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         Up, up, up, the leg spun. A piece of person, up there in the sky. Earth and acrid vapours coated my tongue. Silence surged out to die away at the ragged shriek of a cricket in the bushes at the edge of the village clearing.

         You could not see her anymore, the figure who, a few moments ago, had padded out of the musasa shrub after a man in combat canvas, rippled green like a Chinese jungle. I knew this, the lack of wisdom of it. All the villagers at the meeting knew. Everyone saw the folly, except Netsai, my sister. Now, in the seconds after the boom, like a funereal drumbeat, sounded by Netsai’s step, mothers groaned in relief as the babies upon their backs wailed and twisted their arms. The village mothers jiggled the infants wrapped in thin coarse towels, shock and relief carved into their exhausted faces, crescents of white teeth gleaming in the moonlight.

         In the darkness, Netsai’s leg arced up. Something was required of me! I was her sister, her elder sister. I was, by that position, required to perform the act that would protect her. How miserable I was, for nothing lay in my power, so that both the powerlessness and the misery frustrated. And in my quiet misery my chest quaked, bones vibrated in and out as though the strings of my heart strained and tore, and I felt as though I jumped on to the spinning limb and rode it as it rotated, moving up to somewhere out of it.

         What I wanted was to get away. But the moon was too far beyond, and there were white bits under me, where the flesh was shredded off and the bone gleamed that famed ivory, and those below cowered and, if they were not quick enough, were spattered in blood. Then came the jolt, as of a fall, and I saw the leg was caught in an ungainly way in the smaller branches of a mutamba tree, the foot hooked, long like that infamous fruit.

         Mai, our mother, fell down. She did not get up. Thus again something was required of me. I was the eldest girl, the eldest child now two brothers had died. I was expected to perform an appropriate action. So I rose from the Zambia cloth spread out on the grit which my mother had reminded me to bring, moving slowly, first rolling onto my knees and hands like an old woman, and holding my head down to summon the peace that comes with not seeing, the kind of peace I possessed in war time. Then, when I had removed myself further from the group I had been brought to be a part of, I pushed up to standing.

         Mai was still on the ground. Again, at sixteen, I had nothing that Mai wanted. It was all too much for me, so I just stood watching her, arms folded, rigid and taking care to be aloof, and I didn’t look up at the mutamba tree anymore. It was too dark to see anything now; there was only glistening, the leg glistening, and the woman on the ground. They were an axis that fixed me like poles of a force that bound, prevented me from jumping up and rotating towards I did not know what – some more terrible agony. Mai pushed her tongue into shiny patches where blood was mixed with earth. Mai groaned, ‘Netsai! Netsai!’ She clawed at the ground, slithering forward like a snake.

         The axis, with Mai one moving apex, evolved into a shifting triangle as a man came towards her. It was the man Netsai should not have followed, whose combat suit rippled green like a Chinese jungle. He was the Comrade, the guerrilla, the Big Brother, the Mukoma, who had come later, after we had all gathered for the morari, and the meeting had started and the villagers were becoming intoxicated – innocently, as they said, for they were compelled to watch – with the presence of blood.

         I didn’t want to look at him either, so I still didn’t have anywhere to look. Behind came the girl. She was the one everyone noticed, with a shaking of envious disapproval, because she moved like a purr, as though she was just fed, that one, just washed and her skin shining with oil. She had come first to the meeting, after we were all seated, but before the beating which was the purpose of the morari. The man who rippled green and the girl of ripe flesh stood in Mai’s path and remained so when she gripped their calves with her hands in order to pull herself past them. The man and the girl stopped Mai from touching her daughter. So Mai sprang up, as though to reach the swaying leg, and they pulled her, this time more roughly.

         Holding Mai, the man looked from Netsai on the ground in the grass and bushes beyond my vision, to the girl next to him with tortured helplessness. So Mai didn’t touch Netsai, did not feel her daughter, which they said later was good, as it could have changed Netsai’s position in such a way as to accelerate the bleeding. The man had a rifle slung over his back, melting into the jungle of the cloth, the weapon a shrug away, doing nothing for him now, unable to intimidate his grief. I was afraid at any moment he would change his mind, fire with anger at his helplessness. They said later … you never heard it properly, as though love was not a respectable topic to talk of but mere lust enclosed in other clothing.

         They said … and I heard it here and there much later, from Nyari and Mai Sagonda and other people in the village, and certainly when Mai spoke of it, love was never mentioned … they said he said, when he drank too much after the war, he was in love with both of them. Netsai was his first war love, picked as she brought sadza to this freedom fighter’s hideaway. Soon she decided she had to leave and cross over the mountains to Mozambique because her activities had been discovered by the security forces. But everyone knew even if there was this war outside that called her, there was another inside which was the way she made the air about her shimmer and sparkle with joy when she spoke of this Big Brother. That was when the Big Brother took this young girl, Dudziro, and loved both of them, a comrade indeterminate and undecided. Now he and Dudziro prevented Mai from reaching her daughter. The Mukoma did not tell us what to do, as we expected, and so we stood around waiting. No one could ask Babamukuru, as Babamukuru wasn’t talking.

         Babamukuru couldn’t say anything for he was barely alive. And it was hard to look at the man in green and his helplessness, as we all knew Babamukuru would have been dead if the man contained in cloth the colour of a Chinese jungle hadn’t saved him.

         In fact, Babamukuru’s disciplining with the sjamboks of war was why our feet had shuffled over the grey earth that night, with only a sickle moon to taunt with the absence of light, I amongst the nervous girls that the comrades had insisted witness the pulverising of a person, the mincing of a man, all of us jumping at everything, the movement of the wind, the swirling of a companion’s skirt, the variegations of night beneath the shadowed bushes.

         We had been summoned to Babamukuru’s trial. He was, the charges went, not exactly a collaborator, but one whose soul hankered to be at one with the occupying Rhodesian forces. Mutengesi. The people in the village said Babamukuru was one who’d sell every ounce of his own blood for a drop of someone else’s. As a student at the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart, a school Babamukuru had decided to enrol me at against my mother’s wishes, I was proof of my uncle’s dubious spirit. For why would a man select a school for his child where the education was superior to the education given to the children of other people? A school that would not, unlike other schools in areas where guerrillas battled for independence, be closed? A school peopled not by those who looked like us, but by Europeans? I was to watch the decimation of my uncle in order to instill loyalty in me.

         I had not been aware of all of this when Babamukuru had driven me and my aunt, Maiguru, to the village. My uncle had spoken to me evasively, saying only that he had been called, had thought I should accompany him as the destination was my home, and there was to be a meeting. I remember how I had not dared to break my aunt’s silence with a question.

