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To Mom and Dad, Ouma and Oupa, Butch, Rabbit, and Queenie.




"Africa changes you forever, like nowhere on earth. Once you have been there, you will never be the same. But how do you begin to describe its magic to someone who has never felt it? How can you explain the fascination of this vast, dusty continent, whose oldest roads are elephant paths? Could it be because Africa is the place of all our beginnings, the cradle of mankind, where our species first stood upright on the savannahs of long ago?”—Brian Jackman-

INTRODUCTION

"When an elder is gone, a library burns to the ground" – African proverb

Tea, Scones, and Malaria is a memoir of my life growing up in Rhodesia. It covers a period of twenty years, from my birth in 1950 through 1969. My focus is on my early childhood and teen years. The purpose is to offer the reader a glimpse into what it was like to live in Colonial Africa. This book is intended for American readers—those who know little about Africa and nothing about Rhodesia (which is now called Zimbabwe). 

Why did I write this memoir? To answer some of the many questions I am constantly asked about my life in Africa, not the least of which is, “What did you eat?” This preoccupation with food suits me fine. I love food. African food is both amazingly delicious and horrifically disgusting to the uninitiated. I discuss food a lot. African food fuses native dishes with European and Asian cuisine. There is nothing quite like it in the rest of the world. 

Another question that is frequently asked is “What is your ethnicity?” I identify as white European, but my genetic heritage is, like our food, an amalgam of different races. My East African mtDNA is L0, belonging to the oldest race of humans on earth. Mitochondrial DNA can be traced back for a thousand years, or a dozen generations. Our oldest DNA is L0, from mitochondrial Eve (200,000—300,000 years ago). It is certain we all come from this originally, but it is interesting to know that my 6th grandmother, Barbara, was of this race. I suspect that she was a Khoe-San, a Cape local known as a “Hottentot,” a woman from the bushman tribe like those featured in the South African movie of the 1970s, The Gods Must Be Crazy.

My genetic background is varied, ranging from mostly European to African, Indian, Arab, and Indonesian. All my non-European ancestors were slaves, brought to South Africa by the Dutch and Portuguese slave traders. They inter-married and bred with my French, Russian, Scandinavian, Dutch, English, Italian, and German forebears. Although my family settled in South Africa from the 1600s through the 20th century, my parents immigrated to Rhodesia in the 1940s, Mom as a missionary, Dad as a builder for the Rhodesian government.

Some think Zimbabwe may be a part of South Africa, but it never was a part of South Africa. Zimbabwe, formally known as Southern Rhodesia, was a British colony until 1965. It was and still is a separate country from its neighbor to the south. In 1953, it became a Federation with Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) and Nyasaland (Malawi) to the north. In 1965, the Prime Minister, Ian Smith, declared unilateral independence (UDI) from Britain, and the colony broke away. It wasn’t until 1979, after a protracted civil war, that it achieved its independence as a majority rule country, and Rhodesia became Zimbabwe.

I left Rhodesia in 1970 and lived in South Africa until 1979 when I emigrated to the USA and became an American citizen in 1984. My parents were South African by birth, and they remained in Africa until their deaths. Many ex-pat Rhodesians have a strong nostalgia and love for the country, mostly for what it used to be. They are known as the “When-we’s.” One can hold two truths in one’s mind, simultaneously. While Rhodesia during the colonial period was a wonderful place for white people, the civil war that raged from 1964 – 1980 did not occur in a vacuum. The consequences of the systemic racial divide from the country’s inception by colonialists who had no regard for the well-being of the local population were inevitable. The result is the basket-case that is now Zimbabwe. Fond memories are there, but so is the knowledge that native Africans were not on an equal footing with whites. The pendulum has swung to the other extreme, and now it is white farmers who are suffering under the majority rule. 

