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[image: ]et me tell you the truth upfront: this is not the kind of book you read politely with a cup of tea and a plate of biscuits.


No, this one will grab you by the collar, pull you into the village square, and make you sit down right next to the gossiping aunties before you can protest.

It is messy, beautiful and painful all in one breath. It is hilarious in that “I can’t believe she said that out loud” kind of way. It is in short about the kind of life women live when our names are heavy with expectation, our bodies carry both memory and prophecy, and our choices (or mistakes) echo for generations.

Reading through these pages, I felt like I was eavesdropping on conversations I was never supposed to hear. I laughed where maybe I wasn’t supposed to laugh, I got furious with some charcaters to a point of having a personal vendetta against them, and I nodded furiously in agreement like one of those aunties who insist they knew it all along.

And isn’t that the gift of story? In The Proverbs Wives Kudzai makes us remember, makes us ache, makes us giggle inappropriately, and above all; she reminds us that we are not alone. The women here are not saints or villains; they are human. They stumble, they survive, they gossip, they grieve, they dare to love in places where love feels like a luxury.

So pull your chair closer. Open your heart. And don’t be shy to laugh when the humour sneaks in, because sometimes that laughter is the only lifeboat we have in a sea of sorrow.

Welcome to The Proverbs Wives. You are in for an exhilarating a ride.


Faith Mudiwa Chipangura - Author | Publisher


A dozen women surround my grandmother’s hut. Their hands are caked with remnants of clay in different hues. All morning, their fingers danced on the wall of the hut, painting stories of long-gone times that should not be forgotten. When angry rains came and dug deep, jagged scars on the faces of mountains and washed away all else, these huts remained standing in the rubble. They sing praises to the great architects-their mothers before them, and their mothers before them, and the knowledge they left. They sing in hushed voices.



Eastern Highlands 2017




[image: ]ain settles in my throat in a big lump. I attempt to swallow it, but it won’t budge; instead, my eyes burn with liquid fire. A baby cries somewhere – a strong wail, but confined.


I believe it is a testament to the size of the source, tiny lungs that never got to really work. It starts somewhere in the centre of the hut and bounces off the muddy walls. When it hits my face, I wince from the pain of it. Maybe I am conjuring it, or maybe my baby has become a ghost and has settled on haunting me, being the best. Somehow, this gives me comfort. I want to think that my baby has become something, and a ghost as an unfavourable option is at least something.

My whole body buzzes with pain, this pain that is all I have known from the second I loosened my grip around Sibongile’s small body. It’s like everything has escaped these walls; what remains holding on to their rough planes is the pain. My father’s voice, gruff, pierces through the fog in my head.

“My fathers, hear me,” he breathes heavily. They are almost through with the ritual of exiling me from this village. I don’t know why Baba insisted on banishing me himself. One of his brothers could have done it. Even now, when he is trying to display boldness, his quivering voice gives him away. His eyes have lost their stability, whatever magic they once possessed of being steady and calm. Today, they are darting all over the place, as if searching for a way out. “We have banned your child, Mwarurumwei from this family. From this day onwards, she no longer needs your protection. Let her wander into the wilderness as she has chosen; to us she is lost and forgotten. My fathers,” Baba claps his hands together loudly. His voice does not even break for a second, but I know the pain I have caused him. He has

never made it a secret that I have always been his favourite, a favour I paid a price for. When Baba finishes clapping three times, the elders join in, three sets of triple claps, the last three times less loud than the rest, a sound that would have been beautiful if this hadn’t been a tragedy. They call out their ancestors’ names, starting with Chaka the teteguru and ending with Mudzimuunoyera, Musikavanhu (Holy Spirit, God the Creator). My heart breaks for my brother as he hangs his head to the side, his eyes illuminating the glow of the fire devouring my gowns. I watch as the last flicker of the fire dies and my mother’s sniffling grows louder. Baba turns to her sharply as if to quieten her, but when their eyes meet, she averts his eyes and focuses on his feet.

Cold air bites into my skin as my mother, trembling, pulls the wrapper off me. Her fingers are unsteady, reminding me of our beloved grandmother during her last days.


Unsure hands, never gripping, only reaching forth.


I am naked, bare. I try to ignore my mother’s soft whimpers and how the tips of her fingers linger on my skin as if she wishes she could hold me; my heart has broken enough for one day. I know what being stripped naked means. I would have wanted to hug my mother one last time, but I am forbidden to do that. I have been stripped of everything that connects me to this village and this very family. I am an evil one who won’t be allowed to taint others. I rise, following my uncle’s lead. I don’t feel anything; I am numb inside.

But still, that is not what I need. I may want it, but it is not what I need. What I need is to feel her tiny fingers around my thumb, that fragile hand with a strong, fierce grip. I want to remind myself of how it was to worry over why she was already shedding me like tree leaves in winter, as young as she was. She did everything on her own; she made it clear that she didn’t need me. I need to be reminded of those bittersweet moments. I want her to latch on to my breast, to feed from me while she assures me she

has forgiven me. That is all I need, in this life and beyond. I need Sibongile’s forgiveness.

