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  Dedication


To my mum and dad. This book is a tribute to the life you gave me, the questions I carried, and the journey of belonging that followed. LM
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  Foreword


I approached this book holding my breath. Although I work in the space of trauma, I care too deeply for my body and nervous system to let stories in recklessly. And yet, I also know that wisdom does not live only in the trauma I have experienced, but in the trauma of others, when it is held with care. 
This book did something profound. It allowed me to see myself, my story, and the very real possibilities of how history reverberates across generations from previous world wars and ongoing geopolitical instability, especially in light of what is still unfolding for others today.
Reading Lily’s story invited me to confront uncomfortable truths, including the colonial wounds and ethnic separations and cleansing that persist, and even the ways internalised anti-Blackness can shape what we believe is possible for others. 
What this book holds is not only pain, but a depth of strength and courage that I may never fully understand  –  grief carried in silence as a means of survival. It reminds us why stories must be tended to by careful custodians, not to trap ourselves in victimhood, but to ask how we become victorious for future generations.
I hope you read this book with deep care, with humility towards a culture that might be different from your own, and with a refusal to normalise what should never be normalised. May it help us build the kind of resilience that ensures these histories are not repeated in our lifetimes or the next.
This is a book that can change your life, if you dare to be even a fraction as courageous as Lily and her family.

Dr Yemi Penn
Cultural Alchemist | Author | Engineer | Filmmaker









  
  Prologue


When you say you are from Rwanda, the first thing that most people associate with you is that you are from a country in which there was a genocide. They want to know if you were a survivor, if you lived through it, or if you left the country before it happened. And they want to know what side you were on – were you from the side that were being killed, or the side that were killing? 

    
  One evening in 1993, the year I completed high school, I was in my room getting ready for bed. My brothers and their friends were outside, sitting on the low retaining wall in the courtyard close to my bedroom window. They would often sit there, drinking and talking late into the night. They only ever talked about two things – soccer and politics. 
The guys were all different, with different political viewpoints, and that often led to arguments. That had been okay before, but recently things in the country were feeling really tense. 
I stopped what I was doing and went over to the window.
Evermer, my eldest brother, who had strong opinions and knew a lot about many things, was disagreeing with someone. 
I wished Evermer would be quiet. If he got into trouble, we probably all would. 
The guys were talking over one another, and I couldn’t hear clearly what they were saying. I could make out Emmanuel’s voice. He was not a friend of ours. He was just a guy in the neighbourhood who came over to drink with the others. I never liked Emmanuel. I just didn’t trust him. 
Suddenly, Emmanuel started laughing hysterically. The other guys fell silent, and I could hear exactly what he was saying. 
‘Actually, we're going to kill you – all of you. Seriously, it's all being arranged. There are plans organised to kill every single Tutsi in Rwanda.’ 
Emmanuel was laughing so hard as he spoke that all the guys began to think it was a joke and laughed with him. 
I didn't find it funny. I just found it weird that he would say such a stupid thing.
‘Seriously, we are going to kill you all.’
I shut the window and went to bed with a sick feeling in my stomach.