         It was the end of the May holiday in my second year at the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart. I spent the holidays at the mission, using as an excuse the intensifying of war, when in reality I did not have the heart to return three times a year to fetching water from the river, the juddering paraffin lamp light and sadza with only one, extremely small, portion of relish.

         There was, in addition to that, my mother’s constant innuendo, ‘Oh, you, wekuchirungu! Do you still like matumbu, Tambudzai! Can you white people eat mufushwa with peanut butter?’ Finally, there was the constant strain of not asking and not being told about Netsai’s movements. If you went to school with white people and sat next to them in class, wouldn’t you end up telling them something? One day the white people would discover my sister’s activities.

         
            *

         

         ‘Look at how terrible he is with us,’ Mai had whispered in low grumbles in the afternoon, in the bedroom in the house where I was to sleep, referring to Babamukuru. I had just arrived and was shown up to my quarters like a guest. ‘And that aunt of yours,’ my mother gloated with anticipation, ‘coming here like that with him. Does she think she’s coming to one of his European meetings! Today she will see it, how things are moving here in the village.’

         Garbled accounts. You ask and that’s what you get. ‘Terrible, Mai? What has Babamukuru done?’ I tried, even though reluctantly, to probe.

         ‘Look at the way Samhungu has put a fence round his place!’ she exclaimed enviously about our neighbours. ‘Don’t think the working Samhungus, the ones with jobs, haven’t helped their poor relatives! They have helped! They have made the Samhungus here in the village safer with that fence because of all these things that are going on around us! But we, your mother and father here, we are left to the mercy of the open like that by Babamukuru as if we are forest animals. In spite of all that money of his! Don’t think people don’t see it, Tambudzai! People see it. They ask where people put all the things they have if no one sees it coming home to other people!’

         ‘What did Mukoma say?’ my father wanted to know, when he joined my mother and I to greet me more formally. I repeated the little information I had, that Babamukuru was expected at a meeting at which he thought I should be present. Mai’s eyes gleamed with suppressed satisfaction. ‘Yes, we have our own meetings!’ she chanted. ‘Here in Mambo Mutasa’s land in Sabhuku Sigauke’s village, we know how to have them! And the Big Brothers know us,’ she went on, sounding excited and boastful. ‘We are known, remember that, Tambudzai, and we have meetings!’

         ‘Your uncle!’ reproved Baba, to silence Mai and prevent her from talking too much in front of me. ‘How could he travel with all this going on? What hole would he push through with every side waiting and thinking, there’s meat, we’ll get it! Yave nyama yekugocha, baya wabaya!’ He began to sing an old war song, bawled these days in the cities at football matches, uneasily eyeing Mai, in an attempt at humour.

         I was loose-limbed. I remember that, wandering around the homestead. I came down from the old four-roomed house which Babamukuru had constructed at his wedding, and had subsequently bequeathed to my mother and father before building his newer and more imposing one. My old bedroom was my mother’s round kitchen but I was grown too old and too fine to be placed there. All afternoon Babamukuru and my father sat in my uncle’s new living room, and Maiguru brewed tea for them in her kitchen with the tea leaves she had brought, and buttered and served the bread she had packed from the mission. My mother was preparing our evening meal so she did not fall in Maiguru’s line of vision, consequently was not offered tea and did not drink it.

         I touched this – a broken upturned wheelbarrow beaten to lace by wind and rain – examined that – the twisted axel of a scotch cart – the things that break and cannot be fixed because the force of wholeness has abdicated. It was surprising to see how little there was to remind me that I had lived here for twelve years of my childhood. In this absence of anchoring, I shuffled around picking up a half-seeded maize cob and throwing the grain to the chickens, as though nothing had happened, doing my best to pretend when family elders met and talked like this in war time – then it was the same as in peace time: a wedding, a new water tank, bream in the dam down at the fields – an event to improve the family was in the planning.

         ‘Zviunganidze! Pull yourself together!’ Mai had advised when she came out with a dish of sadza and a cup of sourmilk shortly before sunset. ‘Maybe it would have been better if you weren’t here, Tambudzai, but vana Mukoma, the Big Brothers, those Comrades of ours, they said that one has to be there.’ She did not look at me, but into the cup as though she were handing it to some older person whose eyes she was prevented by decorum from meeting. ‘They wanted Babamukuru to bring you back from school so that they know you know it!’ I took small pieces of sadza and sips of sourmilk, while Mai eyed me derisively, remarking, ‘It’s difficult, isn’t it, the eating’s difficult!’

         I took a large sour gulp so as not to answer. I could not tell her what was difficult. It was not the food. It was her. It was the awful covetous emptiness in her eyes, and then the gleaming when she paired Babamukuru’s name with the mention of a fence. It was the nothingness upon which she stood as upon the summit of her life, from which she clawed about for gleanings from other women’s husbands, such as Babamukuru. I shuddered, spilling the sourmilk. What could make a woman so avaricious and hollow? Oh, how to become more of a person!

         ‘Pull yourself together, and know what’s outside. That’s what will help,’ my mother said, her voice as dry as maize husks.

         ‘Take a Zambia,’ she instructed later when the sun set. She took the hand of Dambudzo, my little brother, and ordered me to stay close to Rambanai, my other sister. ‘Your father’s gone on before with Babamukuru.’ ‘Baba wenyu’, she said, ‘your father’, making it clear it was our parent and not her husband who had decided to proceed with his brother, our uncle. Her eyes gleamed again and she pulled at Dambudzo’s hand unnecessarily. ‘And of course that woman, Maiguru, who thinks she is as much as them decided not to wait for us, just go on with them. Mm! We’ll see what she says when it’s finished. Now, children, we don’t want any crying, not for anything! Not because you are hungry, or because you’re tired! We don’t want any crying for anything.’

         The pale sand gleamed eerily in the slight moonlight as we set off. The candles were out at the Samhungus’ homestead. ‘People who eat and sleep before the sun sinks! Those are sellouts, such people,’ snorted Mai softly. ‘Scurrying into the dark when the soldiers say curfew, frightened of anything, just like cockroaches!’ She pulled at Dambudzo to make him hurry. The neighbour’s cattle were in their kraal, and mooing in distress, not having been out long enough to take sufficient pasture. Otherwise the homestead was silent as though inhabited by ghostly people. Beyond us and around the foot of the hill on the other side of the road, a red glow flickered as the last sadza was cooked, or a faint orange shaft told of a paraffin lamp still alight: perhaps a school child was reading. Soon even these faded away, one by one. Only the sliver of moon sent out its watery light, but Mai was walking fast, not needing light to show her the direction.