Others are less judgmental, finding my situation pitiable. They are the ones I fail to understand. In a situation like mine, anger and hate would be more acceptable. I don’t blame any of them. What I did was beyond reprehensible. They say - what drove her to do that? Do you know her full story? I mean, I can’t imagine a mother killing her own child; it is like killing yourself, but worse. What I feel for my Danai, no, I cannot imagine killing her. Poor soul, this girl. May the great ones forgive her.

But only one voice stands out. My mother’s. All that comes out of her mouth is why, why Mwarurumwei, why? Why, my child? Why?

That is what renews my tears. My legs fold beneath me, and I crumble to the ground. I want to stay here and weep and scream, but I pull myself up. I need strength for my exile. But those words break my heart. Maybe I should tell you who I am. I just introduced myself as the worst kind of woman to ever walk the face of the earth. A woman who could be unbalanced enough to take the life of the child she had brought into the world. I am Mwarurumwei, without a last name now. Just Mwarurumwei. There is more to me than being a child killer, a disappointment and a pain in my mother’s heart. But that is a story for another day.

When we reach the stream, the rest of the villagers stop, three of the king’s messengers stop and only two cross the river with me. These are the two who will see me to my exile. When I reach the other side, I stop and turn to face my people one last time, nakedness and all. This is the part where they forgive me, but still let me go. The water washed me, but I am still unacceptable among them. My mother won’t even scoop a handful of water like she is supposed to do and toss it in my direction. Which means only one thing - she will not forgive me.

SISTER

—taita/yaya/mukunda—
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Chapter 1
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[image: ]aultheria Wagner became Mrs Musabaika two days after she died. She would have laughed at the incongruity of the pairing had she still been alive. And the unexpected


turn of events.

The week started with her unwittingly stepping over a flyer advertising the great works his church did as she walked into the town’s courthouse for her final appearance in court to testify against her ex-boyfriend.

Testifying had been a harrowing experience, which had unexpectedly jaded her because she had been unguarded about it, thinking all she needed was to simply speak her truth. As it turned out, nothing could be termed simple when lawyers were involved.

She stepped into the foyer, fighting the urge to hike up her skirt and run without turning back. The foyer was vacant except for the interns who stood gossiping while pretending to peruse the court roll.


There were five of them, huddled near the entrance of Court


03. They were in matching black blazers, pinned on top of white blouses by lone black buttons. Their hairless legs emerged from the depths of short black pencil skirts, their feet standing on tiptoes inside alarmingly high stiletto heels that left the skin around their ankles crinkled. She thought of heels sitting on shoe racks, how innocent they looked then. How dangerous they looked now that veins were snaking their way over the skin of curved feet in protest of the state of affairs. Having seen enough, she took off her glasses and sighed with satisfaction as the women blurred into five black figures with white patches on the chest. Vultures. All of them.

[image: ]

She felt their eyes dart by, pausing for a careful second on her. Heads subtly tilted towards her. Soft laughter permeated her jumbled thoughts; she imagined their red-painted lips parting to make way for the sound.

She positioned herself as close to Court 03 as she could, just next to the public bathrooms’ door. It was not the most comfortable spot, but from there she could see the courtroom clearly. She only needed five wide strides to be inside, away from inquisitive accusing eyes. She bit the delicate inside lining of her cheek, which allowed her for a second, then slipped from between her teeth.

She leaned on the cold wall, wishing she could vanish into it like a being without flesh. The previous day, she had memorised its colour, or thought she did, and chose a dress to match. She had hoped that standing next to it, with her blonde hair under a matching head-wrap, her body in a flowing long-sleeved turtleneck dress, she would be invisible. Or her body would be, and her head would just seem like a head unhinged from its body, floating by. But now that her shoulder was pressing against the wall, she realised the colour of her dress was darker than the tired beige of the walls. Defeated, she wrapped her arms around herself, trying to squeeze her body into something smaller, something less... noticeable.

Three loud knocks echoed in her chest. A painful pause between each one of them. She found herself standing up straight. She inched closer to the door and peered into the dark interior curiously. The dark was chased away by a sudden flood of brightness. She stepped back, making out two rows of benches from the open space of the door. An obtrusive red dress blocked her view; from its side a naked hand stuck out and nudged the door a little further inside, the light from within spilling out. The figure inside the dress curtsied and proceeded into the room. She
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stepped away from the light, to her left, inadvertently blocking the bathroom door.


Silence.


A shadow stretched over the floor, a figure appearing in the doorway to the courtroom. The police woman. She was a small woman with a tight, small face that wore a permanent bored look. Her eyes found Ria and she halted. She seemed annoyed, like Ria was a fish bone stuck in her teeth. Her eyes trained on Ria, she called her name in a high-pitched voice, as if she could not see Ria standing right there. Maybe the wall and dress were matching after all. Ria trailed behind her into the courtroom, mirroring her actions when she bowed awkwardly before making her way to the front.