    
  There are long-standing colonial theories about the differences between Tutsi and Hutu, and about the origins of these ethnic groups, but in Rwanda many people could not identify their own ethnic category until they were labelled during colonial rule or with the introduction of ID cards in the 1930s. Hutu and Tutsi speak the same language and follow similar customs. Yet colonial theories emphasised separation and difference rather than common humanity. In these theories, Tutsis are considered taller, slimmer, with narrower noses and long faces, whilst Hutus are considered stockier, with broader noses and faces. So when European colonisers arrived in the region, both groups had lived side by side in Rwanda and Burundi for centuries and the identities of Tutsi and Hutu were less about origin and more about social roles – cattle herding and farming, wealth and power – roles that could shift over time. The colonial obsession with racial classification froze these identities into fixed categories. This overshadowed the deep, intertwined history of two peoples who were once simply neighbours. 
We had lived with tensions and wars for a long time in Rwanda, but that there were organised plans to kill every Tutsi? What a stupid thing Emmanuel had said that night. That was completely not going to happen. A year later, on 7 April 1994, the genocide against the Tutsis started. In the space of one hundred days, an estimated million people would be killed. 
I was home from university for the holidays. I had turned twenty-one in February, and that morning, when the killings started, I was fast asleep. The photo album with the photos from my birthday was on the little table beside my bed.
Evergiste, the brother who always looked after us, was up early getting ready to leave for his job at the bank. As he always did, Evergiste turned on the radio to listen as he got dressed. But his usual programmes weren’t being broadcast. Radio Rwanda was playing only classical music. That was when he knew that something was wrong. 
When at 6 a.m. the music stopped and a radio announcer said that during the night a light aircraft carrying President Juvénal Habyarimana, his private doctor, and President Cyprien Ntaryamira, along with other dignitaries, had been shot down over Kigali, Evergiste and Evermer ran to my room, and to our youngest brother, Saruru’s room, and woke us up. They also went out to the back of our compound to call Yondo and Evode, who were two guys who rented the small house at the back from us, and had become our friends. 
I didn’t believe my brothers when they told us all that we had to run – now! We had to leave the house, they said, the voices urgent and insistent. 
Give me a break, I thought. Things will calm down. 
But when the sound of chanting and shouting started up outside our house, I was very, very afraid. 
I pulled on my jeans and a shirt, grabbed my high school graduation outfit – my favourite outfit of all time – and the photo album beside my bed, and I ran. 

    
  The stories in this book begin years before the genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda, an atrocity that would devastate the nation and mark generations. They begin with my dad, Gallican Nyamwasa, a tall and handsome man who liked motorbikes. And they begin in the city of Kigali, and in Mwangashuro, the place down south where our dad was from, the place that we moved to when I was a year old. And they begin, of course, with Mama, who was the first lady in Mwangashuro to get her hair braided. Mama’s full name was Marie Félicité Nyiraneza. After my older sister Gloriose was born, everyone called her Mama Gloriose – or sometimes just Maria.
Marie Félicité, as a young girl of fifteen, was passing love notes between Nyamwasa and his girlfriend when she caught Nyamwasa’s eye. Soon they were courting, meeting in secret after church. When one day, returning from an overseas trip, Nyamwasa presented Marie with a watch, Grandma was horrified. 
‘You think my daughter is so cheap she can be bought with a watch?’ 
‘He’s a player,’ she grumbled to anyone who would listen. ‘Trying to take advantage of a young girl!’ 
And it was said that Grandma threw the watch back in his face. 
But you can tell from the photographs – from the way my dad looks at Mama and she at him, that my parents really loved each other. They got married in the church, Paroisse de Kansi in Nyaruhengeri. Soon after the wedding, Gloriose was born, followed a year later by Evermer, then the next brother, Evergiste, and then me. I was born in 1973. 
And in 1974, the youngest brother, Evergile, was born. Everyone called him Saruru. 
These stories about belonging and identity are interwoven with stories of my parents, my siblings and my uncle Braddock – we called him Braddock after the Chuck Norris movies. I don’t know what my siblings and I would have done without Braddock. Braddock was married to Aunt Annie, or Annociata, one of Mama's younger sisters. He looked out for us as young teenagers and made sure we were okay. The stories of these – my family and other family and friends who have been, and are, close to me – are intertwined with mine. 
Perhaps we all at times feel deeply misunderstood, unjustly treated, certain that we will never belong. I think that we all long to connect with other people, and yet we live in a world where divisions and differences between people are emphasised. I don’t know why this is. Perhaps as people we are fearful. These stories are an invitation to let go of fear, and to find a way through heartbreak and despair. 
As I began to write this book, all these years after so many things had happened in my life, and so much had changed for me, I was looking for an answer to the question that was burning inside me:– how is it possible to live a good and full life when there is so much missing from it? 
This is a story about growing up feeling different, feeling like you will never belong, and finding a way through. 
If I were to tell my younger self one thing, I would say this: whatever happens, keep going, take courage, it is going to be okay. 
KOMERA.