         ‘Today, Tambudzai,’ she breathed almost gently, ‘don’t be frightened. If you show anybody any fear at all, you will be asked what you are afraid of. Then, Tambudzai, I hope you are listening, it will be finished for you! They will say you are afraid because you have been sent here not by your own free wish, but by someone who cannot come himself, someone who dares not be seen! They will say you are afraid because the oppressors sent you!’

         I believe she would have spoken differently if she had thought I was more of an ally. But Mai was probably frightened of this girl who was growing beyond her into the European world. At times like this, it is a case of muscles and blood and contractions and pain, a case of out of whose stomach a person came that makes one woman to another a mother or daughter?

         How does a daughter know that she feels appropriately towards the woman who is her mother? Yes, it was difficult to know what to do with Mai, how to conceive her. I thought I hated her fawning, but what I see I hated is the degree of it. If she was fawning, she was not fawning enough. She diluted it with her spitefulness, the hopeless clawing of a small cornered spirit towards what was beyond it. And if she had spirit, it was not great enough, being shrunk by the bitterness of her temper. In any case, I was a teenager, an intelligent one, who had been given a scholarship by the nuns of the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart. I was thereby being transformed into a young woman with a future. What I was most interested in was myself and what I would become. You don’t see the contradiction, when the front of your uniform has plumped out and you have been brought the three sensible elastic bras stipulated by the senior school’s clothes list; when you go to the moon each month and know you carry inside you for future development the mysteries of life and of woman; when you yearn to say to your mother, ‘I’ll give you a book’ so that she can sit first her grade seven and then her form two and then her O-Level certificate, so that where there is the profound job of growing life to be done, the garden of it can be tended together. No, you don’t see the contradiction of being astonished at being oneself so plenipotentiary and begging God to make you not like your mother.

         ‘Whatever you see,’ Mai warned again as we passed the buildings at Rutivi School and went on to the playing fields, speaking more gently now as if nearing our destination reassured her. ‘Whatever it is, do not say anything. Just sing, whatever the song, sing it. And answer as everyone else does. Otherwise, be silent.’

         Behind the playing fields was an area where tall musasas were left standing and were not chopped down for building or firewood. These formed a ring which provided shade for visiting school buses. The ground to the north was worn bare by football elevens and athletics teams warming up. Then the musasa shrub began. Short squat bushes splayed out from the stumps of adult trees that the village had harvested in their entirety; and the crippled wood, interspersed with sharp undernourished grass and occasionally a stalwart tree of wild fruits, straggled half-way up the dark lumbering form of Rutivi Mountain. There were shapes in the clearing between the tall trees and the shrubs. Some were sitting. It was difficult to tell whether they were men or women. Others padded silently to empty spots as we did.

         ‘Pamberi nerusununguko! Pamberi nechimurenga! Pasi nevadzvinyiriri!’ I did not want to see whose voice was chanting so passionately. I sat now in the depths of the machine that brought death to people, and I was intolerably petrified to be in the belly of the beast that belched war.

         ‘Forward with freedom! Forward with the war of liberation! Down with oppressors!’

         This fighting, and the limbs and the fluids and the excreta that it scattered over the land, intoxicated the men and women and youth and children who had come to be told we were all, together with the guerrillas, the sacrifice of whose blood justice was purchased.

         ‘Forward with freedom! Forward with the war of liberation! Down with them!’ Clenched fists rose misshapenly large upon malnourished arms where the body had eaten its own meat in order to survive. The villagers echoed each slogan with such force that the earth on which we sat shivered. I tried not to look, so I would not make the mistake of saying I had seen anything when I returned to school. I tried not to hear so I would never repeat the words of war anywhere. Mai’s voice was shrill and her eyes gleamed.

         ‘Sisi Tambu! Sisi Tambu!’

         Receiving no response, Rambanai edged closer to me and whispered more loudly, ‘Sisi Tambu, look!’

         ‘Shh! You, be quiet!’ Mai hissed.

         ‘I am just telling Sisi Tambu that Mukoma, the one over there, who is giving the slogans, he came to our home two days ago. Remember, Mai, you killed a cock. The Vakoma, they only eat meat, Sisi Tambu, so they can be strong. But before him, we had the one who always talked to Sisi Netsai. That Mukoma, Mai,’ a thought struck her, ‘the one who talked to Sisi Netsai, didn’t he eat beans, Mai! Yes, he was given beans! Isn’t he strong, Mai? Is that why he stopped coming?’

         ‘I said be quiet! Or else he’ll come to you!’ hissed Mai. ‘Look at that one, he’s stopped the slogans. Rambanai, he’s looking at you!’ Rambanai shrunk against her mother who had put the fear of the Mukoma into her. I looked around now, at the mention of Netsai. Perhaps I would see my sister.

         I could not make her out. I had not seen her since she left some months ago, and before that, because of school, I had seen her rarely. What did a woman who fought look like? Did she look the same as before, now as one who bore the arms of death, who planted landmines in the roads that connected vast farms so that farmers’ wives in their jeeps exploded?

         ‘Do we hate oppressors?’ The village’s education commenced. The Comrade glared round the gathering, defying anyone to so much as dream a wrong answer. In reality everyone knew the correct response except me. I was the only one who had not before taken part at a morari gathering.

         ‘No!’ the village affirmed the righteousness of the struggle.

         ‘If a person takes your land, what is he?’

         ‘An oppressor!’ the call and answer crescendoed.

         ‘If a person does not give you half of what you have helped him to obtain, what he could not have made without you, what is he?’ the Comrade roared, tearing his rifle from his back like an extra limb and waving it aloft.

         ‘An oppressor!’ the women exulted in their naming. Mai spoke throatily and stretched her neck to see a shadowy group of men who were seated half-way up the circle of villagers beyond us.

         ‘Babamukuru!’ breathed Rambanai, fearless now that the Big Brother was bellowing doctrine. ‘And Baba.’ She nudged me in the ribs, pointing with her chin.

         ‘Do we hate oppressors!’ raged the Big Brother.

         ‘No!’ everyone denied.

         ‘What do we hate?’ the Comrade demanded, his voice cracking into sharp, explosive particles.

         ‘We hate oppression!’ all the people exhaled with such relief it was as if they rejoiced. So our morale was raised to a pitch where the Big Brother burst into song. From behind Babamukuru and Baba, a group of armed combatants rose. ‘Bhunu, rowa musoro rigomhanya! The white man, hit it on the head to make it run!’ Dhi dhi-dhi, dhi dhi-dhi, the Comrade’s feet danced, stirring up the smell of dust faintly. The young girls pierced the night with the thin, thin notes of the soprano; it cut painfully to hear such beautiful music carry such instructions into the rustling shrubbery. ‘To make it run … to teach it a lesson,’ the basses rumbled.