The tiles were slippery, so she kept her strides small and calculated. She fit her foot in each box, knowing she looked like she was walking funny to anyone watching. She imagined herself unbodied, a formless being floating towards the front of the room. The aisle was narrow and opened up to a space holding a sprawling, large table. Four chairs were behind the table, the prosecutor sitting at the far left. The lawyer, with two interns who never stopped scribbling on toned paper, occupied the other half of the table.

She felt eyes from the gallery boring into her back. Most were there to see a mukaradhi woman accusing their black brother of doing something unimaginable. Others were there to witness God play His hand and free their evangelist from the clutches of the devil, who was working through her. Her mother was just there to see to what extent Ria would continue to embarrass the family. But her sister, her beautiful Iyarwai, was there for her.

As soon as she was on the witness stand, she was facing the accused persons’ dock, where he had stood just hours before, as the prosecutor asked if she knew him and how. Presently, all she saw was the blurred crown of his head, shaped like a hill, the tip
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pointy as if there was a hand under his skull pointing a finger upwards. They said there was a bench in there, and the floor plunged downwards in a steep descent of stairs, to an underground floor meant for accused persons coming to trial from prison.

Facing the gallery were three of the interns from outside, their eyes focused on laptops and microphones shoved into their faces, their backs to the magistrate. The police officer hovered next to them; her sharp features blurry now. Ria was glad she could choose not to when she was tired of seeing things. In her hands, she played with her glasses, running her thumb inside the lenses. She realised there must have been some kind of noise when the room plunged into a sudden, complete silence. The lawyer stood, fluidly reaching down to button his blazer.


And suddenly the cold gathered at her feet.


“Well, Miss,” he started, looking at Ria squarely. He was a tall, slim man with a smiling face and an undisputed record of winning criminal cases. He was too close; her powers to blur people by taking off her glasses were not working on him. She clearly saw the edges of his lips, curving into a smile. “Miss Wagner, you say the accused person raped you... When you asked for a place to sleep at his house?” he asked, with poorly masked performative kindness. There was a fade; he let the unsaid words linger in the viscous air between them. She suspected there was a trap, and she was about to walk right into it. She nodded.


“Can you use words? For the record?” he probed.


“Yes, he... he did. I mean, yes, that’s correct,” she gulped. Get a grip.

“May you please tell the court what you were wearing on this night when you slept over at his house?” That annoying, fake kindness was still in his voice. She let go of the glasses; they silently fell on the wooden surface in front of her. She flattened her palms on the Bible she had sworn on that morning. She wanted  to  sink  to  the  floor  or  maybe,  if  she  was
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uncharacteristically lucky that day, she would be turned into salt. Her body was offensive, her nails red and stiletto-felt even more offensive. She felt... filthy.

“My... my nightdress,” her voice was faint. She made a futile effort to clear her throat. The translator’s head snapped up. She gave her a tight smile before turning away. The kind of smile someone would give to their new support group member. As though this was definitely going to happen at some point in her life, it had been a long time coming. Maybe she was supposed to finally feel validated; she had checked off the list women check off. She searched for her sister in the gallery. She found her easily; she was the darkest person in any room she was in; it was not hard to spot her. Besides, she sat in the front row, shooting daggers towards the accused person’s dock. She wore a plain white t-shirt with the word SADC, printed in bold black letters across the chest. “I understand this dress is very, very short? And not only is it

short, it has a very low neckline, revealing your cleavage?” his voice took on a sad note, as though he was sad for her, for how temporal she was.

How temporal coloured people are, she heard her ex’s voice in her head say. Alex always told her that any mistake they would make always reflected badly on the entire coloured community. It was hard having to live a life where one had to be conscious and cautious about not reinforcing a stereotype.

“Obje...” The prosecutor sat up in his chair, but he was cut off by the lawyer.

“Stop watching Suits, my learned friend, since when do we object in this court?”

Like a chastened child, the prosecutor sat back down, head bowed. He was a short young man who was always wearing oversized suits. The lawyer who had helped her when she wanted to report the case sat on the front bench, the one separated from the gallery so that lawyers and prosecutors who wanted to sit in on
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cases could. When their eyes met, he gave her a curt nod, just a dip of his chin. He was holding a notebook in his hand. She wondered what she was to him, another helpless woman raped by a boyfriend or an indicator for his end-line report?

“Yes,” she heard herself say, though she didn’t remember the question.

“Mmmm, I see. So, let me see if I understood this well. You went to sleep in a house with just a man alone...”


She fought the urge to sigh.


“I had been kicked out, as I mentioned earlier, so I asked for a place to sleep,”


“From your boyfriend?” “Yes.”


She suspected this was the point where he asked why she had been kicked out and gave the magistrate a reason to let Gladman walk free.

“When you could have easily gone to your uncle and aunt who live at number 34 ZBS, Gaza Township?”