The divide was, at its core, between black and white people, but it was also a power struggle between the two principal African tribes: the Matabele or Ndebele, and the Mashona (Shona) or Rozwi tribes. White people, mainly Europeans, settled the area that is now Zimbabwe in the 1890s, and Cecil John Rhodes (after whom the country was first named) created a new colony for Britain. At that time, the Mashona and Matabele tribes were the majority occupants of this territory. Their languages and cultures were vastly different from one another’s, and there has always been tension between the tribes. Many indigenous Africans fought on the side of the white population during the civil war, hoping to end up on the right side of a power struggle. It would take several books to cover the history of this part of Africa.

Nothing is as simple as it sounds, but I try to convey in my memoir exactly how I perceived things from my limited perspective as a child. I write about the idyllic existence whites led—a feudal class system that excluded the native population. It can be compared to the racial inequities in the United States before 1970, a system similar to that of South Africa and its one-time system of Apartheid.

One cannot write about Zimbabwe without mentioning the natural, majestic beauty of the country, and the wildlife of the African savannah, the beautiful towns and cities, and the productive farms. However, the whites would not have been so lucky without the help of the native population in building an infrastructure and supplying the labor for the farms and cities.

In the 1950s, my family were pioneers who headed out into untamed areas far from towns or cities. My father’s government job in construction took him, and us, into areas where there were few roads and little infrastructure. I grew up in this environment and became one with it.  We ran wild and barefoot in the bushveld. Sometimes I feel it is a miracle we survived the harsh bush life at all. My life was not typical of most whites from this part of Africa, but I am sure there are many Zimbabweans who can relate since Zimbabwe is largely a rural land. Our life was much more primitive than most of those who lived on farms or in towns or cities.

For the first two or three years of my life, we lived in Bulawayo. Mom and Dad were heavily involved in church activities, and most of their friends were from the church they attended.

My grandparents, Ouma and Oupa (grandmother and grandfather in Afrikaans) also lived in Bulawayo, a few blocks from our first home. Originally from South Africa, their native tongue, Afrikaans, is a bastardization of Dutch, a mishmash of languages that reflects the true Afrikaner heritage—a racial mix.

Mom's father, Oupa, was a practicing alcoholic until the disease finally killed him with a series of debilitating strokes. Ouma, a classic enabler, took refuge in religion and her chronic neurosis. These days, she would probably be diagnosed with PTSD or depression. Mom told us many stories of growing up in this dysfunctional household. Her childhood only made her more determined never to touch alcohol, or to pass on that legacy.

This memoir is not written as a nostalgic trip down memory lane aimed at my fellow expats. There are plenty of those books already out there. My goal is to help readers who have never been to Africa, who know little to nothing about it, to gain a better understanding of the land and its people as they were at that time. I want those who read this memoir to feel what I felt, to see what I saw. I want the reader to gain a broader understanding of a lifestyle that was different and alien to most people of western civilization. I want people to understand how things were from my point of view, what we experienced—the splendid, the sorrowful, the atrocious, and the whimsical.

I have also written in a style and language that will be easily understood by non-expats. Africans of all races speak a lingo that can be confusing and only understood by those who have lived there. Since some native Africans did not speak English perfectly, such as our maid and nanny, Petina, I have allowed her authentic voice to come through. The rest of us speak the Queen’s English, or American English, in most cases.

I have changed the names and descriptions of the people I knew and grew up with. Some characters are composites, and I doubt the people mentioned in this memoir would be recognizable to any person who knew me. I do not use real names for myself or my friends and family. Where names are real, I will indicate that at the time, but for the most part, the names are not the actual names. The people and events are real, however. I have tried as much as possible to recreate scenes and events as accurately as I am able to, but when it comes to remembered conversations, I must rely on how I felt at the time to convey the tone or spirit of the conversations. At times, I have recall of the exact words used, and those I’ve used as I remember them. Where I am too young to remember, I must depict the scene using artistic license, or, as it was told to me by my parents or grandparents.

Whatever you think of this memoir, I hope that above all else you will find it an enjoyable read!