         The tenors, overpowered by ecstasy, out-sung the sopranos, holding their notes longer and longer as if possessed by a spirit so intent on avenging it did not require breath in the body that received it, and the basses and altos struck their lines again and again, round and round, like a canon; and it was in this passion that a Comrade struck Babamukuru with the butt of his rifle.

         That’s how it started and went on with all of us watching and doing nothing, keeping quiet in a quiet watch, and Mai breathing in catches of satisfaction like a woman who has not been gratified for too long, caressed upon untouched places. And so it went on, until the girl who was washed, the girl of the plump shining skin arrived and a little later the Big Brother in the green that rippled across his frame like a jungle followed. Mai, my mother, does not tell me. She knows his name, but she’s like that, she has never told me; she says, yes, our Mukuwasha, our son-in-law, your Babamunini, your brother-in-law! And I now know there is no sense in asking. Nor in asking Netsai, to whom other questions must first be posed, the sort that embarrass in the asking: my sister, how can you with one limb less than me, unlike me, keep your motion and its direction?

         ‘Is this the man?’ the Big Brother concealed by a jungle demanded. He took in, in a moment, as he strode up, what was going on and being done to Babamukuru.

         ‘It’s him!’ the political instructor replied in an accent of the north of the country like Mai’s. ‘That’s him! The one we were warned of.’ He swung his A-K high, like a mortar to pound down into a pestle. His boot ground into Babamukuru’s neck to steady the target. The Big Brother calmly held up his hand. The passion in the younger soldier’s limbs transferred to his face as he obeyed. It was then that my sister Netsai walked forward, out of the bush where she had been waiting. Loping with a joyful stride, her gun belt rolling around her hip like a string of beads, the young woman of war moved to reach the Big Brother’s side, and the earth beneath her exploded.

         Later, although Babamukuru had the only vehicle around, we all knew Babamukuru would have been as dead as any example if it hadn’t been for this Mukoma. How could you expect someone who’d nearly died himself to prevent the death of someone whose leg had spun and hooked and continued bleeding? And nobody else had anything. The doctor was kilometres away on her farm. And what Mai had now was froth at the mouth. Her neck had sinews that shivered and trembled as she lifted her head and strained and heaved with sounds that no one heard. So there was an end to that awful moment, of being suspended at a point between the balancing forces that form the apices of a triangle, but this was not better. I sat down finally when people started moving forward.

         Everyone sat down around Mai. They were silent in the faint white flicker of moonlight. No one did anything immediately that I could discern to help her, and so I sat there silently, deliberately not feeling too many hates and rages and despairs to enumerate.

         ‘Netsai, iwe! You are my Netsai! And I will not let you go! I will not take you down off the sling on my back, I won’t take you down, never, never!’ Mai shuddered in a shrill that was worse than her silence.

         Sekuru Benjamin had the grace of age, so that none but the most vicious human beings touched him. So the war had not gripped him personally beyond frightening him and forcing him to see that which cannot be remembered and therefore cannot be spoken of. With his walking stick, already dusty with the kilometres he had walked that evening, Sekuru took up a position half-way between my mother and her neighbours from the village, one knee down in the blood my mother had licked. Bo-bo! Bo-bo-bo! Bo-bo-bo! He began the ceremonial clap. Then everyone joined in, bo-bo-bo-bo, a steady sustained beat above the noises from Mai, who had given up calling the daughter who did not answer but was shaking her head and grunting with her eyes rolling from side to side in her head.

         ‘Arrive, our dear grandmother! You who are in the winds, come to your home!’ intoned Sekuru Benjamin.

         ‘No!’ said my mother, in an offended man’s voice. Our stomachs turned cold and we knew that the death that hovered over us that night had invited unknown patently evil spirits. ‘I shall not arrive!’ my mother refused in the same strange voice. Then Mai fell back in a faint, Mai Samhungu went to hold her with another neighbour, and others ran almost silently here and there, to those who were helping them and to the other victims.

         Villagers picked up Mai, who came to almost immediately and did not know what was happening. Mai Samhungu gently put a hand over Mai’s mouth, as though to wipe away the remains of wet earth, and then moved it to her eyes so that she would not see again either the form of her daughter that no one yet attended, nor the dangling leg.

         Netsai moaned softly on the ground. Her throat knotted as Mai’s had. Sweat glistened pale on her upper lip in the slivers of moonlight that came through the trees, and in one drop hung the reflection of the limb in the branches. She dragged in too little air to keep her alive, but too much to allow her to die. What I knew then is that I did not know anything and never would anymore, and I saw that no one knew anything either as no one was doing anything.

         Finally, some put their heads together and whispered and then turned covertly, almost guiltily but also brazenly to look at Babamukuru. It was Nyari, Netsai’s old school friend, who stripped off her petticoat. Nyari’s teeth rent a rip in the cloth. The other girl, whose skin was too shiny and whose air was too satisfied, backed into the bushes as Nyari knelt. Our Big Brother in green looked after her muttering, ‘Careful!’ The girl nodded. Nyari did not even look at them but tugged at the nylon. Our Big Brother knelt beside her, and twisted the strips above Netsai’s thigh as soon as they were ready.

         Meanwhile, Babamukuru was heaving himself up, groaning. His bruises were as thick as livers, but he strained up to sit unaided. He nodded as my father joined the villagers who were looking at him. I could see Baba gesturing and nodding. Babamukuru looked up although his eyes were slightly glazed. Finally, he focused on the villagers, who were now all observing him patiently, and realised he was expected to act.

         What was he going to do? Was he going to fall back, like Mai, or walk to the brink of his life, like Netsai? What he did was turn onto his hands and knees and push himself up further. Babamukuru knew what had happened, and he walked like a dancer. Half weaving, half floating, he arrived at his car. His bloody hands rummaged for his car keys as he did, and then the men around the tree where he had sat called him back, for they had recognised a problem: should the doctor be begged to come, or should Babamukuru take Netsai – and himself for that matter – to the white woman’s surgery. Now, in the dead of night, they began to debate: could anyone risk that with the curfew raging?