There were chapters of my past that I had tried to bury, hoping that silence would somehow make them disappear. But silence has a way of echoing back at you in the quiet moments, and you cannot ever fully leave the past behind. I was moving through the world still guarded, and with the idea that some parts of who I was needed to be hidden – that they were too complicated, too foreign, ‘too much’ for others to understand.  I wanted to heal, not to forget or pretend, but just to say: this happened to me, this is who I am, and I am not ashamed. I wanted to stand in my story with dignity and courage, not shrink from it. I wanted to learn to accept myself fully – my history, my culture, my body, my grief, my voice.
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With Mama and my older siblings








  
  Mwangashuro, Mama, and the king of humans


There had always been something about our family that made us not the same as other people, but when I was young, because of Mama, being different didn’t matter to me at all. 
It was the 1970s. Mama wore blue jeans. Sometimes she drank Primus – the beer that only the men drank – holding a cigarette in her other hand. One day the priest made Mama leave the church because she was wearing trousers.
Mama was a city woman and my dad’s family were country folks. The house we lived in was my dad’s house. It was halfway down the valley and our family occupied most of the land going down to the river. Sometimes in the late afternoons, Mama would let me go with the houseworker to fetch water. I had a yellow jerrycan to carry, and I ran ahead – past the sweet potatoes, banana plantations and fields of corn that grew tall and strong on either side of the pathway. 
When night came, the only thing I was afraid of was going to the toilet. We only had an outside toilet, and I knew I had to go out into the darkness because Mama would beat me if I wet my bed. 
In Rwanda you can’t trace your family tree by the surname, the way that you can in the West, since very few people carry their father’s names. Normally people are named after something to do with God, or the weather, or whatever is happening at the moment of their birth. That’s one way that our family were different from other people. As children we carried our dad’s name, Nyamwasa. 
And everywhere we went people we met would say my dad's name.
‘Ah, these are Nyamwasa’s kids!’ and they'd smile and shower us with kindness.
We'd hear of the man whose business would not be where it is today if it were not for my dad lending him the money, and the school fees that he had paid for this family or that. 
And because he had a good reputation, and because Mama gave us everything we needed, we grew up feeling safe. We also grew up with a lot of information missing. Mama didn’t talk to us about the things that had happened to her, or to my dad, or who our family really was. And so later we would have to find out a lot of things by ourselves. 

    
  Each year the coffee bean trees on the slopes below the house in Mwangashuro turned red and we helped to pick the beans. Then the courtyard area outside the house was full of drying beans. 
And then there were the ears of corn, then the sorghum harvest – and Mama engaged people to help us sort and pack the crops into bags for the market.
Mama’s favourite saying was ‘Sakindi izaba ibyara ikindi’ – ‘live like there is no tomorrow, and whatever situation you might find yourself in, there is always a solution.’
At four years old I had been watching my older siblings leave for school each day in their uniforms, and I begged to be allowed to attend with them. Mama pleaded on my behalf, and to my joy, Linganwe School said I could attend, even though the official enrolment age was seven. 
After school and in the holidays, my siblings and I played for hours out in the fields with whatever was around, sometimes taking a pot from home, lighting a fire to cook our own sweet potatoes or to heat up cans of beans and tomatoes, and when we came home as the sun was going down, Mama was always cheerful, no matter how hard her day had been while we were away. 
And sometimes on Saturdays, we would go for the day to Grandma’s house, walking all the way there with Mama along the road. It felt like a long way for a small child. There was always something going on at Grandma’s. Sometimes people were gathered around the pit in her backyard where the bananas were ripening. Then we could help to make urwagwa banana wine, peeling the bananas and putting them in the umuvure, mashing them with our bare feet or hands, squeezing out the juice and pouring it into the calabash funnel. Everyone got involved – the children, and the adults, and the old people – it didn’t matter who you were. And then we would eat my favourite food, slow-cooked potatoes that Grandma always made for us herself, cooked in a clay pot over a fire in the kitchen. 