Katlynn Brooke (aka “Pie”)
PART I

THE WILD CHILD

1950—1959
CHAPTER 1

MOM AND DAD

“Children learn more from what you are than what you teach them.” ~Unknown~

Fort Victoria, 1962

Like a leopard stalking a troop of preoccupied, garden-raiding baboons, Dad walks into the room while we are in the act of rifling through his bedside drawer. He points his stubby forefinger at us—the one that is missing its first digit, lost in an old carpentry accident. "I thought I told you to stay out of my stuff."

My mouth drops open, and the white-blonde head of my younger sister, Butch, swivels toward me. "It was Pie. She's looking for chocolates." Rabbit, my eight-year-old brother, stares up at the ceiling. I have nothing to do with this either, his eyes seem to say.  Queenie, still too young to understand we're in trouble, giggles and points at me. "She did it!"

Dad's blue eyes alight on the thing I am holding in my hand. Instead of chocolates—I should have known better; Dad does not have Mom's sweet tooth—I am clutching a pelt of colorful feathers. I am a thief caught in the act. We are a family of chocoholics and behave like tweakers looking for our next fix, but Dad's weakness is salted peanuts. We have just discovered the brilliant pelt hidden under his stash. Dad reaches out, and I hand over the pelt. "Dining room," he says, jerking his head toward the door.

Dad smells of motor oil. His khaki shorts are stained with grease from the old Siddeley truck's gearbox that he has been working on all day, hoping it will be in running order by Monday. Mom is out shopping. My eleven-year-old brain told me we had a few minutes of freedom to go digging through their bedroom drawers. How wrong I was.

We gather around the tarnished but solid mahogany wood dining table. Petina's soft singing, a Shona lullaby, drifts through the kitchen door as she prepares our evening meal. Johnny, her baby, rests on her back, wrapped in a length of blue and white cotton.  The occasional clatter of cups and saucers rises above the menacing but familiar hiss of our unreliable pressure cooker.

We—Butch, Rabbit, and me, settle into the dining room chairs' worn seats. Queenie is there too. She hates being left out of our affairs, even if it involves a “talking to,” or worse, the belt. I sigh. At least Dad didn't get the belt out. The ripped, green Naugahyde covers scratch my bare legs. I pick at a scab on my knee as I await the lecture to come.

Dad places the pelt on the table as he sits down. "Tea, Petina!" he yells, but Petina has already anticipated him. Her bare feet scuffing on the tile floor, she enters the dining room carrying a tea tray. Her baby Johnny gazes at us with round doe eyes from his kangaroo-like pouch. Placing the tray gently on the table, she scuffs out again. Dad lifts the beaded doily from the milk jug, pours a dollop of milk into his cup, then a heaping teaspoon of sugar. He waits a while, tilts the teapot, and a stream of dark liquid fills the cup to its brim. Petina knows how strong he likes his tea, and she never disappoints.

Sighing with satisfaction, Dad begins to sip. We wait. Tea is his pacifier, his soother of jangled nerves—of which lately, he has a jillion.

"This pelt is from a lilac breasted roller," he says finally, placing the cup down and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

I gasp. I had guessed, though. The roller's pastel plumage, pinkish-lilac breast, and brilliant blue on its wings mark it as one of Africa's most beautiful birds.

"Listen carefully, because one day you may be in the same situation I was, and I want you to make the right choice."

We look at each other. This may not be as bad as we'd anticipated.

"It was just after I'd received my very first paycheck on the mines. I'd bought a rifle, and I couldn't wait to try it out. The man I bought it from promised me it would shoot straight, and I also wanted to see how my aim was. Shooting at unmoving targets seemed too tame. So, I went out into the bush to find something to shoot at. A splash of color in a tree drew my eye, and I lifted the rifle and took aim." Dad pauses for a moment, and, sadly, I think, looks down at the pelt, then takes another sip of tea. "I squeezed the trigger. To my surprise, the bird dropped with a small thud, like a stone. I walked over, picked it up, and stared at the dead thing lying motionless in my hand. Its eyes looked at me, empty of life and consciousness.”

