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			To the future generations in my family, exiles all, 

			awaiting still the possibility of return.

			 

			To my grandmother and to all the women who raised me, 

			whose voices reverberate throughout this book.

			 

			And to the people of Mawabeni, 

			a boisterous little place with a big heart!

			

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			These women, alive now and sitting on the edge of the smooth wall, are the most substantial evidence of survival there is, of courage, of struggle. Alive now and looking right past their own shoulders, as though they are invisible beings, interested in the things beyond, the secret things that only their minds have known and as close to their own bodies as their more perplexed and curious minds can endure. 

			 

			– Yvonne Vera, The Stone Virgins
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			CHAPTER 1

			I had this strange feeling that something was wrong. I knew that it had to be my mother. I opened the door straight into the corridor and sleepwalked the short distance to the communal phone. I punched in the number on the prepaid phonecard and dialled my mother’s work telephone number. The phone rang and someone promptly answered. The voice sounded annoyed.

			‘Yes!’

			‘Can I speak to Elisabeth, please?’ I asked tentatively.

			‘She’s dead. Three, maybe four months ago!’

			My throat went into a spasm. I felt my own presence, but at the same time felt inaccessible to myself. A million questions flooded my senses.

			‘She is my mother; how can you say she’s dead?’ I said rather apologetically.

			The voice bellowed back: ‘She’s dead – that’s for sure. Has been for quite some time. If you want to know more, please call her daughter.’

			He gave me a number in a rapid fire of digits, before hanging up. He didn’t even wait for me to check if the number was correct. Then I realised I had felt something – only I hadn’t been listening to my own body. Bodies aren’t passive. If you listen to yours, it’ll tell you things about you beyond pain, hunger, and thirst. That snap of the wire of the thing that connects us. As long as we remain connected to other people, we are never free from the intrusion of subliminal messages.

			

			First came the confusion, followed by an overwhelming sense of helplessness. For the first time in years, I needed a hug, but I was alone in the corridor of a high-­rise building in the middle of London. I thought about my mother. To walk backwards and retrace your footsteps is the most difficult thing you’ll ever do. My emotions collided with everything, but in my heart I knew full well that there was nothing I could do but return to Zimbabwe.

			 

			A week later, I arrived in Johannesburg in the morning to catch a connecting flight to Bulawayo. As the plane straddled the border, I could see the Limpopo River cutting through the red earth’s crust. The savannah sprawled out as far as the eye could see. I sat next to an Afrikaner with broad tanned forearms and a wisp of golden curly hair. We exchanged pleasantries. After a while, he said, ‘I love the accent. Where is it from?’ As if I and the way that I spoke were two separable entities.

			‘I was born here, but have been away for quite a while,’ I said. That felt odd because we were in the air between countries.

			And he quipped: ‘This place is a fucking disaster!’

			I didn’t know what to say. I felt a lump of anger rise to my throat. I let it go.

			

			 

			Two hours later, we landed in Bulawayo. The immigration officer glanced at my British passport and looked at me twice, as if there was an incongruity between my face, name, and the passport. Some identities sneak up on you, imperceptibly, and a slip of the tongue can betray you. In Zimbabwe, my name carried a legacy I could not shake, and all the distortions that went with it. I focused on the space behind his head. He stamped my passport with a business visitor’s stamp, allowing me two weeks in the country. I cleared customs and found myself on the other side of the world. No one was expecting me. I put my sunglasses on and walked straight to a taxi.

			‘City centre, please,’ I said, getting in.

			‘Where exactly in the city centre?’ the taxi driver asked, looking at me through the shards of a broken rear-­view mirror. A Lonely Planet guidebook had recommended the Belvedere just off Selbourne Avenue. I instructed the taxi driver to take me there.

			‘Ah, livela eGoli Mdala?’1 he probed in isiNdebele with an unsettling familiarity.

			‘England,’ I said, trying to discourage conversation.

			‘Life is tough here; everything is hard!’

			All the while, he was looking at me as if trying to locate me, but all I wanted was a perimeter of solitude. He bellowed out the names of the new streets. Selbourne Avenue had now become Leopold Takawira Avenue, Queen’s Road subsumed into Robert Mugabe Way, and George Street had morphed into George Silundika Street. And so the list went on. History rewritten, weaving street names into new narratives of a nation. I remained silent, taking in the scenery, whilst trying to work out the internal landscape of this place. As we approached the city centre, everything seemed dusty, crumbling, and decaying. I noticed dry, hungry lawns, the lack of flowers, and the glaring absence of Whites and Asians. Or Coloureds. When I was young, this used to be their undisputed domain, their playground. I didn’t say anything as I didn’t know who else the taxi driver worked for. I paid US$10 for the fare.

			

			 

			My room at the Belvedere was very small, with a single bed, a shower cubicle, and burglar bars on the windows like a prison cell. Basic but clean. If all went well, this would be my home for the next ten days.