What did he mean easily? Easily? Easily call her aunt, who had not spoken to her mother since her husband made Ria touch him? The mention of them made the skin on her palm crawl. She flexed her fingers to rid herself of the memory. The thing had felt... unexpectedly moist and soft, yet hard at the same time. When her hand touched it, he unloosened her fingers and wrapped them around it. It suddenly sprang up, jerking in her hand. Her eight- year-old mind thought, ‘This must be what it feels like to touch a snake.’

“You chose to find accommodation with your boyfriend instead,” the lawyer was still talking. He clucked his tongue; the sound told her that if her uncle carried out his threat and killed her, he would have vehemently defended him in court. “And you wore a very small nightdress, and you did not lock your door?” he was counting on his fingers as he said this, quantifying all the
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wrong things she had done that got her raped. All the things she did that made what Gladman did acceptable. “And this man came and raped you while you were half naked. Okay. So, when he walked into your room and made advances towards you, did you object?”


“N-n-n-ooo...I was...”

“It is a yes or no answer, Miss Wagner. Did you say no?” “That is what I am trying to answer. When...”


“Yeeeesss or no, Miss Wagner, don’t waste the court’s time. When he started touching your leg as you testified this morning, did you say no?”

Her face was hot; she felt her eyes fill up with tears. There was no way to tell this lawyer that his fingers were cold. He had a small scar on the cuticle of his middle finger, and she noticed it because when he started touching her, she stared and stared at his hand. She could not make sense of what was happening until he reached her thigh. It was quiet in the room, and then there was so much noise. The bed still had the plastic wrap around the mattress, the crinkling sound of that plastic as he moved rang in her head—so loud she could hear nothing else. His hands were cold. They sent goosebumps all over her skin. The pimples were small, and they appeared suddenly. The cold and fright made her voice die on her lips.


She should have said no. She should have.


She said it presently. “No,” she felt every second of that word forming, the sound lingered at the back of her throat waiting to be let out, her tongue reaching the roof of her mouth, falling back down. Her mouth formed an ‘o’ shape. The sound, out of her mouth, in her ears, in the room. No. A word that, according to the man before her, could have changed everything about her life.

“Mind you, the medical reports show you were not even a virgin yourself,” he added. The gallery in its full state was a blur.
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She could not see the twins’ faces, hers and Iyarwai’s mother. She gripped the Bible, wrapping her fingers around it. It acquiesced; the pages folding under the pressure of her hand. Air eluded her, she tried breathing in and when she realised there was just no air, she gulped, heaving, desperate to breathe. Desperation was so painful. How desperate was she to be there? What was she desperate for? Justice?


Oh, please.


Sound. There had been a sound. Oh, it was the lawyer. He appeared, right in front of her, so close his cologne wafted towards her. She wanted to sink into its sweetness, but then it became aggressive, settling at the base of her tongue, travelling all the way back to choke her. She stepped back, only to realise her whole body was shaking. The lawyer shook his head, as if to admonish her.

“Miss Wagner, may I ask, once you realised what was happening, did you scream?” he asked, tilting his head to the side, watching her.

She watched him back. Arms akimbo, he had pushed his blazer to the back, commanding attention to his chest. How could a man like him understand the choking mass that sat on her throat? Was she supposed to tell him? That was when he entered her; it had been like a hypnic jerk. She had felt like she had grown slack, her body had forgotten a time when it had been stunned by things done to it by men who smelled of tobacco and the wet winter, men with calloused, large hands. Back then, the thing her uncle had made her touch just a year before fit into a place she hadn’t known could yield under pressure. And it felt like she could burst from the pressure. After, it was very hot down there, maybe that thing had red coal in its softness. The large hands covered her mouth, then, even though no sound came out. So, this time even though no hands covered her mouth, her voice stayed where it was.
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How could she tell that to a man who did not tie his tie in front of a mirror, but stood in the doorway, complaining about being late, while his abiding wife tied it for him. Her eyes found her sister’s. Iyarwai had sat up, intently gazing at her now. She smiled, her gummed smile, reassuring. Emboldened, Ria tried to find her voice.


“I did not because-”

“It is a yes or no answer, Miss.”


“I am trying to make you under-” tears, they were here, finally. She tasted them on her tongue, a salty jaundiced taste. The desperation sprang forward, and she gripped the Bible even harder.

“It is a yes or no answer. Did you scream? Yes, or no?” his left hand sliced the air with a finality that made a heavy chill settle in the depths of her stomach. Was that the finality she expected from all that torture? That, on the off chance he was sent to prison, the memory and pain would go with him? That she would no longer have this deep-rooted urge to run away, to never be seen again? Would she no longer feel trapped, in her body, in dresses chosen to match walls so that she could be a little more invisible? There was no end. For once, her mother was wrong; nothing could make this right. “Did you scream?”