He looks up at us. “I thought I would be happy that my aim was so accurate, that I had hit my target, but I felt no joy in the act. I felt as if I had murdered the most amazing creature I had ever seen. This bird should have been alive, singing, making nests, and showing off its plumage; not lying lifeless in my hand." He lifts the pelt, shaking it slightly. "I kept this to remind me that we don't kill for sport. I kill so we can eat, not for pleasure. I get no enjoyment from killing a living creature." Placing the pelt gently back into the drawer, he turns. "Remember that."

Dad has hunted for a living. For many years he was forced to shoot meat for us and his workforce, to kill living things, but he tells us he gets no pleasure from it. To him, it is a necessity, not a sport. This is who my father is; his tough, he-man exterior hides a sensitive soul, but also one who can do the difficult thing when it becomes necessary. He can be frightening to us kids, using his belt on us at any infraction, but he only does it because he thinks it’s the right thing to do. It’s all he knows. Unlike Mom, who follows Dr. Spock like a religion, he knows nothing of the modern ways of child-rearing. His discipline is Victorian, and, thanks to his own upbringing, he finds it difficult to show that he loves us.

On the other hand, we have Mom.

***
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Mom looks sideways at me as she sits in front of the old treadle Singer, while at the same time she expertly runs a seam. It is my school uniform, a blue and white gingham abomination that must be finished before Monday.

"You—Pie." Mom pauses, takes a breath, picks up a small pair of scissors, and snips the thread. Holding the nearly complete uniform up for inspection, she frowns. Her dark hair is graying prematurely, but her fine-featured porcelain face is still beautiful.  "You are responsible for all of my gray hair."

"I know. You’ve said so before.” I think a bit, frowning. Mom and I are kindred spirits, and since she’s always busy with something, I value the little time we get to spend together. “So, why do you always call me Pie?" I ask. "It's not my real name. It's a stupid nickname. Why couldn't you choose something like..." my voice trails off. I can't think of what else I would prefer to be called. Princess, perhaps? Nope. I shake my head. That's dopey. A dog's name. I don't even like my real name. I wish it was something...something French, perhaps, like Charmaine, but it isn't.

"Because when you were born, I thought your face looked like a pie." Mom gives her trademark hyena bark. She finds this hilarious. I do not.

"And Rabbit? He doesn't look like a rabbit."

"He's quiet, like a rabbit."

"What about Butch?"

Mom's foot pumps the treadle again, her fingers flirting with the needle going up and down. She's already caught her thumb once in the needle requiring a painful extraction and a swollen, bleeding thumb. "Dad gave her that name. She's a rough and tumble girl, and I think she wanted to be a boy. She acts like one. She used to catch spiders and eat them."

I shudder. “But...we both ate our poop!”

Mom nods and laughs again. “I was told by a psychiatrist that only creative kids do this. And you know how Queenie got her name."

"Yeah, she thinks she rules us all! She gets away with everything, especially with Dad. She’s his favorite. But why do you always say it was me that gave you a gray hair?"

Mom puts aside her sewing for a while and folds her arms. "It was not only one gray hair. You have always been the most puzzling of all my children. You're not like your brother and sisters who give me very little trouble." Her smile, though, takes the sting out of the words. I have never doubted for a moment that Mom loves and values each one of us no matter what. I settle down to listen. Like Dad, her storytelling is often amusing, especially the tales about the things I got up to when I was still small, like...like...two years old. Or maybe four. Each time she tells them, I chortle as if I haven't heard the same anecdote a hundred times already.

"You won't remember that time you ate a whole bottle of baby aspirin," Mom says, "but I do, and it was only a miracle you survived."

"How old was I?"

"Eighteen months."

I nod, and as Mom speaks, early childhood memories begin to flood back. Rich, vivid cameos. Snippets of memories begging to be told. What I can't remember, my mind recreates in sound and images as if I do remember. But now, I don’t know if it’s my remembering or if it’s what Mom has always told me.