			As I unpacked, I recalled my mother’s last words to me.

			‘By the time you come back everyone will be gone!’

			Why didn’t she tell me that she was terminally ill? I opened my rucksack and grabbed a bottle of whisky that I’d brought with me, poured a large home measure, and knocked it back. Jet-­lagged, I collapsed on the bed and fell asleep.

			 

			In the morning, I sat in the courtyard under the shade of banana trees, a small sanctuary away from the hustle and bustle of the Bulawayo City Centre, a few feet away from a pot-­bellied White man with predatory eyes. He asked for my name, and I gave him the sideways look of the victim of a dog bite. He shuffled his feet uncomfortably, revealing pale white skin in the glare of the morning sun.

			

			A couple came out of one of the rooms: an older White male holding hands with a skinny Black boy with a crop of knotty, unkempt Afro hair. I felt afraid for the first time since my arrival. I couldn’t call anyone as the only number I had was my mother’s work telephone number. I asked the receptionist to arrange for a taxi for me, someone known to her.

			A little while later the taxi drew me up outside my mother’s old house. There was nothing extraordinary about my mother’s last house on earth, except it was in Makokoba, the oldest township in Bulawayo, a stone’s throw from the city centre. To see both poverty and the resilience and triumph of the human spirit, you needed to come here.

			There were children playing outside. When I approached, they ran back indoors. My sister Gift came to the door. Time stopped as she stood there looking at me. I could see in her eyes that she was grappling with what she saw. Her eyes were hollow; she’d aged. She was all bones. I saw something was eating my sister alive. I ran towards her and tried to give her a big hug, something I’d been looking forward to since that moment in the corridor in London, but she froze. Both her arms remained by her side.

			‘It’s me!’ I said.

			She twisted her neck like a pigeon trying to work something out. And then she called out my name, and her voice pierced the eerie silence in the yard.

			‘Thabani! It is you; it really is you!’ she screamed. ‘Where have you been? We tried, I tried, to contact you. She’s gone; it’s too late now,’ she said.

			

			My Aunt Gladys came out too. Gaunt, with eyes deep inside the cave of a face.

			‘Why have you come now?’ she said.

			I had no answer to that. I was left holding my rucksack. On hearing the screaming, Thula – my younger half-­sister – emerged from the box of a house. And when she looked at me, her countenance remained at the crossroads between a smile and a cry. Although tiny, she confronted me right from the door across the yard.

			‘We thought you were dead. So where were you all this time? You didn’t write; you didn’t call. Now you come here like a celebrity – what is it you want?’

			When I had seen her last, she was just a little girl.

			‘Mama died like a dog,’ she continued. ‘She wailed and asked for you. There was nothing we could do to find you and bring you here. She wanted to say goodbye and she prayed to see you just one more time. So, why come back now?’

			‘I have come home,’ I said.

			‘No, you haven’t! This is no longer your home!’ she retorted. ‘I can see the fear in your eyes. Coming with all your money, thinking you can buy us. Where were you when we needed you? When I needed you?’

			She flew at me, and rained blows on my body. I held her tightly. It felt as if her anger was penetrating the earth like a bolt of lightning. All the while, she was calling our mother.

			‘Mama! Mama!’

			I wanted to say that I was sorry. That I needed them more than they needed me, but it was of no use. I could feel her anger in my bones.

			

			‘I needed you. We all needed you! She had no painkillers. It was me who saw Mama’s last gasp for air because everyone left, including you. All of you!’

			She pointed at my older sister, who looked away in guilt.

			I felt exposed and ashamed. Life doesn’t teach you this: your own betrayal is the hardest thing to swallow.

			 

			After rage was exhausted and everyone had calmed down, Gift decided that we should all go to our grandmother’s village – Mawabeni.

			My aunt, sisters and their children took the bus. I took a taxi. We left just before dusk. As we drove further away from the city, the landscape became mean and broken, with tufts of bleached grass clinging to life on top of lumps of red earth. The road glided on the back of mountains, down small hills, and wound its way through a landscape interspersed with acacia trees and goats. The sun sprinkled its rays against the horizon as flocks of birds traversed the sky westwards. On each side of the road, golden thatch grass waved gently in the silent wind. Apart from the occasional settlement, there was nothing to see except women with loads so heavy their necks were bent to the side.

			 

			I arrived just after sunset. Aunt Gladys, my sisters, their children, cousins, and distant relatives were already there. My grandmother was now in her eighties. It had been agreed that by way of introduction they’d tell her that I was my younger sister’s boyfriend, to prevent her going into shock. When I was introduced to her, she looked at me with an out-­of-­season storm on her face.

			

			‘Come closer,’ she said, ‘I cannot see you.’

			There was something in her voice that brought words to life. I moved closer to her, and she felt the contours of my face with her fingers.