    
  We moved to Mwangashuro in 1974 when I was a year old. We moved on that same terrible day in 1974 when our dad had left for his basketball practice and never came home. 
I have no memory of that day but my older siblings, Evermer and Gloriose were seven and nine years old – old enough to remember every sound, every shouted command, every tremble in our mother’s hands. It was just a normal Saturday morning. Dad had said goodbye to our Mama, said he wouldn’t be long. 
Dad would soon be home, my siblings had thought, with his hair shiny, freshly showered after the basketball practice, ready to scoop them up in his arms, and tease and hug them as he always did. So they played near the window, listening out for the sound of his car outside. But that day, instead of dad’s car, there came the army jeep, its engine growling like a warning, tyres grinding into the gravel. It had only just stopped when the soldiers stormed in, rifles slung across their backs, faces blank with authority. 
‘Pack your things,’ one of them barked. ‘You leave now.’
There was no time to ask where dad was. No room for fear, only obedience. 
Mama rushed to gather what little she could. 
She did as she had been told. She had no choice. The soldiers would have killed her if she had disobeyed. 
Looking back now, decades later, I see the way grief lingered in my older siblings. How their childhood had been cut short. The long pauses in conversation, the sudden mood shifts, the way they avoided certain topics. One of them never talked about that day. The other dreamt about it years on – waking drenched in sweat, heart pounding, as if the soldiers had just come again. We didn’t have the language then – words and phrases like trauma, post-traumatic stress disorder PTSD, anxiety. But something shattered that day inside them. No one ever acknowledged what happened and no one came to help put it back together again. Growing up, we didn’t see these things. We didn’t understand. 

    
  All our dad’s possessions, his car and motorbike had been seized. Mama was forbidden from returning to the city without permission. She was told to get into the jeep with the children and the suitcases and leave. No job, no money, no plan. Her life in the city, everything she and our dad had built and known, was gone in an instant.
As the army jeep pulled away, Mama clutched her children close, her heart heavy with uncertainty. 
Along the roadside, people stood silently, watching with puzzled eyes, whispering to one another, wondering what had happened to us. 
Mama kept her gaze forward, swallowing her fear. 
I knew none of this until much later. All I knew at four years old, was Mwangashuro, the place of my earliest memories and I remember us growing up as normal, happy kids. If Mama’s favourite song came on the radio, she would put up her hands and start to dance. And in the evenings, we would sit with Mama outside around the fire, and the Twa people would come to entertain us with their ikinimba dancing and their singing. A minority ethnic group, indigenous hunter–gatherers, the Twa were gentle people, often living in the forests with very little. Mama liked how they shared their dancing and their music and after a while she let one family of Twa stay for free in the small house on our property, the house that used to belong to my grandfather. Looking back now, I see how during those years in Mwangashuro, Mama carried her burdens alone. She never spoke to us about what had happened that morning that our dad had left for his basketball practice and never come home, and she never spoke of revenge or hatred. She kept her grief and the truth about what had happened locked inside, pouring everything into raising us with tenderness and strength. She taught us to greet the world with compassion, to believe in goodness, even when the world had been so cruel to her. 
Her silence wasn’t avoidance  –  it was courage. Her love became our shield.
‘Ça roule bien les enfants.’
That is what Mama always said to us, that for us, her children, everything is going to be okay.
Even with all I know now, and all that we would go through, I hold on to what she gave us – somehow a belief that there is more good than bad in the world. And in that belief, in that hope, I feel close to the people and places I have lost, and to the father I never knew. 