I will start at the beginning.
CHAPTER 2

ASPIRIN, GERANIUMS, AND LIPSTICK
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Pie and Butch, 1952

Bulawayo, Rhodesia. 1950—1953

When Mom finds me, I am breathing rapidly, lethargic and unresponsive, on the bedroom floor, the empty bottle still clutched in my tiny hand. It has most likely only been minutes since I downed the last orange tablet, the contents of a full bottle of Junior Aspirin. I am eighteen months old, and my urge for oral exploration is still in its early stages. A door slams. It could have been Ouma as she runs over to our neighbor to use their phone. Mom’s ashen face looms over me as she lifts me from the floor, forces my mouth open, and sticks her finger down my throat, praying, beseeching God to save me.

At last, her efforts pay off. A gush of still-undigested pills, a torrent of orange lava, erupts from my mouth. It takes some time though before my breathing calms.

The doctor finally arrives, black bag and stethoscope in hand, but I have already emptied my stomach of all its contents. "You are lucky," he tells Mom and Ouma as he examines my vitals. "She ate too many, too fast, and they came back up again. I don’t think there’s any permanent damage."

***
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I was born in 1950, at the height of the baby boom after WW2, the same year that Doris Lessing authored her first African novel, "The Grass is Singing." Doris Lessing lived and grew up in my country of birth, Southern Rhodesia. She was familiar with Bulawayo, the city in which I was born.

From their marriage in 1949, Mom and Dad live in a southern suburb of Bulawayo. This area is old, with houses probably built just after the turn of the century.

Our tin-roofed bungalow has a long, wooden-floored, shot-guy style passage down its center, with rooms leading off on either side, and a large, airy wrap-around verandah.  It sits in a good-sized yard surrounded by colorful, spicy pepper trees, tall, fragrant gum trees, and the ever-present pencil-tree cactus. This cactus emits a corrosive, milky sap when one snaps off a twig. Naturally, I do this often, and watch, fascinated, as the icky juice runs onto my hand. I think it’s fairy milk. Our well-tended garden is fronted by a dirt road that leads to the main artery into the city.

Aloe, zebra plant, and sedum flourish in a rockery, and lantana, oleander, and bougainvillea shrubbery provide color to an otherwise drab landscape. Our climate tends to be on the dry side, especially during the winter. Hardy plants that take little maintenance are ubiquitous in this red-soiled area. A dusty, dry scent in the air reminds us we are not that far from the parched Kalahari Desert to the west.

When it does rain, I can’t wait to run outside and sit in the greasy, red-brown puddles. I make mudpies, squishing the red soil through my fingers. I cover myself with the mud head to toe. It is my version of a spa treatment that once resulted in a temporary, itchy skin condition caused by miniscule soil parasites. Mom often sends me outside to play and, despite my track record, leaves me alone to do whatever my little heart desires. Mom, a firm believer in Dr. Spock, gives her children the freedom to explore.

I am easily bored, Mom is easily distracted, and perhaps she is also a slow learner. Dr. Spock has lulled her into a misguided trust of her first-born. True, she has a lot on her mind lately, with a toddler and a newly arrived baby. Around the age of eighteen months, my walking is that of a toddler’s totter, but it’s one that can get me far. One day, when Mom belatedly decides to check on me, I am gone. Frantically, she searches the house. Nothing. As she scours the garden, she glances up just in time to see a tiny figure making her way down toward the main road where we catch the bus into town. I am wearing a pair of her pointy-toed, stiletto heels on each foot, an oversized purse clutched in a sticky hand. When Mom catches up with me, she notices I have also painted my face, like an ancient Barbarian in full warpaint, with her bright red lipstick that is so popular in this era.

"And just where do you think you're going?" She scoops me up into her arms. I can smell baby talc, and the faint gardenia of her favorite perfume, White Shoulders.

"To townt," I reply, drawing my brows together in a frown as if it were obvious.

Ouma, my grandmother, stands at the garden gate as Mom brings me back. She shakes her head, iron gray curls bobbing around a frowny face. “This child will be the death of me,” she says, as she turns to go back inside. “I can’t imagine what could have happened had she reached the bus stop.”