         The discussion went on for minutes during which blood seeped from my sister’s leg, but was prevented from flowing by Nyari’s petticoat. I watched Nyari’s cloth stain as it threaded her friend’s life in. Nyari had Netsai’s head in her lap and threw desperate, lidded eyes at my father and village elders who were wasting the drops of the girl. The delegation looked at Babamukuru who bowed his head and whispered in some confusion, ‘You said I should drive her, isn’t it. You said the best thing to do is to drive.’

         In the end Mukoma Chiko, the child of a cousin of Babamukuru’s, took charge even beyond Babamukuru, and it was decided Netsai should be given what first aid was available while Babamukuru would drive away first thing in the morning. If asked why he was out so early he would indicate the wounded girl. If that led to his being asked why he had waited so long with someone so injured he would reply he was afraid of the curfew. They said I had to go in the car with her, so that I could speak in my English accent if I was asked, proving allegiance and providing camouflage, also so that I would know. In any case, I was to return to school.

         
            *

         

         ‘Go!’ said Mai. She spoke as Babamukuru was revving the car and the cocks from closeby homesteads beat their wings and stretched upon their perches and crowed to announce a dawn that had not yet arrived. She was speaking in a whisper to make sure her voice lay under the noise of the engine. ‘Go, Tambudzai! To those people who are killing your sister!’

         I had one leg in the car. I kept on moving. When the car crept and crunched over the sand, I gritted my teeth, put my head out of the window and hissed, ‘Yes! You know I’m going, don’t you! So that’s what I’m doing, I’m going!’

         ‘Tambudzai,’ said Babamukuru automatically, still dazed and drunken with pain and grief. ‘Tambudzai, what are you saying to your mother!’

         Mai wasn’t waving. Her gaze was trained on the side of the car where my sister lay. I didn’t wave. Nobody did.

         ‘Leave them, Baba,’ said Maiguru in a voice that encompassed me, my mother, what had happened that night, and Nyari and the few who remained, Mai Samhungu and Mai Mutasa, besides my father. Maiguru didn’t want to face anymore anything that had to do with how Babamukuru had been denounced.

         The rim above the hill brightened, as we bumped over the last bit of dirt road before we turned into the Nyanga Highway. I sat at the far side of my seat, behind my aunt. She was quiet and motionless; she also seemed to be wedging herself invisibly into marginal spaces. I pressed myself up against the opposite door to where they placed Netsai’s head. I was folding my arms and squeezing in to make myself as small as possible, as not there as I could under the vividness of the past hours’ facts.

         There were children on the road, with books under their arms and cheekbones jutting like precipices that Maiguru and I turned round from at the same moment, in order not to see. The children scuttled away at the judder of the engine which they feared could only belong to a Rhodesian. Besides the children to focus on were the bare fields that no one had the strength to tend, or the patches of bush where anything that desperate flight could take as cover was burnt. It was only when we were past all this, when we were beyond the village and approaching antibiotics and morphine, that I looked out of the window at the red earth and stalks of harvested maize on the farms where men in overalls moved like languid dark dots. The doctor’s farm was one of these. We were approaching the drugs and sutures my sister and uncle needed. It was difficult to think of so much of it, need. I forced myself into an emptiness; and yes, it is better where there is nothing so there is nothing to tell.

         Patched up by the doctor on the farm, Netsai was admitted at Umtali General Hospital and rushed into surgery. Babamukuru was given pain killers, x-rays and stitches. None of the staff who attended asked any questions that could not be answered. They accepted Babamukuru’s explanations without comment. Maiguru wanted me to walk the last few kilometres to the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart, but Babamukuru said he could take me to school before my sister woke up.

         School too seemed empty because now, after these holidays, it was impossible to relate to anything. Empty rooms, empty desks, empty books, empty air between us, the second form whose classroom was also on the second floor, and the mountain with the cross on top, down which plantations, dark, of wattle and pine crept like dispirited armies.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

         

         So, sitting in class you could see the mountains where your sister still talks about walking, back and forth, back and forth, forth and back, that perseverating path towards that exploding off of a leg.

         That was in the second year; a deterioration of hope. The first year was better because I knew what I wanted. My desires in that initial year were positive: to achieve, achieve, achieve some more, and I knew how to realise them. I was going to learn until I had more learning than anyone about me, first in the classroom, then in the school and finally in the community. The form one classroom was on the ground floor, and I sat proudly in front when I first arrived at the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart. It was a large classroom. The one at Rutivi School would have seated three times as many students. In this great space I selected each time a place up close to the teacher, in order to be a good student. The front wall and the blackboard – which latter was not a slab of truculent grey where nastily disposed children chiselled holes with nails and stones, in order to confound sadistic teachers, as was the case at Rutivi School and to a lesser extent at the mission – the front wall and blackboard were very close, and the teacher hovered closer still, so that being an outstanding student, I was obliged to and contentedly maintained a tight focus. Windows open as eyes, with ten astoundingly complete panes each, were set in the side wall so that they stared at the mountains. But these openings were situated at the napes of our necks as we sat attentively at the front. If you were stifled, either for want of knowledge or due to too much of it, you had to twist your neck through at least a hundred and twenty degrees to feel on the cheek the freshness of mountain air. But we were little girls with a mission to improve ourselves by excelling, and few of our first row necks were sufficiently flexible. Then even when this manoeuvre was achieved, in the college grounds swayed a range of pompously pointed and creaking cedars, which prohibited a view of the mountains.

         I did not think anything of this barrier in my first year. It shielded me propitiously from imponderables beyond, and the college grounds were idyllically beautiful. I now cannot conceive that human beings created such beauty. Those dark conifers were like a distant shore to green lakes of tranquil lawns upon which peace from too many tenses and conjugations glided and where we stretched at break in the too crisp days of June with our jerseys off and our skirts rolled up, like chilly mermaids sunning. The college building, luminous and white, sprawled languidly at the garden’s upper margins, as a charming resort may rest at the edge of Lake Kariba’s waters. How beautiful the aesthetic of my secondary school was, demonstrating beyond any doubt I could muster, how languor was related to lethargy as elegance was to squalor.

         There were, too, other lessons to be picked out by an eager mind in the lie of the Sacred Heart territory. The Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart delivered a formidable education, and its standards were set kilometres before the school gate was arrived at. The college was located on the opposite side of Umtali, as it was called then, from the mission, occupying a tract of land that rises up to meet fragile sparkling skies between the town and our eastern border. The winds blow across that sky from the Indian Ocean, over the Mozambique mountains where the drops from the sea glide together like frightened girls. The rain falls gently. There is the general hospital on the right of the first approach, the one that leads into town from the mission. Then come the government schools and a choice of the post office or fast food outlet depending on which avenue is turned into. But there was not much to choose from between the routes then, because the post office ordered segregated queues, and the fast food place sold you cool drinks and dry buns from the back window only, but not hamburgers; so, no, there was not much to have driving into town on the way to school, nothing in the way of an ambitious girl’s lessons.