    
  The morning light was soft and gentle and the village was deserted. 
Out on the road, Mama pulled Saruru onto her back and held my hand. Gloriose, Evergiste, and Evermer walked out just in front. 
It felt so strange with none of our friends and neighbours, not even the dogs who lived in the village around us. 
Saruru who was usually so content to be nestled against Mama’s back swaddled with the thick strong fabric that held him, began to cry.
‘Where are we going, Mama?’ I asked.
Her reply was whispered: ‘I must take you to Bata in the city to buy new shoes.’
But even at four years old, I knew this was not the road to the bus stop where other people caught the bus to the city. 
We were on the road to Nyaruhengeri, to Grandma’s house. 
Earlier that morning Mama had come into my room so early, shining the torchlight in my face and shaking me awake with her hand on my shoulder, whispering for me to wake up, wake up. 
We had left the house just as the sun was beginning to rise. 
When Mama saw or sensed people up ahead, she pulled us into the bushes at the side of the road to hide.
When the people had gone and we couldn't hear their voices any longer, Mama allowed us to go back onto the road again. 
We continued walking and Mama pretended it was all a game, and my brothers and sister played along, so I did too. 
When you go on pretending that something is normal, and you can’t ask questions or get real answers, sometimes you make up stories to yourself to explain what is happening, and that is what I did. 
I decided that those mornings when Mama woke us early and took us on this round about way to the city, that Mama was running away from Rwarupyisi.  Everyone in Mwangashuro knew the name of Rwarupyisi. It was a name that everyone feared. Rwarupyisi called himself the king of humans – as if he had dominion over everyone. Rwarupyisi could decide if you lived or died.
Sometimes Rwarupyisi came to Nyaruhengeri as his wife was from that area. You knew when Rwarupyisi was there, or in Mwangashuro, you could feel it in the hushed tones when people spoke, and how things unsaid seemed to linger in the air.
It was still early in the morning when we arrived at Grandma’s place. We stayed there the whole day. Then late in the afternoon when the sun was going down, Mama led us out to a Camionette with a mattress in the back. It had been waiting for us, parked off the road near the house. 
Mama told us to get in, lie down on the mattress and sleep. 
She told us that the driver was going to take us to the city.
As a child in Rwanda back then you did not ask questions. You did as you were told. If you saw something you were not supposed to see, you were taught to turn away and pretend you didn’t see it. So I said nothing. I did as I was told and did not ask questions. But I was watching everything. My mind was full of stories.
Those early morning trips to the city via a roundabout way via Grandma’s house happened many times.
One of those trips, instead of taking us all the way to Kigali, the Camionette dropped us at the Butare post office where Mama’s sister, Auntie Marie Baptiste, worked. 
We had to hide in a small back room among the boxes. 
Some shouting started up outside as we were hiding there. 
Eventually another car came to take us the rest of the way.
At the time, I didn’t understand the fear people carried, but now I realise that even Mama’s sister – who at first was willing to help her, became afraid. Perhaps she worried, if Mama and her children came too near, that just as bad things had happened to Mama – her husband killed, and his possessions seized – something bad might happen to her too. 
Years later, when I had started working on this book and was talking on the phone to Evergiste about the early years of our childhood in Mwangashuro, I mentioned those early morning trips to the city to buy new shoes, and how Mama had been so afraid of Rwarupyisi that we had to run away. 
Evergiste said no, that is not how it was. He told me that although Mama had good reason to fear Rwarupyisi, those early mornings that we had travelled a circuitous route to the city, trying not to be seen, Mama had not been running away from Rwarupyisi, or from anyone. He said that Mama had been choosing, under cover covertly  to disobey the orders that she had been given after our dad had not come home – orders not to enter the city, not to access her bank account, not to collect rent from the people living in the house we had left behind in Kigali. Those early morning trips, going to Kigali without permission, had been part of the solution that Mama found to get money to pay the school fees, and to feed and clothe us. She might have asked for permission and been refused, or perhaps been told there were bribes to pay, favours to give in exchange. So she had found another way. 
‘Ça roule bien les enfants?’ Is everything okay, my children? 
Mama Gloriose would do anything she could to make sure her children would be okay. 