Mom’s laughter is a donkey bray. “I would have given anything to see the bus driver’s face!”

Mom's benign neglect continues to have consequences, though. One particular day, Mom places me on a blanket on our usual spot on the verandah, alongside Butch, my baby sister. Ouma is visiting, helping her daughter indoors with something that does not include a toddler or a baby.

The verandah is a pleasant place. Red geraniums grow in pots that sit on the low, white-washed walls between concrete pillars. Potted ferns placed between the acacia-wood chairs with their colorful, cotton print cushion seats lend a New Orleans jazzy air to the polished red concrete floor's plainness. But it is the fragrant perfume of the geraniums, and their deep color, that fascinate me. They look good enough to eat. What would they taste like?

Getting bored with my toys, or perhaps wanting to be helpful, I decide, since Mom and Ouma are busy, and I have already sampled a petal, I will feed the baby. My two-year-old brain informs me that Mom will be pleased with my initiative. Reaching up to pluck the most delicate-looking geranium blooms, I enthusiastically stuff petals and leaves into the baby's mouth. Butch's arms wave feebly in protest, little legs kicking the air. She coughs and tries to spit out the strange matter, but I am not having any of that. More determined now, I shove the foliage in further. Butch's face turns a pleasing shade of purple, and she begins to gag. Indeed, I must be thinking, she will soon stop resisting and savor the crimson petals' subtle flavor, but her coughs only grow louder, turning, in a matter of seconds, into a crescendo of choking gasps.

When Mom and Ouma emerge, alerted to trouble on the verandah by the gagging noises Butch is making, the main suspect sits in one of the armchairs, clasping her hands in her lap.

"Kill that child!" Mom screams to Ouma as she frantically sticks her fingers down the baby's throat, scooping out leaves and petals as fast as she can. Ouma ignores Mom's directive, helping instead to excavate the debris from the baby's throat and restore her breathing. It is a successful rescue, and Butch lives so that her elder sister may torment her yet another day.

"You stared off into the middle distance,” Mom tells me, years later. “Your face was so calm, as if you had no idea what you had done.”

I am a tactile child, and I love color—red being particularly irresistible. My early training as an artist is launched during this stage of my life. One evening my parents are attending a dinner party hosted by Auntie Mary, Mom's cousin, and Mom unwisely makes a decision to take Butch and me along. Auntie Mary graciously offers her bedroom for us to sleep in while the adults dine.

"We've just had our bedroom painted," Auntie Mary proudly informs Mom as they tuck a blanket around me and my already sleeping sister. I am sure Mom also admonishes me to "be good,” as she walks out the door to join the other guests. While I don’t remember everything about that evening, I do remember the fresh-paint smell of the bedroom, and the mahogany dresser with its three-way mirror that sits next to the bed. It holds the usual accoutrements; a gold-handled hairbrush and a tray of assorted gold-colored objects. Some of them look familiar to me.

And isn’t that a...?

The evening passes quickly for Mom, and soon it is time to collect the kids and put them in the car for the ride home. No doubt she feels a twinge of pride that we had been so quiet she had almost forgotten we were there. Mom and Dad thank the host and hostess for a wonderful evening as they make their way to the bedroom, grateful that, for once, they have been able to enjoy a rare, undisturbed night out.

As they open the bedroom door, the expression on my parents’ faces is a picture of frozen dismay and horror. Instead of two sleeping children, one of them, their first-born, her pie-face shining with joy, adds the finishing touch to her masterpiece with a flourish. The remains of Auntie Mary’s red lipstick, now an ugly stub in its gold applicator, is still in her hand. The walls, to a height of three feet or so, are covered in crimson squiggles, like a psychotic killer's insane ramblings written in blood at the crime scene.

It is most likely around this time of my life that Mom decides to allow Ouma more jurisdiction over my upbringing.