         On the other side, however, in the suburb close to the college, my forehead resting on the window of Babamukuru’s car, I observed how the inhabitants did not stroll out in what clothes came to hand as we did, but in gorgeously designed garments and fabulous shoes whose chunky heels required from the city authorities, and obtained by dint of slow moving men in green overalls, perfectly even paving stones. Thus I, and many other students, established a code of dress which we affected in later life, along with the sense that an efficient city council combined with a willing if lethargic workforce was mandatory to make anything happen. Nor did Baba and Maiguru ever comment on these matters as they drove me to school. I believe Maiguru was already depressed that the fine garments she brought with her from her studies in England had begun to be eaten by moths, and there was no hope of replacing them with the austerity war-quality goods presently in the shops, a quality that reduced the standards of everything. Babamukuru I know now, although I did not know then, was listening to other music. Yet it is strange that the parents I had adopted were silent on this. How similar their reticence seemed, when I came to consider the matter, to the villager’s silence at my uncle’s beating. It was as though our ancestors had placed a curse on passing observations which would bring to percipient souls vicious retribution. So we were quiet in the car, while in the shady avenues approaching school, pedigreed Alsatians dribbled silver saliva at the green-overalled working men from behind iron fences. They even howled and threw themselves up the enclosures in a fury to fall on Babamukuru as we drove by on the tarmac. The residents served aces down the centres of their tennis courts, or dived splash bombs into their swimming pools, and gardeners clad in orange overalls looked over at us, the intermediates, lethargically. Not even then did Babamukuru comment, nor did I speak, so unlike the lessons at school, there was no test for these lessons learnt in transit.

         Entering the school you passed through a great wrought iron gate as imposing as St Peter’s portal. Up, you drove, along the road between the hockey fields and tennis courts to the boundary set by the cedars. Here you turned left about the broad roundabout, over whose centre the peaceful lawns lay. At the top you progressed parallel to the school buildings for all of half a kilometre, passing on to the southern end of those lawns as evergreen as conifers. Here grew a copse of jacarandas that poured purple shade on parking bays. Pace, pace, pace. Pace, pace, pace. Six or seven steps were needed to traverse these parking spaces whose white painted boundaries accommodated the large and long vehicles of elite Rhodesians. Since in those days the size of the cars of the elite raised respect rather than questions, I quickly identified and stored the principles of aesthetics exhibited at my school, which informed relationships between design and form and purpose so opulently, without reference to material resources.

         At the opposite end of the school were the dormitory buildings. Behind the form two accommodation block shimmered the swimming pool. This was secluded away behind a hibiscus hedge that in season bloomed lusciously scarlet, the pool set here so that visitors would not surprise us and we would not parade before them when clad in little clothing. The car park and swimming pool signified visitors and rest and thus were of paramount importance to most of the pupils. But for me the most significant building was the classroom block. Gleaming long and white in the sun like a beatified building, the block presided over the school grounds from above the gardens, as if to bless all our activities. Down opposite this block, beyond the cedars, were the playing fields, and between all four rolled the tranquil green lawns seen from the classrooms. Ah, those lawns, studded here and there with indigenous and exotic flowering trees alight as though hung with embers: the scarlet poinsettia that in later nightmares bore buds of crystals of blood, and the clear yellow flare of the mimosa!

         It is true, even in the form one classroom, to obtain the learning and distinction my ambition was set upon, I needed to work harder at Sacred Heart than at either Rutivi School or the mission. I was not a girl who could giggle and write notes to boyfriends in class, and still attain the honour roll. Slips of moments cost me marks. Whenever I thought of something that was not on the syllabus during lessons, the same slip repeated in my marks so that I was no longer one of the best. However, this did not matter for I could work as hard as necessary when I was attending. As I liked to be good at what I did, I was not afraid of hard work. I would put in what was required to reach the peak I aspired to. It was especially important to be at the top, as it was quite clear to me and to everyone I had to be one of the best. Average simply did not apply; I had to be absolutely outstanding or nothing. So I worked hard from my very first year at the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart, devising exercises and strategies to make me good at paying attention, at remembering every word from the teacher’s mouth, and not just the words but the inflections too, so that I knew what was important and reproduced each teacher’s peculiar inflection at examinations. Attending was having your mind open to everything all the time, and being able to bond it there, so that what came into the mind could not run out as from a sponge that is squeezed and uselessly relinquishes moisture. There was a lot of work to bind in the bits of knowledge that added up to what you would become; you had to expend a lot, positioning for as long as it took those stepping stones of information to your future.

         Learning how to attend like that took a lot of concentration. It was exhausting, so although my first year at the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart was gentler than the second year, due to the circumscribing of vision and the blocked view of the mountains I have described, I was more often than not exhausted even in that first year. To keep us attending, there were three sets of examinations, one every term, plus monthly gradings. I found these assessments useful as through them I measured myself against my classmates, assessing my progress. I did not succeed in coming first in either the first year or the second. That position was held by a girl called Seema Patel. Ntombizethu Mhlanga, who slept in the same dormitory as I did, whose skin was as peaceful as midnight, invariably came second. Third place was taken by a girl called Tracey Stevenson. By the middle of the first year, I had crammed my way to fourth. In order to encourage more hard work in myself, I set myself a goal. I then set my sights, as a sort of landmark for my progress, on beating the girl immediately before me, this Tracey Stevenson. She was nondescript looking apart from toned muscles and large hands and feet as a result of which she excelled at swimming. Streaky brown hair flopped flat and formless upon her head, while her eyes shifted across colour borders, as though they were small pale chameleons, so that I was constantly confused as to whether they were grey or green or blue or turquoise.

         No, I did not overtake this classmate, as I wished to, in the first year. However, at the mid-term evaluation, Tracey surprised everyone by dropping to fifth. Nevertheless, she was a fighter. The spirit that took her to the end of the swimming pool in record time served her now. Determinedly she sat in class after her fall, which she put down to too much concentration on swimming. In her seat in the front, she listened to the teacher with a smile on her face while her eyes remained large and serious. At the end of the term, she succeeded in leap-frogging both another classmate, Angela, and myself, to return to the third position.