			Her rough fingers fell into the crevice between my lips. I tasted salt and smoke from the firewood.

			‘Child, why are you crying?’

			Somehow, she felt my presence and instantly recognised me. She started ululating and wailing. She rocked from side to side and howled. Despite what my sister had said earlier, I was home.

			‘I knew you’d come!’ she said. ‘I have prayed and waited. Lord knows, I prayed and waited. God kept his promise! After everything that has happened, I knew you’d come. Your mother is gone. Your uncle too. God has listened to my prayers.’

			As we sat by the fire, she continually rubbed my arm with a tenderness I never knew she was capable of. The voice and hand that tormented me as a child now soothed me. I had scars caused by her still, but she was no longer bitter or angry, just old, partially blind, and waiting for God.

			That night, she wouldn’t let me go to sleep. No one in the spirit world knew that I was there, because I was a stranger now, but, with her right next to me, I felt the power of her centuries-­old wisdom. For the first time, I felt what it meant to be anchored. I kept stoking the fire with small pieces of wood. The smoke was unbearable, but useful too: I needed to cry, let it all out.

			At dawn she took me to my mother’s grave, just a red mound of earth. As we got closer, she started clapping her hands, calling my mother’s name and all the names of our ancestors. She was old and frail and yet she remembered all of them. It suddenly occurred to me that I did not know any of this. What would happen to us when she’d gone? Grandma was the tar that bound generations together. Without her, everything would fall apart.

			

			As the sun came up, she introduced me to each of Grandpa’s, Mum’s, and Uncle Sami’s graves. She gave me three small rocks, one for each. She said things I never knew. For the first time, I felt connected. My heart opened up, and I surrendered everything I had to my mum’s grave, and everything fell into place. My grief had finally found a home. The pain and confusion that I’d carried with me all the way from London poured out and I wept, gasping for air, first holding the world in, and, in the end, I let it go. When it was all over, I knew what it felt like to be free from pain, from the fear of not knowing, and from being afraid all the time. We sat in silence and listened to nothing but the essence of the place.

			 

			Dawn gave way and sunlight’s morning golden glow emerged from behind the Waba mountain. Grandma sang a song that made me feel that something bigger than me had brought me home. I surrendered to its spell and let her guide me to the places I hadn’t been before. It was a comforting feeling. I suspended everything that I thought I knew about life and kept silent in all the languages that I spoke, because of what had happened to me in that small room in London. I hadn’t known how connected I was to this place, to these people, until I’d felt the ache in my bones.

			I left Grandma’s place just before sunset. She limped with me to the wooden gate. There she held my hands: ‘Go well, my child. Now I will die in peace having seen your face again!’

			

			It would be the last time that I’d see her alive. Her burden was all mine now. Because there is no safer, kinder hatred.

			

			
				
						1  Have you just flown in from Johannesburg?


				

			
		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			My earliest memory of being in the world is of my grand­mother’s voice soothing me to sleep and waking up next to her, snuggled up in the curve of her spine, ensconced between her, my two sisters, and the wall. We slept on a straw mat, icansi, made by Grandma from soft river reeds held together by parallel rail tracks of thread, whose meandering and unequal dimensions at various points, due to her myopia, were enough to derail real trains.

			There were five of us: Grandma, Uncle Sami, my two sisters Thoko and Gift, and then me. Thoko was the eldest, I was the youngest. Gift was wedged between us. We lost a brother, too, Ma’s firstborn. I inherited his name, Thabani, which means Joy. My mother was thrilled that, finally, she had a boy. There was a grave hidden somewhere, but my brother’s baby things were still there: white reusable cotton nappies, soft woolly hat, and tiny cotton boots, blue.

			There was only one photograph of my grandmother and me. But none of us as a family. It was staged; I am not sure how old I was in the photograph. Just under two years old, maybe. I have no recollection of what happened immediately before or after that photograph was taken. Or where or why Grandma had it taken. An instinct perhaps, to curate memories. It is all I have of her and me, frozen in time.

			

			I was born in Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe, in the late 1960s, on the cusp of the war of independence, or the Bush War, to overturn a century of racial subjugation. I have memories of two worlds: our world – poor, wretched, constrained behind the barbed wire of the Native Reserves; and the other world – occupied by White people: prosperous, inaccessible, closed.

			Our village, Mawabeni, was located forty kilometres south-­east of Bulawayo. A few kilometres east of the Matobo Hills, home to the graves of Ndebele kings, and, controversially, Cecil John Rhodes, one of the architects of colonialism in sub-­Saharan Africa. Rhodesia was named after him; his grave was carved out of granite rock in the most serene, sacred, and beautiful place on earth, next to the spiritual shrines of our people. For all the pain that he caused, there was no one angry enough to desecrate his grave, fling his bones to the wind, and erase his name from the annals of Black African history. As Grandma would say, everywhere they went, White people erected monuments, as if they had a fear of being forgotten.