CHAPTER 3

OUMA AND OUPA

[image: A person and person posing for a picture with children

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

Oupa, hand on Butch’s head; Ouma holding Rabbit, Pie in foreground.

I am an energetic three-year-old, and my sister Butch a two-year-old toddler. Mom is pregnant again, and in no condition to cope with my continued high jinks, so Ouma becomes my surrogate mother. I am the grandchild who spends the most time with Ouma and Oupa. I often stay with them in Bulawayo, and my memories are from an early age.

Their home is in the same suburb where we live the first years of my life. They share a large, single-family home divided into two apartments with the owner, Auntie Isabelle, living in the front part of the house, while Ouma and Oupa occupy a rear one-bedroom apartment.

Auntie Isabelle is an Afrikaner, a motherly, ancient woman with missing teeth and a shock of white hair, like Einstein. She loves it when I visit with her, and at age three, I am uncritical and open to all her misguided instruction. One hot day, I sit in her kitchen, watching a large spider on the wall, just above my head, catching and eating flies as if it is at a spider buffet. Auntie Isabelle places a bowl of porridge in front of me and hands me a spoon. Absentmindedly, I grasp the spoon with my left hand, my eyes still fixated on the spider as it pounces on yet another fat fly.

“No!” Auntie Isabelle exclaims, pulling the spoon away, then immediately handing it back to me again. Puzzled, I pull my eyes away from the wall and grasp the spoon, again. “I told you, no!” She jerks the spoon back.

I stare at her; the spider forgotten. She wants me to eat, doesn’t she? What am I doing wrong? This goes on for some time. Finally, impatiently, she grabs my right hand, where it rests in my lap. “This one, child, this one!” It dawns on me that she thinks I am using the wrong hand, so, eager to please, I take a mouthful of porridge with the spoon in my right hand. It doesn’t feel right, so I swap hands and am about to take another bite when a stinging slap on my left hand tells me this is the wrong thing to do. I am stubborn, but so is Auntie Isabelle. The slaps and the placing of the spoon into my right hand continue. I continue swapping the spoon back to my left hand until I’ve eaten my fill. I remain a southpaw.

Ouma and Oupa don’t care which hand I use to eat—they turn me loose in Auntie Isabelle’s thriving orchard adjacent to the house.

“That kid must have a tapeworm,” Ouma comments to Auntie Isabelle one day as they watch me down an apple, core and all. “I’ve never seen anyone so small eat so much.”

“Like a goat,” Auntie Isabelle sniffs, shaking her head. “And she still uses the Devil’s hand.”

The yard is divided in two sections, with an outhouse at the back that has full plumbing. It is a chore to walk down the long path to the outhouse at night, so we use the chamber pots Ouma always keeps under the bed. Behind the house is an apple orchard. Behind a fence, in front of the house, is yet another orchard of orange and lemon trees. The lemon trees bear jumbo-sized fruit with a thick, loose skin. The lemons and the skin are sweet and can be eaten like oranges. The orchard is redolent with the scent of orange blossom. At certain times of the year, we pick pomegranates from the pomegranate trees. Eating pomegranates is a messy job that leaves us looking like victims of a massacre, but it remains my favorite fruit.

Near the front gate, under a pepper tree, is a chest-high red rock. How it came to be there, I will never know. It seems to me to be a meteor that had fallen out of the sky, or at the very least one of our enormous granite kopjes [a small rocky hill]. I clamber up it, daily, to survey the world. To me, this rock appears the size of the Rock of Gibraltar, and it becomes my ship, or whatever I want it to be. Years later, as I grow older and taller, this rock shrinks rapidly to the point where I can’t even describe it as large anymore, just a weird rock that someone was too lazy to cart away. Strange how that happens.

Oupa’s job is with Rhodesian Railways. Oupa, entrenched in his alcoholism, suffers a severe accident while on the job. He is a “shunter,” an employee engaged on the ground with the task of having to get between the carriages to complete coupling and uncoupling. It is dangerous work at the best of times, but it seems he has also been drinking while on the job. He is pinned between two carriages, and it is only a miracle that he still lives. He spends months in the hospital, recovering, and never returns to work. Sometime in the Fifties he retires with his pension.