The morning after, he had acted like nothing had happened. She had felt like she was not even real, like she was a character in some girl’s miserable nightmares. He had made eggs in the morning, hard-boiled eggs. He had cracked one on the edge of a pan, just hit the shell against the metal and deftly went on to peel the shell away, the solidified white appearing. He made eggs the morning after he had abused her. Two months after she had opened up to him about the tobacco-smelling men and her uncle.

“Did you scream, Miss Wagner?” The lawyer’s voice had adopted an edge of impatience. Impatience can only exist in a
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place where you see an ending, she thought. He clearly could see one. She knew there was no ending.

She undid her head wrap slowly, sighing when her hair came free. With the edge of the cloth, she wiped away her tears. Cheeks dry, she looked the lawyer in the eye and said, firmly, “No,”

He stepped back, his mouth hanging open. He looked frightened of something he saw on her face. When he spoke, it was barely audible. “I have no further questions, your worship,”

Less than a minute later, she staggered into the blinding sunlight. She vaguely remembered the magistrate asking her if there was anything she wanted to clear up. In her hazy mind, she saw her sister giving her an encouraging nod, but she could not remember her response. Her sister was beside her, her SADC T- shirt in Ria’s face. SADC stood for Southern Africa’s Darkest Child, a nickname the bullies in school used to taunt her with, but typical Iyarwai had flipped the script and turned it into a badge of honour.

“I should have withdrawn the charges,” Ria said, breathing heavily. “They are going to let him walk.”

***
[image: ]


Her heart broke for her sister. It had been a nightmare to watch her as that lawyer discredited everything she had said, breaking her in front of strangers. She felt so helpless. To make matters worse, the dream she had had the previous night was still on her mind. Iyarwai fished out her portable whiskey flask and sighed audibly when the familiar syrupy taste of Jägermeister slid down her tongue and warmed its way down.

Alcohol was the most reliable friend in her life. She used to have a rule against imbibing in public, but the flask Gaultheria had gifted her for her nineteenth birthday had made it not only conceivable, but fashionable.


As she watched her sister, she felt utterly inadequate.
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Silently, she offered the flask to Ria, and she eyed the flask for a solid minute, then with a heavy sigh, snatched it and took a gulp. Maybe all this court business was the reason why Iyarwai had dreamt of Ria dying the previous night. She reminded herself it was only a dream and nothing more. Still, the images of them gobbling up plates of fried rice and Ria choking were vivid in her mind. The twins always warned them against eating in their dreams, but Iyarwai never could remember the advice when the time came. She knew witches existed, but it was incredulous to

think they would be interested in her.

A walking example of failed parenting. As her mother never failed to remind her at least once a week.

The twins believed themselves to be greatly envied and hated because they had Gaultheria, who was biracial with hair everyone desired and a complexion most women in their neighbourhood outsourced. This alone wouldn't have been a noteworthy accomplishment if Gaultheria’s father didn't ostentatiously buy them things, and because of a lack of parking space, he always parked outside the gate, which the neighbours interpreted as the twins showing off. It didn’t help matters that their house was dissimilar to the identical concrete-built three-roomed cottages the rest of the residents in the area had purchased from the city council. The twins had extended their house to a seven-roomed house, thus leaving very little space in the yard, accentuating the front of the house with face brick, like a middle finger to the rest of the neighbourhood. All this without husbands! Their crimes were endless.

In her dream, Ria had choked on a spoon of rice and Iyarwai had watched her struggle to breathe till she died. Just like she was watching Ria struggle to breathe now. She sensed her failure to find fault in the events in her dream pointed all the more to her unsure footing in the church. Her mother always told her she was too weak for the spiritual warfare she had to fight.
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“Sis, I got you,” she hugged Ria fiercely, feeling a deep yearning she couldn’t describe inside her. She could already feel Ria dissociating herself from the living as they stood outside the courtroom. God, that dream was messing up her head.

A thick lock fell over her right eye; she tossed her head back to get it out of the way, then hastened to lean forward into the embrace. She had started growing out her hair at nineteen, then crocheted it into thick dreadlocks at twenty-one. Her mothers had sat her down, pictures on hand, to illustrate the dirtiness and ugliness of dreadlocks, and that on top of her dark skin, they lessened her chances of ever having a husband, slim as they were already. She had not intended to voice out that it was sad the twins allowed themselves to be colonised and brainwashed into thinking anything that resembled black women’s hair was dirty and ugly, while imitations of white women’s hair were the signature of beauty, but the words were out of her mouth before she could think about it. They had blinked at her, stung. And they had apologised in their own ways, through bottles of dreadlock shampoos and oils.


Ria had braided her blonde curly hair.


“I hate him Yaya, I hate him in ways I have never felt before,” Ria cried into her shoulder.