         I was depressed at my inability to excel, to do what was clearly possible as other human beings managed it. Therefore, in order to keep myself interested in prowess, I adjusted my vision somewhat to one that was more readily attainable. Rather than seek a position I could not have, I opted for certainty. It is true, I hankered still to see high ninety per cents strewn over my report card, averages that figured my future and confirmed my place today, with a scholarship, at Sacred Heart. It was difficult to adjust this measure of myself downwards. Nevertheless, in order not to deflate myself after Tracey had catapulted beyond me again, I set a secondary standard of marks over sixty per cent, in order to qualify for the college’s honour roll. Sometimes I wished I was not aware of it so keenly, but with my uncle’s training in the importance of education, my awareness was razor sharp. I lived and breathed and learnt by rote now for a place on the school’s roll of honour. This, although not as good as being at the top, had its own rewards. You were awarded a copper plate, laced at the edges and patterned with dots on the rim. Your name was in it, your very own name, Tambudzai Sigauke. Like a miracle, that name that you hardly ever read anywhere else appeared in the centre of the plate, as though it was something special. Tambudzai Sigauke! Something special! You kept on looking, and your name in the middle of the plate all the time kept on attracting. Beneath was the name of the school, the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart, and the year. It was a contract, that coupling of appellations, of good intent, as I saw it. If I learnt what was required, my name would be placed together thus, with the institution that offered the most prestigious education to young women in the country, and so I would drop into my pocket, from where it could not be taken away, the key to my future. No, I could not tolerate the idea of failure. So I went on planning my life while life was planning an insurgence.

         So all changed after the meeting I went to, the one I was brought to, both to be exhibited at Babamukuru’s trial for treason to the soul of the people and to be instructed. It all was different after this morari where fear paralysed the heart. Indeed, having returned to school, I renewed my contract with myself to overtake Tracey Stevenson, or at the very least obtain the honour roll in all the school’s gradings. Now, being there on a copper plate was even more necessary: it was as if that name so perfectly inscribed couldn’t be blown off so jaggedly, just like that, not in the middle of a night, nor in the middle of anything. But now, after a leg was blown off, she came walking backwards over those stones of learning and concentration, hopping, going hop-hop-hopla because she had only one leg. I could see her clearly as I sat in class, my mind opening to the teacher. It was a woman. It was my sister. Would the honour roll hold its promise? I could not concentrate. Whenever I focused, the woman stepped back, groaning too many questions. Besides, I suffered secretly a sense of inferiority that came from having been at the primitive scene. Being a student at the Young Ladies’ College of the Sacred Heart, I possessed images from the school’s films and library: cavemen dragging their women where they wanted them by the hair or bludgeoning their prey. And in the final analysis there was everyone, sitting mesmerised and agreeing about the appropriateness of this behaviour. What about the one who wasn’t a woman, who was my sister, holding the means of someone else’s death strapped to her back, rolling her hips towards a man in a gesture of life, so she was after all not a girl but already a woman? Sometimes a tear trickled towards my nose and I had to rub, pretending something had fallen into my eye to prevent a drip on my textbook. I had trouble, in fact started to dread, attending. It was as if a vital part had been exploded away and in the absence that was left I was cracked and defective, as though indispensable parts leaked, and I could not gather energy.

         On this particular day, a few weeks after school recommenced, I tried once more to concentrate. I particularly wished to as it was Latin class. This subject was taken by Sister Catherine who was my favourite teacher. I just felt something about her, not knowing what. In Sister Catherine’s hour there was a special edge to my cramming and recitations of conjugations and declensions. I wanted to do well to make both of us happy, rather than because of my perceptions of my situation. Sister Catherine never displayed any of the unbearable, prejudged attitudes towards Ntombizethu and me that emanated from some of the other teachers. She had a gentle voice. She used it as if she was always making music, but tentatively so. She pushed every note out on a breath, like a woman surprised by the beautiful notes she struck, and that astonishment tied up her lungs so that she had to fight to keep air flowing. Yet the impression you obtained from her was that she was determined in spite of everything to put out her melodies. ‘Tah-mboo-dzah-ee,’ she called me. I was obliged to smirk. You had to do that about a murungu attempting Shona. So I turned down the corners of my mouth and rolled my eyes at Sister’s accent; but I only turned and rolled them a little bit, as I liked the way she tried to express the tonality correctly, and how she looked with a warm brown gaze at whomever she spoke to, including me. That smile didn’t question either: it covered me.

         
            *

         

         This morning, towards the end of class, Sister paused. I wasn’t looking at anything or anyone in the classroom. I was preventing the appearance of the hopping woman who was a girl. By not paying attention I was making her not come down the mountain. So I felt, rather than saw, there was not a murmur of movement from the classroom, no lifting of hands that knew, no rustling of pages by fingers that hoped still to find out the answers. This meant Sister was waiting facing the chosen one; she had already decided who should be given the honour of showing off knowledge. In silence, the class also waited for this girl to reply.

         Very vaguely, I could feel it was I who was chosen. Yes, I was the one for whom everyone was waiting. Panic prickled at each of my pores, raising shiny goosebumps on my skin, and webs flickered out from the textbook page like treacherous tightropes to lead me back to learning, but they were cords upon which I did not want to walk. I could tell I was too tired to keep my balance sufficiently to make sense of the Latin phrases, as I was enervated from forcing, for the better part of the morning, everything out of mind, in case that woman who was my sister came hopping down on the stepping stones of attention. The silence went on for a long time while I vacillated between being in the class and not being there, and Sister and the rest of the girls waited.

         I hesitated too long. Another girl jumped in with answers.

         ‘The… um… the lords … thanked the… the… faithful servants … with a great feast!’ volunteered a soft voice that wavered in the middle syllables, as if it was requesting approbation yet was not sure this would be given. I immediately became more miserable as the speaker was the girl I wanted to out-learn, Tracey Stevenson.

         Sister was pleased with the response. As I was, Tracey was also one of the Latin teacher’s favourites. ‘Yes!’ The nun hesitated for a minute in which I sensed she turned from me. When she spoke her voice was more distant, as though she had her back to me, but she was as usual wonderfully enthusiastic. Pat-pat, her hands clapped. ‘That’s a fine translation. Well done, Tracey!’

         When the warmth in Sister’s voice slid out over the class, like the thick, sweet, creamy-brown caramel mixtures we made down on the ground floor in the domestic science kitchen, you felt it was a terrible thing not to know. Sister made you want to do well, to put your best out there, not at all in order to please her but to show you had it in you. Me! Her voice made you think even now you still had it in you! And how she smiled when you did it!