    
  One day after we came home from school, Mama told us that we were leaving Mwangashuro and going back to live in Kigali. 
I was devastated. 
There would be an inside toilet in the city. 
I didn’t care. I didn’t want to leave. 
I later learned that it had become possible for Mama to move us back to Kigali because of pressure from international human rights organisations like Amnesty International. Their advocacy helped persuade the government at the time to ease its restrictions, allowing people like my mother to reclaim their freedom and once again choose where to live. 
But to me at five years old, the news that we were moving to the city was not welcome at all. Life in the village was all that I knew. Now all that I knew was being taken away. 
I didn’t know if people in the city would know that we were from a good family – if they would know that we were Nyamwasa’s kids – or if they knew that our dad, Nyamwasa, had been a good man. 
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Mama and my dad 1965
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Mama







  
  A city woman


Back in the city of Kigali, Mama was in her element. A bit like the city, Mama was extreme. Sometimes, when she had money, she would take us to the most expensive restaurants and order the most expensive items on the menu, but then the next day we might not have money for food. We might not even have money to pay the bills or taxes – so she went from one extreme to the other. Mama had always smoked, but at our new house on the main road in the suburb of Kimisagara, it seemed she smoked almost constantly. 
I began to notice after a while that Mama didn’t socialise with the nice middle-class women who were the mothers of my friends – but she seemed happy, so I didn’t think too much about it. Most evenings she poured herself a drink of Chivas Regal. I saw that the people who came to drink with her often seemed to be in desperate situations or trouble of some kind. People liked her because she was generous. She accepted everybody, no matter who you were. 
Yet sometimes other mothers would see us playing with their children, and they’d call them in for dinner, even though it was not nearly dinnertime, or tell them it was too cold to play outside. I could sense these mothers did not want us to play with their children, but I didn’t understand. I just accepted this as the way things were. 
One good thing about the city was that we could spend more time with our cousin on Mama’s side of the family, many of them our own age, and with our aunties and uncles, for Mama was one of eight children: seven sisters and one brother – our uncle Deo. 
Most of Mama’s sisters had married well-to-do men and lived in nice houses. At one time, Auntie Annie and Braddock’s family lived in a beautiful colonial-style house in Kibungo with a wide wraparound veranda. It was there that I first saw a washing machine: Oh my god, what is this? And what a lot of mirth it caused when one time the houseworker put regular Sunlight soap into the washing machine and bubbles overflowed everywhere. My cousins and I still laugh about how our families sometimes embraced the Western way of living, yet it never quite felt completely ours.
During the week, we ate our usual African meals: hearty stews, beans, rice. But on Sundays Mama liked to experiment with French recipes. Having grown up in a very traditional Rwandan house in the country, she was curious about things that were different from what she had known. Perhaps also because of colonialism, we started to believe that French food was better than local Rwandan food. Mama would make crème brûlée, vanilla custard, and other fancy desserts. We children looked forward to her Sunday cooking, but we also dreaded how long it took. We would sit around, waiting for what felt like hours, whispering, ‘There’s food coming, there’s food coming…’ And finally, around 3:00 p.m., we’d hear, ‘Lunch is ready!’ and we would rush to the table. 
As a young child, I had become used to Mama having friends from other cultures. A group of Belgian nuns would come to visit, and also an American man, Tom. We were fascinated by Tom, since we had never seen a person with green eyes before. As children, we discussed Tom’s green eyes at length, wondering how this strange occurrence had happened to him. My little brother Saruru came up with the best explanation. Tom was allergic to cats, he said, and this allergy had made his eyes turn green. We wondered whether, if there were no cats around, Tom’s eyes might turn back to normal – and so we watched him closely.  Tom’s eye colour, however, remained stubbornly green. Perhaps it was permanent after all. All through our childhood, even though our family didn’t have much money, we felt rich in many ways. We learned to be comfortable with different ways of doing things and found joy in the mix of cultures that shaped our lives. 