Iyarwai knew from the word go that the whole relationship was screaming CREEPY. For one, Gaultheria simply didn't swing that way. Secondly, he clearly liked the man he was perceived to be when he had Gaultheria by his side, not Gaultheria herself. And it just didn't add up that Gaultheria would be into a man who wore suits that had time-travelled from the colonial era, both in style and intensity of wrinkles. He was also a strong, bitter sleeping pill who had a habit of not stopping a sermon until he was served food. He would rattle on about fake prophets or believers till a plate appeared in front of him. At this point, he would raise his voice and look away from the plate to dissuade unbelievers who
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suspected his evangelism was all about eating people's food. His suits had improved, courtesy of the growing competition between churches in making a show of publicly pledging things for their church leaders. He also now drove a decent but boring Honda Fit, but as far as food was concerned, the only thing that had improved was his taste—he now exclusively ate at the elite church members who ensured meals were accompanied by dessert. Just looking at his car, she would feel a claustrophobic feeling engulf her. And it was lately the main, albeit illegal, public transportation vehicle; not only did pedestrians flag it down, but the police would always stop one and peer inside with suspicion. Maybe that was why he had stuck a flyer of his face on its side.


She loathed the man.


Their embrace was broken by a bell that rang opposite the courthouse as an enormous black gate slid open and school children streamed out in black and white uniforms, looking like an army of black ants. Iyarwai absentmindedly shook her head, thinking of so many years back when she used to wear that kind of uniform. A time when private schools were actually worth their money. These days, where there was a bored, unemployed teacher with the right funds and connections, a private school could be set up. Knowing government schools were even better than them, they overcompensated with school uniforms suspiciously inspired by some Pinterest boards, intimidating unassuming parents by teaching their children to speak English fluently and laying down a rule that demanded these children speak English at home as well, stupefying the parents to an extent that evenings in homes were wordless as the parents tried to steer clear of a language that could humiliate them in front of their children. This was reinforced by the requirement that each student have an iPad or some other expensive tablet. The English and gadgets did the trick of convincing the parents they were indeed sending their child to a private school.
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“We will be fine, Yaya,” Ria muttered, watching the school kids with mild interest and reaching to take Iyarwai’s hand into her own.

“You are...” Iyarwai stopped herself, not sure what she had intended to say in the first place. Her ears were ringing, her face started itching, the way she did when she was confused. She wondered if she should say anything to Ria and what Ria would do if she told her. She wondered if it was something you told your sister. Even as Ria tugged at her hand, she realised it was better if Ria didn’t know. Not after the day she had just had. Besides, what would she say? Ria, you are dying soon?

MEMO: 0001

It is five minutes to six, and the air is still cold and clean. The world is still asleep; I hear my raspy breathing loud and clear as I hoist my weight up the barstool and wake my monitor. I am trying to start over, to build from where we left off. It is tough, I carry your memory with me everywhere, in odd places even. Sometimes a sharp pain shoots through my lower abdomen, and I think of the nights you woke me up with your squirming. You are embedded in the stretch marks spread all over my hips. At times, I feel an odd pull on my navel, as if it’s being sucked in, and I remember how my mother kept saying whenever I was not well, she could feel it through her navel.


Does her navel still do that?


As I watch a mother who is almost brought to tears by her toddler, I hope it still does. I avert my gaze to the ceiling, hoping the woman ignores my till even though I am sitting on the first one. I have to inure myself to your absence. I blink at the ceiling; the lights are gentle in places like these. For the customers’ sake, not ours. We’re too disposable and way too desperate to be thought of. With every graduate out there waiting to snatch my supermarket till operator job if I as much as complain about the lights, our significance is only imagined. But we are grateful for the gentle lights, the air-con, and the eclectic playlist, even though none of that is for us to enjoy. I got a huge tip for

[image: ]

vibing to Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons December 1963; the customer was wowed that a 2k would know such an ‘old school jam’.

Here, you get in at six and do your best to dodge washing the towels we use for cleaning our tills. They’re made of mutton cloth but have since lost their firmness. At this point, they should have retired from spotless white to used-up beige, but they’re not. All this, thanks to our supervisor. She is a woman with a shiny forehead, a perpetually receding hairline and a crooked finger, ready to drum away on your monitor, murmuring reluctantly apologies to the customers. A few minutes before seven, she loves to demonstrate the degree of her power by reaching into the frothy waters housing the towels, pulling them out and inspecting them like a bespectacled doctor inspecting a patient. The first day I washed them, she came to my till and said, “This is nonsense, Mwarurumwei”. Her words stung, but at least I did not get to rewash them. Mwandinyisa, who has a child and is renowned for washing them till they are milky white (due to her being a mother who cannot afford diapers and still uses napkins for her son), took the bucket and headed to the bakery with a stiff

neck.

I have since mastered the art of avoiding washing them, leaving them to the newbies since they come almost every week under the branch manager’s tyrannical rule. The branch manager is a short, thin-voiced woman we don’t like much. In all honesty, we hate her, but not as much as we hate the customers.

