets. The electric game fence surged up the spine of one hill, along the ridge behind, and down the other side. A tenant watered a garden; another drove up and parked in a garage beside his cottage. It was incredibly quiet, the air crisp as cut glass, the only sound the low hum of the electric fence and the weaverbirds in the trees. Time seemed to have been suspended. I had the feeling everyone was waiting.

		I reached the lodge as a dazzle of zebras trotted across the dirt road into thorny scrub by the game fence, and a lone kudu gazed up at me from the short grass near the swimming pool. Usually Drifters would be busy at this time of year: backpackers would be around the pool sipping beers, writing in diaries, lounging in front of the chalets or on the lawns of the tent site.

		But it was quiet. Two cars with local plates were parked in the drive: traveling salesmen passing through, the only guests. A few lodge staff—a uniformed cleaning woman, two kitchen workers—sat at the cement picnic tables by the swimming pool with nothing to do.

		I walked up the creaking pine steps, past the brick pizza oven my father had built in lieu of a trip to Florence he had promised my mother, and into the bar. It was empty, too, except for an old black man in a floppy blue hat and denim overalls stooped over an open cooler, counting beer stock behind the counter. I pulled up a stool and he turned round. He was about sixty, with an absurdly long face and a cartoonish mouth that seemed to droop way below his chin. He had yellow teeth and bloodshot eyes, and if I hadn’t known better, I would have said he was stoned. I did know better. My parents ran a tight ship; they wouldn’t tolerate drinking on the job by their black staff, let alone smoking dagga. My father hated the fact that my mother smoked cigarettes.

		“Hello, Douglas,” the old man said drowsily, with a crooked grin.

		I was taken aback that he knew my name. I didn’t recall meeting him before. The voice was even more surprising. He spoke in a deep gurgled baritone that seemed to come less from his larynx than from his belly. He sounded like a saxophone.

		“Hello, um … er … sorry, man, I’ve forgotten your name.”

		He smiled droopily again.

		“I am John. John Muranda. I was cooking for you pizza last time.”

		Ah … last time.

		I hadn’t exactly made a habit of coming out. I’d visited my parents four times in the twelve years since they’d moved here. But the last time had been at the millennium, a family reunion, two and a half years before. We’d had a dinner here the first Friday of the New Year—Friday was pizza night—and John must have made the pies. I recalled that night. The bar had been packed. We’d all gotten drunk, and Mom and Dad had danced to Neil Diamond’s “Cracklin’ Rosie” between the tables. I remember thinking, They look so happy.

		“Yes, John,” I lied. “Good to see you again. So you are barman now?”

		“Chef and barman,” he said. “It is quiet these days. Little customers.” My parents had employed a dozen staff at the camp in 2000. Now they had been forced to lay half of them off. For some reason they’d kept this old man on, though. I ordered a Zambezi beer, which he poured with a priestlike sense of devotion, tilting the glass on a bar coaster and wiping away some spilled foam with a napkin. Then he lit a Madison and went back to work.

		I looked around. The lodge smelled of straw and wood smoke. A dozen pine tables were dotted across the floor. A redbrick fireplace stood smack in the center. In winter it was always lit, and the smoke had blackened part of the thatch and the ceiling beams. The windows looked out on the tops of acacia trees, but the reed curtains were down and it was gloomy inside.

		The bar was handsomely stocked, though. Neat rows of Beefeater gin, Mainstay cane spirit, Bols brandy, and Johnnie Walker Red lined the shelves next to packets of Willards chips, cartons of Madison, Kingsgate, and Everest cigarettes, boxes of Lion matches.

		There was an old radio on the shelf, too, and I recognized it instantly. It was my father’s Barlow-Wadley shortwave, the one we’d had on the chicken farm in the 1970s during the war. We’d never had a television growing up—one of the reasons my sisters and I hated living on farms—and that radio had been our only connection to the outside world. We’d listened to Wimbledon, the Olympic Games, Currie Cup rugby matches, and news of trouble in faraway places—Berlin, Belfast, Beirut—but mostly news about us, our war. And suddenly I remembered it: the helicopters, forty of them flying low in formation through the valley directly in front of our house, coming from Mozambique, so low that I could see the helmeted pi lots, the boots of the soldiers, the barrels of their machine guns. My father yelled at me: “Douglas! Go get the radio! Hurry!” We tuned in to all the stations with their unique view of the conflict: “Twelve hundred refugees massacred in air raid,” “Twelve hundred guerrillas killed in Rhodesian attack,” “Twelve hundred terrorists dead in Mozambique.” Terrorists, that was it—that was the one.