			To the east, the horizon was dominated by a whaleback of a mountain, the Waba. Its countenance rose into the clouds. And on its back rested unsightly barnacles of grey concrete water tanks. The mountain was where the name Mawabeni came from – it simply means ‘the Place of Hills’.

			It was a land wedged between mountains. During hot summers, wildfires ignited tonnes of bone-­dry tinder and grass spontaneously. And, at night, intensified by the darkness, you could see the scale and ferocity of the flames. As the god of mountains rained fury, tiny specks of burnt-­out tinder fell from the sky, a kind of black rain, soft, delicate, without moisture.

			

			Mawabeni was held in suspension by two competing but unequal forces: Bulawayo to the north-­west and Johannesburg to the south-­west. Although hedged in by mountains, it was a boisterous little place. Its soils hosted hard-­packed clumps of shrub land, thorn bush and a scattering of mopane trees. Mostly, it was rugged terrain full of stones and nothing else but undulating hills. A permanent layer of dust had settled on everything: grass, trees, road signs, buildings, old newspapers, and plastic bags. There was barbed wire, in every direction, as far as the eye could see. Much land and its residents had been displaced to give way to White farms. Their homes rested precariously on the side of the hills. Mawabeni, like all Native Reserves, served as a containment, intended to discourage deeper roots.

			But people did stay because of a deeply held conviction that, should they find another place – watered, with fertile soils – that, too, would be taken away from them. So they embraced this inhospitable terrain as a respite from an advancing, violent, insat­iable White greed. And, through dogged determination, turned it into the region’s heartbeat. It became the intersection through which every significant connection must pass. Places are, after all, about their people. The people of Mawabeni were renowned for their commerce.

			Our lives revolved around the Mawabeni Business Growth Point. An aerial view would reveal a tapestry of dusty roads, a starburst of different directions from its epicentre, towards Nsezi, Gongo, Diana’s Pools, Umzinyathi, and Matobo. Each road brought back people, goods, strange fruit, and other surprises.

			

			Upon arrival at the Growth Point, passengers would disembark as soon as the bus doors opened. Men, too desperate to hold on, clutched the front of their trousers and scuttled, crab-­like, until they disappeared into the bushes. But many journeys began there too: buses destined to travel to the various corners of the country – Ncenga-­Ncenga, Godlwayo, and Shu-­Shine. But the Whites-­only omnibus, with its sombre cream colour and green sash across the middle, never stopped. It took the curve past the Growth Point at hair-­raising speed. There was nothing they wanted to see of us.

			In the rainy season, trucks from the eastern highlands would arrive laden with wild guava, papaya, mangoes, and overripe tomatoes. When it rained, a red mud abounded; buses, lorries and cars would skid, creating deep furrows of water where birds, bees, wasps, dragonflies, and small lizards would drink unperturbed by the humdrum of commerce.

			Seasonal rains presaged a time of plenty too: charcoal-­grilled corn on the cob, sweet reed, steamed sweet potato, salted monkey nuts, and sugar cane. But there was also the welcoming aroma of charcoal-­roasted meats, roasted peanuts, oranges, and the intoxi­cating fragrance of the marula fruit2, which lingered in the air, counteracting the smell of diesel and petrol fumes.

			

			Women’s and girls’ necks would bulge, compressed under the punishing loads on their heads of bananas, boiled eggs, steamed sweet potatoes wrapped up in old newspapers and ground nuts in small funnels, arranged neatly in rows inside river-­reed baskets. As they got closer to the buses, they’d swivel round, so the customers could view their wares from the bus windows. There were many unwritten rules, but intuition served them well. Hard bargaining saved the day, and rude customers dealt with in kind.

			‘Hayi wena!3 Stop squeezing things you haven’t paid for. This is not the city – either you pay or stop wasting my time!’

			And how the women detected the slightest of changes to the weight of their load remained a mystery.

			‘No, I said put it back! You only paid for one, not two. This is not a buy-­one-­get-­one-­free bonanza!’

			‘Sorry, malukazana!’4

			‘Yeah, I hear that all the time – do I look like I cook for you? And don’t even try it. You think I was born this big, hmmm?’

			‘Cabbage! Cabbage! I said come over here!’ a fat man might call, gesticulating as he squeezed himself through a small window aperture, risking strangling himself. There might be a tussle between the women as they made a beeline for his window. They would viciously elbow each other out of the way, their tongues lacerating those suspected of the infraction of the market’s rules.

			‘Don’t get too friendly – keep your smelly armpits to yourself, thank you! And, as for the horse breath, it is bound to kill customers, that’s for sure!’

			

			‘Next customer, next! Tomatoes! Tomatoes over here!’

			‘Tell you what, you look like a potential son-­in-­law. Buy a big bag of oranges and I’ll throw my daughter on top!’

			‘And where is she?’

