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Chapter 1: The Calm Before the Storm — March 1994
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When I close my eyes, I can still see those distant days, though the memory has faded.

"Samantha, come and play soccer with us." My brother always teased me. Sometimes I obliged, and he always laughed in glee at my clumsiness, running circles around me. This was in the dirt field beside the river, where the children of our village gathered. "Yuhi, stop being mean to me," I remember shouting. I remember the worn-out ball and the fields and the rivers, but I cannot remember my brother's face. When I think of him, I remember only the teasing, and the joy and laughter when he scored. Whenever someone scored, there was always an argument, because we had no proper goalposts. We used our shoes for goalposts and played barefoot. This was important. We needed the shoes for the farmlands, where rocks and venomous animals lay in wait, but our sports field was clear of stones, so why would we wear out the shoes when bare feet worked just as well?

I remember coming home after a day at school, then fishing in the river. We ate umutsima, a mix of cassava and corn. This was our staple. We rarely had animal protein except when one of us was lucky enough to catch a fish. Our days were full of joy. We were poor, but at least our poverty brought us together. It was nothing like the cold suburbia I would experience after I escaped to Australia.

Sometimes my father told us about news from the rest of Rwanda. Our family had no television. We did not even have a radio, but we knew how to read, so we followed the headlines in the newspapers that were sold in the nearby town. Sometimes we children ran into town and picked up old newspapers from the rubbish bins. It was too wasteful to buy today's paper when yesterday's gave us the same chance to read and to learn languages. On a good day, I found newspapers in Kinyarwanda, French, and English. I loved learning languages, and I imagined myself travelling the world. My brother Yuhi found my fascination silly. "How often will you ever speak to someone who doesn't know Kinyarwanda? The white man never comes here anyway."

"Don't be stupid, Yuhi. Samantha's desire to learn will make our village proud one day. We of the Nyamwasa family have always valued knowledge," my father, Mutara, replied.

"I guess books are good for her, since she won't be a professional footballer when she grows up." Yuhi smirked and ran off to play.

When Yuhi was gone, I spoke to my father about something I had read in the paper. "Papa. The newspaper says President Juvénal Habyarimana is having trouble with the peace plan. Why is that? Why can't people live in peace?"

My father looked worried. "The devil and the evil spirits move men to want discord. It is the way of the world. You can only improve things by helping the good spirits around you."

"But will we be safe?" I asked.

"A man cannot know his fate. Only God knows. To speculate on these matters is arrogance. We must pray that things will work out." His voice was solemn.

Looking back on that conversation, I believe my father had a foreboding of what was to come. A part of me blames him for not taking precautions, but I also understand. We cannot let fear govern our lives. And our part of the country had been spared the civil war that ravaged the north from 1990 to 1993. After that short-lived peace, the worst was still to come.

Looking back, I also recall a conversation I had with my mother, Rebecca, before everything fell apart.

"Why can't I have another sibling? Ours is the smallest family in the village."

"I don't know. We have been praying to Jesus Christ every night for another child," my mother replied. I joined her in praying that night, but nothing happened. In time, I would understand that my mother and I were predisposed to the same condition — with one difference. She had borne two children before she was old enough for it to appear.
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Chapter 2: Blood Red Rivers — April 1994
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I remember the day it began. It was a Sunday morning, and after Mass I wanted to go into town for newspapers. My father reprimanded me with a strange, sudden anger. "No, Samantha. I forbid you from leaving the village. Go and catch a fish in the river. I am hungry."

His anger puzzled me. He had always said the hunger for knowledge was greater than the hunger of the flesh. Why had he changed his mind? I did not want to anger him further, so I took the fishing net and went down to our muddy river.

Standing waist-deep in the water, I noticed the colour was shifting to a faint reddish hue. At the time I thought little of it. In retrospect, I wish I had warned everyone in that moment. After several fruitless hours, I felt something heavy in the net.