    
  Tante Ki, Mama’s youngest sister, had a laugh that could fill the room. When she laughed, you’d catch the glint of her gold tooth at the back of her mouth. Back then, gold teeth were a real trend in Rwanda, a sign of style and success. Everyone seemed to want one. Tante Ki’s caught the light just right, and somehow, it suited her perfectly. 
One day, Tante Ki announced she was getting married. Her fiancé was a Frenchman. As kids, we teased our new uncle about how short and white he was. He was always a good sport and played along with our jokes, teasing us back. 
Tante Ki’s wedding was a grand time for our family, and rifts that had started developing between Mama and her sisters were forgotten. There were about twenty of us in the bridal party. The women wore matching bright blue mushananas with their tiny tops, wrapper skirts, and long gauzy shawls, and all the girls dressed in white. My brothers and the other boys had pale blue suits. Everyone came together and forgot their disagreements and differences. After the wedding was over, the distance between Mama and her sisters settled back into place.  But as a child, I knew there would soon be another wedding, baptism or funeral that would bring our family back together, and so I felt content and safe. Now, as a grown woman – a mum – I think about these things a lot. I can see how during daily life the sisters kept Mama at a distance. They did not seem to want her to get too close to their children. No one wanted trouble, and staying away probably seemed safer. In Rwandan culture, even in the city, it was rare to see a woman drink or smoke openly. Yet Mama did, seemingly unconcerned by what anyone thought. This only deepened the stigma around her. So even her own family, once close and supportive, grew more distant. I think now that the more isolated Mama became, the more she turned to smoking and drinking for comfort, and slowly these habits took hold. The more she was judged, the more alone she felt – and the more alone she felt, the more she drank and smoked. 
We had been in Kigali for about a year when Muammar Gaddafi gave the Rwandan government money for roads and infrastructure. 
This meant we had to move house because our house in Kimisagara had to be demolished to make way for a new road.
I was seven years old. 
Mama decided that it was time to leave Kigali. 
She said we were going to move to the city of Butare, to a suburb called Ngoma.
That was when the trouble with Gaston started. Nyamwasa and Gaston had been brothers, but Gaston was nothing at all like my dad. 






  
  Gaston Lagaffe


Gaston was married, and he and his wife had children and a house in Mwangashuro. As kids, we didn’t like Gaston Lagaffe. We tried to stay out of his way. 
We had always called him ‘Gaston’ after the French comic book character Gaston Lagaffe. Whenever Gaston Lagaffe did something, it just led to 'gaffes', chaos and disorder. 
In the comic books, Gaston Lagaffe drives an old Fiat 509 that leaks so much oil you could waterski behind it. He covers his exhaust pipe with a bag to collect the fumes, then he empties it onto the pavement – making passers-by faint. To us, Gaston had always seemed a little crazy.
I don't remember whether our uncle Gaston had a car in Butare, but he did have a motorbike. 
It turned out that a dispute between Gaston and Mama was one of the reasons we had moved to Butare. I never understood what the dispute was about, but I don’t believe it was ever resolved. 
I was about ten years old when I realised that my mother was having an affair with my uncle, Gaston Lagaffe.
We had been brought up to have a sense of pride. You may only have one dress, but it is always perfectly clean. You get dressed up, even when you are not going out – just in case someone might see you through the window. Your family name is your most important asset. You never do anything to shame your family. But Gaston was neither clean
[image: ]
Our house in Kimisagara
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