			‘At home waiting for you!’

			‘Awww, you see, I need to check the merchandise before I buy!’

			The fat woman laughed; her body shook in small but noticeable ripples. ‘One thing at a time. Buy now and we’ll talk about lobola5 next time we meet!’

			Her customer kept squeezing the oranges until she decided that he wasn’t serious enough to buy anything. And she quickly moved on to the next potential victim.

			‘How much?’

			‘Me, or the oranges?’

			‘What? Are you looking for a husband as well? Who would marry a woman from around here? Now turn round. Let’s see what you’ve got!’

			‘Darling, stick to the oranges because you can’t afford me!’

			In between bouts of market traders jostling and shouting at each other, the man known locally as Msunduzwa or outcast would play his single-­stringed berimbau6 for his lost love Maybeline, interrupted only by the sting of lice that colonised his hair and clothing, and the untimely tics that disfigured his rhythm into an ill-­tuned rasp of the violin. Except when he sang, nothing ever came out of his mouth. His legs were swollen with elephantiasis, his face was pockmarked, and his skin darkened like shimmering tar. Daily, he’d sit on the same spot, and he’d leave when the sun went down. Nobody knew where he lived, but somehow, when the sun rose the next day, we all expected him to be there outside MaMampofu’s store. People embraced him as part of the landscape. Like many, he had arrived out of the blue and stayed. As Grandma would say, home is where people miss you when you’re gone. I guess he was at home too.

			

			 

			Apart from MaMampofu’s store, there was Bambazonke’s, Mbuyazwe’s, Ngenisa’s Bottle Store, and Marramane Fish and Chips, and of course the grinding mill. But you could never get credit from any other store except MaMampofu’s. At Ngenisa’s you could buy the coldest beer straight from a refrigerator, which purred continuously like a sleeping cat. At Marramane, chips with no fish. Besides, Grandma said that no one in their right mind would pay for a palm-­sized tasteless fish! Or you could opt for the flame-­grilled offal at Mbuyazwe’s Butchers. But, of all the grocery stores, Bambazonke’s was by far the largest. As the name suggested, it was an Aladdin’s cave of merchandise: hardware, homeware, school uniforms, cakes of soap, bread, and soft drinks – Krest Lemonade, Fanta, Stone’s Ginger Beer in brown bottles, Schweppes Lemonade, Coca-­Cola, and Sparletta. Those with extra cash would also buy various cold meats as an accompaniment to their cold beers – hunks of beef covered in an embroidery of yellow fat, enticing to the eye, but not good for the heart. But life in the reserve was a lottery; there were no guarantees.

			

			
				
						2  Marula trees are found mainly in woodlands across Africa. They are deciduous trees, and they belong to the same family as cashew nut and mango trees. Their seeds can be consumed as nuts and the fleshy pulp used to make different types of alcoholic beverages and liqueurs such as Amarula Cream.


						3  Hey, you!


						4  Daughter-­in-­law


						5  Dowry


						6  A kind of violin.


				

			
		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 3

			Our home was perched a stone’s throw from the Business Growth Point. When Grandma sent me to the store, she’d spit on the ground and warn me to be back before the spit was dry. Which of course was an impossibility. I dawdled on the way there, getting carried away in a dreamy world of red and white swirls, powdery-­pink fish marshmallows, and gob­stoppers – colourful spherical sweets, solid on the outside with a delightful soft middle. I pinched many pennies of Grandma’s money just to sample sugary treats.

			Grandma’s four mud huts sat under the shadow of a small hill or kopje7 dominated by tall, barren fig trees. The huts were simple structures built from mud bricks, and their roofs were made from thatch grass. A wooden fence divided the living quarters from Grandma’s Garden. And, beyond the fence, near the secluded corner of the garden, lay Grandpa’s grave, Grandma’s cornerstone of silence.

			Of the four huts, three served as bedrooms: Ma’s, Uncle Sami’s, and Grandma’s. In Grandma’s bedroom, planks of various sizes and measurements had been corralled into a rickety door, lop­sided and heavy. To close it, we had to lift it up and drag it across. The locking mechanism was a hole drilled into the frame, into which we inserted a small cylindrical piece of iron to hold the door in place. It was all that stood between us and the outside world at night.

			The floor was smothered in fresh cow dung. My sisters collected it from the kraal8 and mixed it with water into a thick green paste, which they spread from the deepest point in the room. They worked backwards on all fours, creating a beautiful mosaic of shapes: small interlocking circles, random squares, and faces. Once the floor had dried, they swept off the excess, leaving behind a fragrant smell of green grass, leaves, and shrubs – better than that of urine, stale sweat, Grandma’s concoctions, and her tobacco.

			Occasionally, accidents occurred in the night. It was always the same vivid dream. I was out playing with friends and suddenly felt the urge to urinate. I ran and hid behind a tree and let go of the tap. A jet of urine landed on Grandma’s back, prompting an instant backlash.