We hate the customers for their entitlement, but mostly for how our heads hang to the side and our shoulders slump, ready to serve them. Ready to mentally say, “Yes ma’am, please don’t call my supervisor”

From one till to another, stories are passed, details about the degrees we have, ones for which we cannot find jobs. Doctor, that is Mwandinyisa, who did not get her degree because a famous politician knocked her up and dumped her. An HR graduate, a social worker, a lawyer (who secretly believes her days in the supermarket are numbered because some law firm will eventually hire her), a college student, etc. But these are painful stories, stories that water up our eyes, which tear at our hearts and fill us with desperation beyond all understanding. So, we share much lighter stories, who is in what relationship,
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who is dating the ZESA guys who come into the supermarket at lunch with their washed-out work suits. There is Muchanditsumba, who calls himself Sage instead, and fancies himself a member of some loser group called Drip Demons and likes to share imagined stories of fashion contests against a group called Fashion Criminals. His iPhone 6, which turns out they still make those, is his most treasured asset.

And he goes from till to till telling these stories, making us laugh and forget our troubles. He is walking over to my till when something, or someone, makes him halt in his tracks and turn around. I turn to face straight ahead to see my boyfriend, Papa Godsent, walking towards my till.
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Chapter 2
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[image: ]orkpie Mountain sat erect, towering above other mountains, proud and well deserving. It kissed the clouds, just momentarily, then the clouds shyly fluttered around it, abandoning it for the vast skies. It was a cold morning, typical of Chimanimani; the kind that freezes your toes off. It was quiet; as a long-time resident of Zimbabwe, it took her only a second to make a diagnosis: blackout. Having electricity seemed to be the new irregularity. The tarred road was glossy, wet. She paused to gaze at a blurred, gnarled version of herself peering back at her. From the Village, the road snaked its way around mountains towards Ngangu, thinning as it reached the clinic, then it widened again, heading for Skyline. That night, it was abandoned. No cars were navigating its curves, almost kissing on blind spots. A truck that had had a brake failure the previous week, now had its head buried deep in the foot of a hill. Those who liked to think they knew  what  good  driving  is,  complimented  his  skill  and reconstructed the story of how he got there on their own, a picture of something macho and impressive. No one mentioned the possibility that if he had failed to hit it, he would have tumbled into the valley below, and nothing about the incident would have been impressive. And the picture would have been a testament to tragic ends. Many had been swallowed by those deep valleys, offered to them by the merciless curves, beautiful as they may be. The said driver slept soundly inside the truck, on a small, very thin mattress meant to accommodate one person, but now it accommodated the driver and a woman whose husband was dead asleep at the foot of the stairs of a local tavern. She had heard the stories, but who was she to talk, considering what her nieces had

done to her.
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The tavern had long been closed, nevertheless. Everything was quiet and still, but it was like the world had taken a pause, as if the night was holding in its breath. A deceiving calm. Just directly opposite the mountain sat the community clinic, where the road from the village birthed another to the left that crumbled into a dust road just as it reached the clinic. She followed the road, keeping a little to the right out of habit. A glance at the clinic ahead of her confirmed there was no movement outside the building. The only notable thing about it was that it was the only place with the lights on. A generator hummed just outside the guard room. Her nieces, twins who grew up believing they were one person, had just given birth to their daughters. She felt uneasy about the timing. How was it possible that they gave birth at the same time? This situation needed bigger eyes to see beyond.


She gave an emphatic nod to no one in particular.


They were the first women to give birth at Chimanimani Clinic. “How brave,” the midwife whispered to her in the corridors, pocketing the crumbled notes she had brought to buy the nurses’ silence. It was as if something was lurking in the clinic halls, and it required an extra dose of bravery to bear a child within its walls. As the twins’ aunt, their father’s only sister, she lingered in the hospital’s corridor, apprehensive and alert. She needed to make sure that no one would spread the gossip that her nieces had given birth; she had kept them hidden for the four months their bellies were visible, and she would not let the embarrassment be for public consumption now. And she was good at this. The story had ripened enough that many would kill to be the ones to spread it all over Chimanimani.


Over her dead body!


The newborns were named with a mixture of enthusiasm and dread. Their mothers, having noted that the trend those days was English-sounding names, wanted to name them in ways that would make them blend seamlessly with uptown kids in private schools.
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The plan had been to name them after the mountains their mothers had grown up in, but that proved problematic, considering the loftiest, imposing mountain was called ‘pork-pie.’ The mothers had to get a little more creative. Their bodies sizzled with the shock of what they had just gone through, something that felt completely not of this world; their breaths laboured and shallow, still, the importance of naming their children to belong was not lost on them. Their choices would determine the girls’ future. They had to sound ‘English’, English enough for the world to take them seriously, or at least look good on a wedding invitation. They competed over who would give her daughter the most fancy-sounding name. Neither won, not in this competition at least, even though Constantina’s mother insisted that Mai Gaultheria secretly believed she had won but only conceded because her stitches were giving her a hard time. On having the prettiest baby, Mai Gaultheria had already won.