It becomes an ordeal with Oupa home all the time. He mumbles a lot and swears when he runs out of booze or cigarettes. He reeks of cheap Scotch and tobacco. He smokes the unfiltered Star cigarettes that he keeps in his front shirt pocket, reaching for the yellow pack with trembling, nicotine-stained fingers. Barefoot, I must dodge the still glowing stompies—butts—he flicks out into the yard when he’s done. Ouma does not tolerate dirty ashtrays, although she does keep an abalone shell on the coffee table just for Oupa, but she empties it every five minutes. It annoys Oupa. Muttering, he rises from the rabbit-hide kaross-covered sofa and goes outside, taking his cigarettes with him.

Like his smokes, his raw cough is unfiltered; he hocks up something brown from the depths of his lungs, expelling it onto the sidewalk or driveway. I dodge those, too. Much of the time, we pretend Oupa isn’t there, and that’s not difficult, because he isn’t—not the real man he had once been, the poet, writer, artist, and musician. The man I see now is a shadow of his former self, a shave [African spirit] who wanders around the property looking for cigarettes or his next drink.

I am often glad to see my parents pull up in the driveway, ready to take me home, away from the sickness and disharmony that are my grandparents. 
CHAPTER 4

IRISH LACE 

Mom's days of apologizing for her eldest child are not over.

I remember this incident quite clearly. We are visiting Dad's aunt Martha in Johannesburg. One does not call my great aunt "auntie." To Mom, she is formal and intimidating, a family member who keeps a spotless house. Her home looks as if certain areas need to be roped off, like a museum with valuable artifacts—a home where sticky-fingered children are not welcome. Aunt Martha has never had children. She doesn't like children, and I'm sure after this incident, she likes them even less, but what can Mom do except sit me down at the highly-polished, mahogany dining room table with its upholstered dining chairs while she and Aunt Martha go into the kitchen to make tea. Mom doesn't forget the admonition to "be good," adding "don't move!" There are surely no lipsticks here, she must have been thinking, so what trouble could Pie possibly get into?

I have been told not to move, so I gaze instead at Aunt Martha's lace curtains that hang from the window behind the dining room table. They fascinate me. As an admiring Mom sat me down at the table, Aunt Martha declared that these are handmade Irish lace curtains that she had ordered all the way from Ireland. It doesn't matter to me where they come from. I agree with Aunt Martha. They are exquisite. I sit, bored, while my eyes trace the pattern: a scalloped edging that outlines a repeating design, row upon row of flowery clusters that run the length of the creamy curtains. The more I stare, the more I want these curtains. I want to wrap myself in them, drape them over my head like a bride, but how? They are attached to the window, but I need to examine the motif in more detail. I air-trace around the design with my finger. As I trace, my hand and eyes following each flower, leaf, or scallop, I frown. How can I engrave this in my mind, make it mine? I realize, from the clatter of cups and saucers, and the whistle of the kettle in the kitchen, I don't have much time left. It is then that I catch a glint of silver on the far side of the shiny, mahogany table. Mom has missed it entirely. A pair of sharp scissors lie on the table, almost hidden under a lacy doily. Despite being told not to move, the compulsion is irresistible.

I reach for the scissors.

Mom and Aunt Martha return to the dining room, each holding a cup of tea in their hands. Standing on the table's mirror surface, I have just finished cutting around the last ribbon of each repeating design in the lace. I am satisfied. I now understand the pattern, the design, and I will replicate it as soon as I have paper and crayon in hand. 

“Pie!” Mom screams. Her face is as white as the tea cup she holds in her trembling hand. Tea slops over the cup’s gold rim onto the shiny floor.  Aunt Martha’s mouth opens, then closes, and opens again. I think she must be terribly pleased with my initiative. So pleased, she is unable to speak. Unlike Mom, who has now found some words—words I cannot repeat here. I don’t remember what happened
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