			Sometimes in the morning there were arguments over disowned and inexplicable patches of urine in the area where my sisters slept. And at other times one of us tipped over turu, or chamber pot, in the dark, dousing a flood of stale urine over pillows, blankets, and straw mats. As a result, Grandma’s bedroom had a very distinct ambience, infused with smells of camphor, home-­made potions, kerosene lamps, and Grandma’s unique body odour of snuff, sweat, and smoke. The smells had a homely mustiness to them. In the darkness, and in the pervasive fear of war, it was soothing to fall asleep to familiar sounds and smells. Grandma’s guttural and deep-­throated snoring, my sisters’ random coughing fits, the occasional gasping for air and, of course, the intermittent sounds of gunfire throughout the night.

			

			The only item of value in Grandma’s rondavel was a big metal trunk with all our clothes, everything smothered in mothballs. The trunk was kept under lock and key; apart from our clothes, it housed a motley of documents: ink-­stained, crumpled birth certificates, BCG vaccination certificates, live­stock certificates, identity documents, and three political party membership cards. One for each party: ZAPU, ZANU, UANC. In Grandma’s eyes there was no such thing as allegiance to one political party. She was very shrewd and well versed in politics. Politicians were all thieves, she said. They were only ever after one thing: money.

			On top of the trunk there were blankets of various sizes and descriptions, and hard home-­made pillows stuffed with rags and old clothes, heavily stained. And hidden behind the door was turu. Turu was an institution: a five-­litre plastic beer-­container-­turned-­chamber-­pot. Grandma acquired her from the beer garden in the city. Quite how, I had no idea. The onomatopoeic name derived from the sound one made whilst urinating into the improvised chamber pot. Fear of the dark was so pervasive that any thought of venturing outside at night was inconceivable and so we took turns to urinate into turu. Crude noises punctuated otherwise uneventful nights, besides barking dogs and delusional cockerels announcing a false dawn. Transgressions of this kind often necessitated the death of the culprit.

			Grandma’s small kitchen was a proud display of poverty. Inside, it had two small pots, one big black cauldron, or potjie, a collection of enamel cups and plates. There was no furniture except for an iron cooking tripod with a hearth in the centre of the kitchen. A rectangular mound ran along the bottom edge of the inside wall, from which tiny, ferocious black ants, iswintila, emerged. Their sting, mostly unprovoked, was excruciating. When my sisters cooked thick porridge, pap9, the cauldron fitted snugly within the confines of the tripod and stopped it from rocking. Cobwebs hung from the rafters, small threads of smoke, fluffy as black snow, amongst which the scorpions and cockroaches sought refuge. In the winter, a cold draught entered unhindered, through the spaces between the wall and the rafters, forcing us closer to the fire, where our bodies absorbed its radiating warmth. But thick smoke billowed from the wet firewood, making it harder to see or breathe. When its intensity became unbearable, we ran outside and took in gulps of fresh air. Smoke, after all, was the biggest cause of respiratory diseases and blindness in the reserve.

			The rest of the yard was barren save for the peach and guava trees. The peach tree was the bane of our lives. When Grandma was angry, which was often, she’d force us to harvest our own switches from it. Size meant everything; her sadism knew no bounds. Those switches from the peach tree were unbreakable. When she assaulted you, the flexible branches would wrap themselves around your body like numerous, lacerating tentacles, and it felt as though you were dying with a rib cage full of air.

			

			 

			Grandma’s life revolved round her church. Like her God, she was petty, unforgiving, vengeful, cruel. I had night terrors in which the devil, the scariest creature that I could conjure up in my mind, from numerous hell-­raising sermons at Grandma’s church, guarded the gates of hell, armed with a trident, in which an eternal depthless fire raged. I woke up when he was about to throw me in there. But a nudge from Grandma’s elbow brought the nightmare to an end.

			Grandma was a widow; Grandpa had been gone for a while. I still had vivid memories of him: the smell of tobacco in the evening just after dusk, his pipe glowing intermittently like a firefly in between puffs of smoke. Once he took me to a secret wild cherry tree, pregnant with big round cherries the colour of sunset, with raindrops dangling on the leaves like pearls. It had rained that day – snails and millipedes were out in numbers. Grandpa was tall and fragile, and each time he picked up a cherry he’d look at it and turn it over before carefully placing it on his tongue. Then he’d spit out the stones carelessly as if annoyed by the whole thing.

			Another time he took me to the snot apple or kaffir apple tree, with hard spherical fruit capsules divided into small sections. When ripe, each section would split at the seam, exposing its seeds and a sweet golden honey, which stuck to the fingers. It was easy to carry the fruit in your pocket – boiled, salted, and preserved, it was a perfect accompaniment to Grandma’s perambulations.

			But what I didn’t know then was that Grandpa was seriously ill.