At first, I felt joy. A fish that big could feed the whole village. Then I felt unease. Why was the fish not struggling as I reeled it in? We could not eat a fish that was dead when caught, but I wanted to make my father happy.

When I pulled in the "fish", I had my first preview of the worst day of my life. I had caught a man's severed head. I recognised him. It was Kagabo, from the neighbouring village. I ran in terror, and the net, with the head inside it, drifted downstream.

I ran to my father. "Papa. I caught Kagabo's head in the river. He is dead, Papa."

My father gave me an angry stare. "Stop talking nonsense, Samantha. I know you are angry about fishing on a Sunday, but it is unfair to the other children if you don't do your share."

"Please, Papa. Come with me to the river. I'll show you."

He sighed and followed, muttering to himself. When we reached the bank, he gave me a stern look. "Where is the fishing net, Samantha?"

"I dropped it. It went downstream." I snivelled, and I saw him hold back a blow.

I felt ashamed. My father was not a cruel man, but we were poor and could not afford to lose the net. "Sorry, Papa. I will follow the river until I find it."

"Good. Be home before nightfall. You won't eat unless you bring the net back."

I looked at him with wet eyes and started walking downstream. In retrospect, I have come to understand that the years of difficulty I had with father figures growing up came from this last encounter. And yet it was this encounter that saved my life. I was far from the village when the killing began.

***
[image: ]


MANY HOURS LATER, I was on my way home. I was hungry, and my eyes were swollen from crying. I had not found the net, and I worried that my father was still angry with me. Being scolded on an empty stomach was no way to spend a night, and I was only twelve years old.

As I approached the village, I heard faint screams and a group of men chanting. I did not recognise the voices, which was strange, because outsiders rarely came to our town. As I walked towards my home, a man grabbed me from behind and covered my mouth.

"Shh. Be quiet if you want to live." The man hissed.

I was petrified. I could not break free. I looked at his clothes — military trousers, a heavy machete soaked in blood hanging at his side. After a while, a group of soldiers led a column of women in chains past us. The leader was sitting in a jeep that moved slowly with them. "That's Colonel Patrick Bagosora," the man whispered. "He is the commander of our unit, and the one who ordered us to attack your village."

I do not know what came over me, but I tried to memorise Patrick's face and his uniform. Even then, terrified as I was, I think I had already decided I would have my revenge on the man responsible for what had happened to my family.

As the soldiers moved on, my captor took his hand from my mouth. "We need to go into the village and look for supplies. We have a long walk ahead of us."

I nodded and sobbed. "Where are we going? What is your name?"

He gave me a cold stare. "Don't ask questions, girl. I am the one in control."

"Sorry. I'm Samantha. I just need a friend."

"Okay. My name is Phillippe, and I am taking you to safety, far away from here."

"I need to see my family. We must help them."

"I'd rather not take you."

"Please. Otherwise, I won't go with you."

After muttering some profanities, Phillippe agreed.

I saw my father dead outside the door of our home. The soldiers had chopped him many times with their machetes. My brother was next. They had tied him to an electricity pole and used him as an archery target. I went inside, where my mother lay naked. She was bleeding from several deep cuts, and someone had shattered a glass bottle inside her.

"Samantha. I am so glad to see you alive. You must get to safety." Rebecca wheezed.

"Mama. Who did this to you?" I cried.

"Patrick Bagosora. He murdered your father, and made me watch as his men shot arrows at your brother. After that, he raped me. He finished with the bottle." She gasped each word out.

I turned to Phillippe. "We must get my mother to the hospital."

He shook his head. "No. The closest hospital is thirty kilometres away. She would bleed out on the way. And there is no help for someone like her at the hospital. President Juvénal Habyarimana is dead. Interim President Théoneste Bagosora has ordered the elimination of all Tutsis in this region. You can let her bleed out, or you can end her suffering."

I looked at my mother, shaking and passing
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