		I thanked John, took the beer out to the front deck, and tried to call Grace on my cell.

		A beautiful, straight-talking New Jersey girl, half Irish, half Armenian, we’d met at a party in London four months earlier. She had been a television news producer in Hong Kong and was now studying at the London School of Economics. My mother had been trying to get me to visit them these past two years—“There are lots of stories out here, darling, lots of stories,” she would say enticingly—but it was Grace who’d finally persuaded me to come.

		“I suppose I could write about the elections,” I said.

		“Don’t go because of that. Go for you parents. You should see them.”

		“But it’s so boring there,” I told her. Zimbabwe seemed like a regression to me. I had left it behind, moved on.

		“No, it isn’t. It’s on the news every night.”

		Now I was glad she’d made me come, and I wanted to describe the farm to her, the view from where I was sitting: the acacias, the kudu bull grazing on the grass by the swimming pool and looking up at me with sad eyes. The signal was poor, though, and I couldn’t get through.

		The kudu was soon joined by an eland, and I found myself thinking of my sisters. When my parents had first introduced animals to the property they’d named three of the eland does Stephanie, Sandra, and Helen. Apparently, when they released them from the holding pens, the three young antelope had run helter-skelter straight for the hills. “We’ll probably never see them again,” Mom muttered sadly, “just like the girls.” I wondered if this was one of them.

		I finished my beer and went back into the bar.

		John had been joined by another employee, who sat on a stool under the dartboard. He was about forty years old, not much more than five feet tall, with a perfectly shaved head, a long, glossy black beard, and a dazzling white-toothed smile. He had on orange overalls, which lit up his handsome face, and sandals made of car-tire rubber. He looked like a prophet.

		“Hello, Douglas,” he grinned at me, his teeth beaming like headlights.

		He knew my name, too? What was it with these guys?

		“Hi. And you are …?”

		“I am John, Douglas. John Agoneka. I am the tour guide here. I met you last time.”

		“Yes, I remember,” I lied again. “Another John. You are the two Johns?”

		“Yes, we are the two Johns,” the younger one laughed. “Sometimes your parents are calling me John Orange for my overalls. And Mr. Muranda they are calling John Old.”

		The older John muttered something in Shona under his breath from behind the counter. He seemed to take it as an insult. He was trying to tune in a station on the radio, but all he was getting was static. It was annoying the hell out of him. My father used to be the same way.

		“Have you got any tourists to take on game walks?”

		“Not right now, Douglas,” said John Orange. “Actually, I can say the political climate in our country is not conducive to the tourism business at this point in time.”

		He had a beautiful way of speaking. Words flowed like water. I suddenly remembered my dad telling me about this John. He’d been hired as a gardener many years ago but spoke such good English that my dad had trained him to be the tour guide. “He doesn’t know an antelope from an elephant, but he speaks very well, and the fact that he’s black means foreign tourists think he knows what he’s talking about,” Dad had told me.

		I chuckled as I remembered the story.

		“Can I buy you a beer, John Orange?” I asked.

		“I do not drink beer, Douglas. I am Apostolic.”

		I should have known. The Apostolic Church had several charismatic sects in Zimbabwe, and their members—the men known for their shaved heads and long beards—didn’t drink. More beer for everyone else.

		“What about you, Mr. Muranda?”

		The old man grinned that dopey yellow grin and shook his head.

		“If I am drinking, your mummy getting very cross,” he said.

		“My mother’s not around, John.”

		He shook his head again. “Very cross.”

		After a while he found the station he was looking for and his face lit up, as did the other John’s. They huddled round, listening intently through the static. They told me it was a talk radio station called SW Radio Africa, and it broadcast from London because its staff were not allowed to operate freely in Zimbabwe. I felt embarrassed. I lived in London, but I’d never heard of it. A phone-in show was on. Callers from Zimbabwe were telling listeners how the militia and war veterans were terrorizing their villages. They spoke in whispers, terrified of being heard. The two Johns huddled closer. One caller wasn’t afraid. He said he was a commercial farmer who had lost his land in the invasions. “There is no way Mugabe can win this election,” he bellowed. “I swear, if he does, I will run through the streets of Harare naked!” I was surprised. Not because of his threat to streak through the capital, but because he wasn’t a white farmer but a black one. Black farmers who supported the opposition party were losing their lands, too.