			

			As his illness ravaged him, he was taken to Mpilo Central Hospital in Bulawayo. Although I have a very hazy memory of that time, I do remember the comings and goings, hushed voices, and the sense of an impending calamity. And, of course, Grandma’s prayers: intense, relentless.

			After he was gone, Grandma continually regaled us with stories of how they met.

			‘Your grandpa was the smartest man I ever knew. I can still smell the lavender ironed into his clothes, mh-­mmh! Every Sunday night I’d wait till I saw the beam of his bicycle light in the distance. He cooked for White people, you see. And not many people, even to this day, can do that. You know how fastidious they are about who touches their food!’

			And then she’d brush her hands against each other as if we knew what she meant. Subconsciously, we were being socialised to always put White people’s needs first. To always think of their needs as more important than ours.

			‘He was clean and smart. The seams on his khaki uniform could slice a fly in half! And don’t laugh, because this is so true!’ she exclaimed, briefly exposing her big tobacco-­stained teeth. ‘See, the way you create beautiful creases is to lay the trousers flat on a blanket. Are you listening?’

			She cajoled us into paying attention.

			We’d heard this story before many times, and each time it was embellished with new additions like a stew in the pot: a bit of salt, pepper, chilli, till she got the balance right, depending on her mercurial mood.

			‘Make sure everything is aligned properly, otherwise you’ll have creases everywhere. And then you rub a bar of soap along the edge of the seams on both sides, and afterwards press hard with a very hot iron. You can wet the bar of soap a bit if you want a better shine.’

			

			She dipped her fingers into an imaginary cup filled with water and flicked droplets of water along the seams of Grandpa’s imaginary trousers.

			‘And you should have seen him on his way to work. Such a proud man!’

			Grandma would say, ‘He’ll come back stronger!’ but there was an incongruity between her feigned optimism and her sad, sad grey eyes.

			Those days in Mpilo Hospital would be the last we’d see of him. Months later, a man arrived with a telegram from our ma in the city and gave it to Grandma, who passed it on to my sister Thoko, who read it out loud. In a single sentence, written in big, bold red letters, came Ma’s announcement: ‘Father died today.’

			As Thoko read the note, Grandma clutched her belly with both hands, and wailed as if she had unbearable pain. She swayed and swayed as if she was moved by the wind until the pain in her stomach planted itself on her face, and from that day onwards she walked around with an expression as if she’d stepped on thorns. For the first time, I registered red as the colour of death, grief, and bereavement.

			 

			But Grandma already had a wound of her own, a keloid scar on her back that ran from the bottom of her ribs all the way up to the tip of her shoulder blade. She didn’t explain or talk in any depth about it, save to say that when she went into hospital with a severe headache, she’d come out with one kidney missing – it was more likely than not that unscrupulous doctors had harvested her kidney and sold it, without her knowing it at the time. Grandma was tee­total, she didn’t smoke (though she chewed tobacco) or have any major illnesses. Apparently, doctors had told her that she had a frog where her kidney should have been, whose growth could have led to her death just like Grandpa. She said that a haustorium, the kind we saw on trees, took over his lungs until he couldn’t breathe. You see, she had no words for cancer – to her, illnesses were comprehensible only as metaphors.

			

			The weather, especially when it was cloudy and damp, played havoc with her. She’d look at the sky and simply say: ‘It’s coming!’ The pain augured tough times ahead. When it got too much, she’d stay in bed for days, during which time she remained inaccessible. She withdrew into this dark, dark place and left us outside, bereft. To us, it was just an old wound, healed. To her, it was as raw as when they’d first cut her open. She kept the bandage, reams of it. But when she came out the other end she had fire in her eyes, a red anger that propelled her. ‘We must go on,’ she would say. Moving forward was an act of courage; it was all we could do. And, true to her word, she never remarried.

			While Grandpa was ill, she had collected cut-­offs from dressmakers and, using corn sacks as a base, and with a specially designed crochet hook, pulled each tiny piece of cloth, from a multitude of colours – blue, black, mauve, yellow, purple, red, green – halfway through the sack into a loop, and joined them in a symmetrical alliance to create a miniature quilt, resembling a beautiful flower bed, which she would place inside the grave when Grandpa was later laid to rest. Because, to her, grief was the thing with many colours and textures.

			

			Losing Grandpa crushed her. From then on, everything in our lives would radiate from grief. There were no universal family milestones. No birthday celebrations or anniversaries. But we always remembered the end of our grandfather.

			A few days after the telegram, we watched the grown-­ups as they dug a deep hole in the ground. As the hole deepened, we could see the rise of the shovel in the air. Whilst the men dug, women gathered stones. They delicately placed them into a pile right next to the mound of red soil. At dusk, they brought Grandpa’s body out, wrapped up in a grey blanket, tied with a string at both ends, and lowered it into the grave, on top of Grandma’s quilt. As children, we were not allowed near. So we stood and watched from a distance, and listened to the funeral dirge as the adults piled stone upon stone on top of Grandpa. Gift said the stones were intended to stop wild animals and dogs from digging him up.