         Now Sister read the next sentence of the exercise. I was sufficiently part of the class once more to realise the translation to that was easy. ‘The soldiers have laid waste the city and the women and children are weeping.’ This time I wanted to put my hand up even before Sister asked me. But that would mean I had to open my eyes. They were closed against the dark green pine and wattle plantations on the mountain slopes, and the great tracts of burnt bush beside them, green growth oxidised to ash the better to see those people whose legs were to be blown off. If I opened my eyes, I would end up turning my head. Mesmerised I might forget and the tear might fall. If I kept the eyes closed, I would not do well, rather face a lifetime of being nothing, like Mai. This because of my sister. Because of my young sister, Netsai! Iwe, Netsai, oh you wild and irresponsible girl! This is what I thought and it was a relief to do so as this perspective released me from being transfixed by what I could not, on any account, remember and made moving forward possible. Oh, Netsai, how-I-wish-you-were-not my sister, who informed you a woman’s business is aiming communist rifles at people like kind and gentle Sister Catherine! And didn’t my sister see how able such people were, which meant her own leg was in danger of being blown off. Oh, who could be blamed, if Netsai didn’t know!

         Ha! Those thoughts crept up on you just like that, even when you weren’t thinking them. You just couldn’t flee far enough; they always insinuated. My eyes flew open.

         The classroom was very silent. Sister Catherine was bending over me calling, ‘Tah-mboo-dzah-ee!’ Ntombizethu, from the dormitory, put both hands to her mouth and narrowed her eyes at me, reminding me to smirk, but this time I was not able. Sister was regarding me much too kindly. Her hand moved out. How I jumped when hers touched mine! She rubbed my hand. I saw the movement pale upon dark but did not feel it. ‘Let go!’ I heard the teacher’s words, yet I did not understand them. All that was happening was very confusing, but she was my favourite nun. I felt something was terribly wrong, but I smiled up at her tentatively, hopefully. The silence continued in the class. More and more girls twisted round to discover what was going on. Ntombizethu took her hand from her mouth. Her eyes widened with apprehension. Only now did I realise from the soft warmth upon my skin that Sister and I were in physical contact. ‘Let go,’ Sister repeated. Now shame came crushing down on me. I was appalled at having let my skin and this white person’s touch. A dentist could see a person tremble in agony and not touch. A doctor could watch a person dissolve into death and not touch. This could happen because it was taboo: this person and that one could not touch. The army did its work asceptically, with grenades and landmines and bullets. So my first impression was I had soiled my teacher in some way. I liked her and I did not want to do that. Sister should not touch me. I started with all my muscles to pull away. I was horrified to see my hand disobedient and motionless.

         ‘Please, Tam-boo-dzah-ee!’ The nun sounded worried. ‘Please, let go!’ Sister repeated. Only then did I see my fist was clenched not around the teacher’s wrist but about the formica desk top. Once more I flung my hand back. The chair tipped. There was something soothing in the motion that released relief. Sister put out her free arm to prevent an accident. Back and forth, back and forth, forth and back, I was rocking without realising it.

         ‘Are you all right, Tah-mboo-dzah-ee?’ Sister Catherine stopped the motion.

         I looked down in embarrassment at my desk, took time to wipe away with my beige uniform blouse smears of sweat that were spread where I had gripped.

         ‘What is the matter?’ Sister was very anxious.

         ‘I’m fine,’ I told her. My favourite teacher was anxious. But my sister lay first in the sand and then in a hospital bed without a leg. What would Sister do if I told her? What would the other girls do if they heard? They all had their little boxes tight in their chests for their memories of war. There was too much grief here for a room of girls. Thinking this, I did let go. I forgot about not letting anything out. I kept on wiping so that my tears fell on the cloth sleeve. It was like that when people were kind to you. Sometimes you forgot.

         ‘Let’s continue with the exercise, please,’ Sister began again. ‘Who can translate the next sentence?’ There was a rustle of hands being raised. We were in the A stream, and could conjugate any -o, -are, -avi, -atum verb Sister drew out of the textbook. She kept standing beside me hopefully, but I kept my head down, over where the tears dripped, wanting to close my eyes so there wasn’t any chance of looking at the mountains, but being afraid if I did that I would squeeze the tears out again.

         ‘The large fierce armies have marched into the city.’ It was Tracey once more, and Sister turned away without noticing any sniffing.

         ‘Last one, please,’ went on Sister, ‘quickly, if you please, girls, before the bell rings.’ Even when she was talking to us, Sister used ‘please’ in almost every sentence. Tap-tap-tap, her heels moved off over the grey linoleum. The tiles were milkily misty, like early mornings on the mountain tops that tied up your joy, those ragged peaks a view of which, like views of women with snakes for tresses, turned watchers to stone. The floor in the whole school was a difficult-to-dirty transmutation of black and white to grey, soft as the sacred heart after which our college was named. It made you think of the divine breast of a sanctified dove.

         ‘Yes, please!’ said Sister to the classroom. Tap-tap-tap, she moved on again. A modern nun, she wore high heels in sexless colours like dull black, dull brown, dull navy.

         ‘The mothers are carrying the crying children away from the market!’ came an obedient reply.

         ‘Good!’ said Sister, in her happy, caramel voice. ‘Well done, Ntombizethu!’

         So the lesson ended with Ntombizethu being picked, as if to confirm I had little value because I was not able!

         I tried to think of something tasty we had made in the domestic science class to take my mind from this last minute humiliation. I could not bear to think of my dormitory mate basking in the praise that should have been mine! That nascent little Zimbabwean soul of mine that the war was fighting for became seriously disgruntled at someone who was close enough to live in the same dormitory as I did receiving, rather than I, Sister’s approbation. Oh, Ntombizethu! I allowed, or perhaps urged, myself to grow crosser and crosser with the girl, no longer recalling I had not been prepared with an answer. Nor did I remind myself that others too had been praised, and I had not been indignant. I simply wallowed quite luxuriously in ill-feeling towards the girl from the dormitory, whose name we shortened to Ntombi. ‘Girl!’ we sometimes called her, ‘Hey, Our Girl!’ we said, translating the Zulu phrase with which she was named. How voluptuous the anger felt against Girl. Yes, my roommate had stolen my praise! Ko-ko-kongolo! Kongolo-kongoko-kongolo! The bell went, as I wafted, as on a sea of soothing waves, on animosity.

         Sister gathered up her books. We didn’t have a homework exercise to hand in, so she did not have much to carry and there was no need for me to hurry forward to help her as I usually did. Our teacher walked out while the rest of us scraped back our chairs and opened our desks to put textbooks away. I avoided looking at the mountains, even though standing up brought me in full view of the window. In went the Latin texts and exercise books; out came the Maths material, for we were expecting Mrs Hall who loved her Logarithms. And all the while I enjoyed a great indignation against Ntombi.
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