		I sat with them awhile longer, paid for my beers, and then walked back to the house, taking the narrow path through the bush on the eastern edge of the camp and over a wooden footbridge that spanned the creek that ran down the saddle of the hills.

		I’d just reached the front gate when an enormous mechanical roar rolled in from the hills, scattering the crows from the tops of the baobabs and shaking the branches of the fig tree. I looked up and saw a helicopter, lithe and green as a snake, skimming low over the roof of the house and racing west down the valley, toward Harare, following the course of the road.

		I ran up and saw Mom standing with Philip Pangara on the front lawn, their eyes wide as saucers, staring after it.

		“Jeez, that was bloody low. Who the hell was that?”

		Philip was grinning madly. He had a mouthful of yellow teeth that speared off dangerously in all directions when he smiled, which was most of the time. He resembled a West African tribal mask you might find in a fashionable gallery.

		“That was the president,” he said.

		“Mugabe?”

		“Mugabe,” he nodded. “Today there was ZANU-PF rally in Mutare.”

		My mother and I looked at each other nervously.

		“I told you they were watching us,” she smiled. “I just didn’t know they were that close.”

	
		THREE

		Where Is Your Identity?

		SATURDAY, THE FIRST DAY OF THE ELECTION, ARRIVED WITH ALL the excitement of a big game.

		The MDC’s fear was that the election would be stolen, the ballot boxes stuffed with illegal votes at remote rural polling booths, if the MDC could not get their polling agents out to monitor them. MDC volunteers like my father—those with motorcars and cell phones—would drive around, checking in with polling agents and phoning in any signs of irregularities.

		I drove to Mutare with Dad early that morning to attend a meeting where he would get instructions on the areas he was to check up on. The meeting was at a local sports club.

		Mom stayed at the house. “Good luck,” she said, waving to us from the back door, as if we were going on a fishing trip.

		The police had set up roadblocks across the country to harass and intimidate opposition supporters, and the first checkpoint loomed five minutes after we left home, at the foot of Christmas Pass, the dramatic mountain road that traverses the northern barrier range before Mutare. There had been a roadblock here for as long as I could remember: four policemen usually manned it, a chatty, bored bunch, pestering drivers for licenses or IDs, and occasionally dismantling the heaped luggage on the roof of a bus to check for smuggled contraband.

		It had never held any threat for me before, but now it seemed to shimmer with menace. I wanted to turn round and drive back to the house, where Mom would be pacing up and down the veranda, smoking. I wanted to be back in London with Grace. I didn’t want to be here. But I wasn’t driving. My father, grim-faced, pressed on until we fell into line behind a dozen cars. Soon it was our turn. A surly plainclothesman with a Kalashnikov over his shoulder—an officer from the Central Intelligence Organization—came to my father’s window and asked for his ID.

		Dad gave it to him, staring straight ahead as he did so. I knew that once my father would have chatted amiably with this man, made small talk. Now he didn’t look at him, greet him, acknowledge him, say a word to him. He stared straight ahead, silent, seething.

		From the passenger seat I did my best to stay friendly. I had with me, under the seat, my notebook and a tape recorder, and I didn’t want the police to search the car and find them. They would know I was a journalist.

		“Kanjani, comrade,” I said. “How are things? Today’s a big day, my friend.”

		My father gave me a withering look from the driver’s seat.

		The officer came to my side of the car now, holding his weapon in his hand like a club.

		“You. Where is your identity?”

		I no longer had a Zimbabwean ID. All I had was the British passport. I handed it to the officer and felt a hole burn in the back of my head: it seemed a betrayal of my father right then, right in front of him, to produce this foreign document, my ticket out of there. I had an escape route, a safe haven. What did he and my mother have? Local passports. They were stuck here.

		The officer paged through the document with a lot more concern than the immigration official had shown at the airport a few days earlier. It suddenly occurred to me that it might not be any safer here on a British passport. The president often seemed to be campaigning more against Tony Blair and the British government than against Tsvangirai and the MDC. Mugabe was obsessed with the former colonial power; he believed the British were the power behind the MDC and white farmers. My heart pounded against my shirt. Was the officer going to ask me to step outside? Search the car?

		Suddenly there was a commotion behind us. I looked in the rearview mirror.

		A goat had escaped from the back of a truck a few cars away, and three male passengers had leapt out of the vehicle and were chasing it, shouting wildly, as it ran toward a stand of trees. They hauled it in while it was still in the long grass and carried it kicking and bleating back to the vehicle.

		The officer, briefly distracted, returned my passport and waved us through.

		We drove on in silence for a while, but I
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