			Towards the end, it started to rain. Rainwater travelled down each strand of the soot-­stained thatch grass, forming a ring of small dots round the perimeter of the hut. We sat quietly on the stoep10 and watched the proceedings through a curtain of black rain. We extended our arms, and felt the rain slide between our fingers, and the salty, smoky water fell on our faces, then into our mouths, which left behind a bitter, lingering aftertaste. And that, too, was the memory of Grandpa.

			That night, violent thunder tore the curtain of the sky. A sudden darkness enveloped everything. As heavy hailstones fell, we huddled in the corner of Grandma’s kitchen. The ground shook as if an irate monster was pounding it. Grandma said that the rain was a sign that Grandpa had a good heart. But even she was afraid. Normally she had three tongues in her mouth, and yet that night she was silent.

			

			 

			It took a few weeks for things to get back to normal. God had decided not to end the world, after all. Grandma’s prayers returned to the usual litany of complaints against God’s negligence – now fearless, less humble, and more bilious, just like her ransom letters to our ma.

			As a child it was harder still for me to register Grandpa’s death as something permanent. I still expected him to burst into the room and take me out for our usual walks. But, with time, it dawned on me that he wasn’t coming back. His death was my first real experience of a crushing loss. But the gift of childhood was that something else soon took over my life and I soon forgot all my sorrows.

			But for all the rain, the storm, the wailing, and the people surrounding Grandpa’s funeral, I don’t recall my mother being there. A photographer came and took a photograph of us as a family, but when it came back, outlines were blurred, just as when you gaze at the sun too long with your eyes closed and your eyelids transform into a dull red blanket. But she had always been there, our ma.

			

			
				
						7  A small rocky hill on the African veld.


						8
  In this context: a cattle pen or enclosure for livestock. But it can also mean a village, typically consisting of huts surrounded by a stockade. 


						9
  A type of thick cornmeal porridge, similar to polenta, made from maize or cornflower, and is a staple food in several sub-­Saharan African countries such as Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe to name just a few. Known by its various names according to region: isitshwala, nsima, posho, sadza, and ugali.


						10  Small veranda or porch around the outside of a building.


				

			
		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 4

			Our mother was born and raised in Bulawayo. She worked in the city at Toppers, a shop selling clothes and school uniforms. She’d stand outside on the pavement to entice customers in whilst the Indian owners stayed inside in the shade. To subsidise their meagre wages, she and a group of her friends formed a syndicate. Each member would make a standard contribution to a common fund, and each month the total contributions were disbursed to a single member of the syndicate. Since there were four of them, she was able to come home at least once every four months.

			On Saturdays, she finished work at noon. By the time she finished her grocery shopping – sugar, bread, flour, Stork mar­garine, strawberry jam, sweets, and Grandma’s tobacco – it would have been late afternoon. To get home, she hitched a ride outside Mark’s Garage on Selbourne Avenue, where drivers stopped to refuel before heading south along the Bulawayo–Beitbridge road. Sometimes, she hitched rides with Coley Hall or Swift truck drivers. Or took a bus, which, for her, was a last resort. But when she arrived at the Growth Point, before she came home to see us, her first port of call was always Ngenisa’s liquor store, where she joined a coterie of friends, and they’d sit on the veranda and drink bottled beer and spirits. She’d send the groceries with friends or any of our neighbours.

			

			At Grandma’s behest, I would go to bring her home, but never succeeded. As I waded through the crowds, a cacophony of strange languages assaulted my ears: Venda, Kalanga, Tswana, Chewa, Chibarwe, ChiNdau, Shangani, Tsonga, and Xhosa. This discordant chorus was broken by the intermittent drum of the mill and the belch of the haulage trucks on the main road.

			By then, late afternoon, Ma would be behind Mbuyazwe’s Butchers, because at the back of the butcher’s there was a braai11 area. A rusty old oil drum, halved lengthwise, rested on four pillars of concrete. On top of the oil drum was intertwined wire mesh, divided into small squares, big enough to let the occasional piece of meat fall through into the flame. This is where Ma and her friends congregated to grill meat.

			On seeing me, she would look at me as if disappointed, but she’d nonetheless signal for me to come closer.

			‘Come here, son!’

			And then she’d turn to her drinking companions: ‘This is my only boy. He’ll be a man soon and I want to send him to art school,’ she’d announce.

			The men responded with indifference and the women were not even vaguely interested. And I was not interested either, except in the meat on the grill. Ma would fetch her small purse from under her brassiere and give me loose change.

			‘Here, go and buy yourself a soft drink and cherry cake!’

			

			Every Saturday, from dawn till dusk, people gathered around the grill to
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