When they were finally discharged from the hospital, in the early hours of yet another frigid evening, they bundled their babies in heavy towels, covered their faces with flimsy napkins, and followed the shadows home. They were not ready to be branded as everything women who had children without husbands were named. When they arrived home, safe in their aunt’s living room, under the scrutiny of their aunt, Atete Perpetual, and fluorescent lights, they had time to examine what they had given birth to. It was then that Constantina’s fate was sealed. The fancy name would not save her. Even though the babies were light-skinned to the extent that they looked like they had their actual skin peeled off, Constantina’s ears were a disheartening shade of brown.

A warning, a threat, an impending disaster. She was bound to be dark-skinned, very dark-skinned, and there was nothing her mother could do about it now. She had tried so many times to seduce the white man she and her twin sister worked with, to no avail. Gaultheria, on the other hand, had a full head of dirty blonde
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curls, a crown - her mother had succeeded evidently. The flimsy hair that sprouted from the centre of the back of her head and swept towards her hairline was an indication that she was never losing her light skin. For the first time in the twins’ lives, there was a variance between them. Mai Constantina felt guilty for rearing the difference inside her, indulging it as it craved for meat and sweets. She had dug a gorge between them, and a difference as lasting as a child was too big for her to swallow. The two names, however, were decided to be of equal sophistication, and the mothers recuperated with contented smiles on their faces and during this recuperation, they gathered more strength to compete - using their daughters, of course.

By some stroke of luck (in the form of an absent father, Constantina never got to meet), she ended up with a second name

- Iyarwai. It was clear her father was not thrilled with her birth - the name meant ‘forget’.

But, thank God for small mercies, Gaultheria had not been so lucky.

Besides, it could have been worse; her mother said she had initially planned to name her Resplendent after Gaultheria’s mother had threatened to name hers Adamantine.

The difficult pronunciation brought about a change of mind.

***
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Despite the prescient dream, Iyarwai had prayed it would not actually happen. And not so soon. She had carried the truth around with her like invisible luggage for two days. These were two days she was not herself, if herself ever existed. She liked being nothing more than Ria’s sister; it preoccupied her while nothing was expected of her. Their mothers didn’t even notice when Iyarwai started sleeping with everything that moved. They didn’t notice the new iPhone, which followed. Her sex tape finally roused something in them, but they quickly lost their interest once they realised no one besides themselves could tell it was her.
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She and Ria had lived with the twins, their mothers, their entire lives. Just the four of them. But after the trial, it was like there was an unseen guest in the house; the twins wouldn’t look at Ria, Ria wouldn’t speak to either of them, and Iyarwai was distracted trying to convince herself the dream would not come true. She wouldn't voice it out, but she blamed their mothers for what had happened. Had they not kicked Ria out, she wouldn't have had to spend a night at Gladman’s.

Iyarwai had a busy schedule on ordinary days; she had three boyfriends to entertain and a salon to run. Her eldest boyfriend, whom she had nicknamed Maximum because of his tendency to do everything to extremes, was an ambassador with a penchant for dark-skinned young women. There was a tacit agreement that their relationship only existed for as long as his term in Zimbabwe, but his recent behaviour was worrying; he seemed to have caught feelings along the way. Her other boyfriend, married, was an effeminate man Ria had nicknamed Mainini(aunt) and earned a good salary, but between herself, his wife and his two other girlfriends, he didn’t have much to show for it. Then there was October Pay, who earned his nickname because he wouldn’t take her out on a date for three months after they had met because his October pay hadn’t come in yet. They had met in December. He was finally given a wakeup call when he bumped into her shopping with Maximum’s card.

After the trial, she cleared her days; she couldn’t muster up the strength to go out every night of the week. Or take the mandatory sips from her flask. She had to stay alert, to watch her sister. She became her sister’s bodyguard, always hovering, always close by. She watched closely for any signs. Whenever she had a chance, she checked her sister’s eyes or skin to see if there was anything that showed. But there was none. Ironically, her sister was full of life in those last two days. Apart from expertly dodging their mothers,
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Ria seemed only intent on putting the trial and the events that had led up to it behind her.

Iyarwai took all this in; she paid attention to Ria, capturing her face and storing it in her memory. It seemed possible that every chance she got, she chose a moment she was sure she would never forget. She kept Ria’s face in her head, frozen in that moment. There was a continuous battle of whether she should tell Ria about the dream, but she figured if it was giving her sleepless nights, she would only be sending Ria into a panic for probably nothing. It seemed kind, just and fair to withhold it. In truth, she didn’t really believe Ria would die. For once, she let Ria take selfies with her, something Ria found very strange. She persuaded Ria to print out one of the pictures, not that she needed much persuading. And then a paper came back, shiny and light, but on it their faces were pressed together, a frozen moment that could outlive them both.

When a water glass slipped from Ria’s hands, Iyarwai caught it with her eyes before remembering she had to catch it with her hands. Her eyes were always on her sister. She rushed to pick up the remains of the water glass, instructing Ria to stay away. She meticulously picked the pieces, sweeping away the remains just in case broken glass was how her sister was supposed to die. When Ria, always a heavy sleeper, was asleep, she would sneak into her room and watch her. She watched her sister, as she hummed in
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