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         In London, Rotten Row is a wide, untarred road that begins at Hyde Park Corner and ends at the Serpentine Road. Established in the time of William and Mary to provide access to the new palace at Kensington, the name is a corruption of ‘Route de Roi’, French for King’s Road.

         In Salisbury, the capital of the Crown Colony of Southern Rhodesia, initially administered from London – and the only colony in Africa to be founded by a private company, Cecil John Rhodes’ British South Africa Company – the name Rotten Row was given to the road that was created to begin at the intersection of Prince Edward Street and Jameson Avenue. As the city grew, Rotten Row expanded to become a busy thoroughfare linking the city centre to those of Rhodesia’s famed industries that were based in Salisbury, and to Harari Township, the city’s first black township, home for the men who provided the cheap labour that powered those industries.

         Rhodesia is now Zimbabwe, Salisbury Harare, Jameson Avenue is Samora Machel, Harari Township is Mbare, and the industries have all but collapsed. For now, at least, Rotten Row remains Rotten Row, or, to give it its colloquial, Shonglish name, Roton’ro.

         It is a street redolent with remembrance. From its middle section, you go right to reach the kopje, where Rhodes’ invading force, the Pioneer Column, first raised the Union flag on 13 September 1890, the act that established Rhodesia. At the top end of Rotten Row, just before it merges into Prince Edward Street, stands the towering building nicknamed ’Shake Shake’. This is the headquarters of the Zimbabwe African National Union (Patriotic Front) (ZANU PF), the political party that, together with the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU), fought the Rhodesian white minority regime and led the armed struggle for a free Zimbabwe.

         The approach to Mbare is dotted with colonial bungalows that now house funeral parlours, car breakers and colleges of further learning. They make an incongruous backdrop for the thundering traffic, but are protected by the legislation and by-laws that make it difficult for the Harare City Council to destroy buildings older than fifty years without considerable hoop-jumping.

         Also on Rotten Row is the ‘Civic Centre’, comprising the Harare City Library, formerly known as the Queen Victoria Memorial Library, the Museum of Natural History and the Criminal Division of the Harare Magistrates’ Courts. The Civil Division is not on Rotten Row but some metres away on Fourth Street, in a building that was used to stable government horses before the widespread use of cars. For that reason, this building is and is likely to be forever known to all solicitors, magistrates and other court officials as ‘The Stables’.

         It is of the Criminal Division, the criminal courts, that most people in Harare think when they hear the name ‘Rotten Row’. It is these criminal courts that have given this story collection its name. The stories in this volume are not all set in or at Rotten Row but are about the kinds of strife, tensions and conflicts that sometimes end up finding their only resolution at the courts.

         Any coincidences between real life and the fictional lives of my ill-fated characters is only further proof that, as is written in the Book of Ecclesiastes, that which has been is what will be, that which is done is what will be done and there is nothing new under the sun.

         Petina Gappah,

         Geneva, June 2016
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            Out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made.

            – Immanuel Kant –
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            Avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.

            – The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Romans –

            Musatsiva, vadikanwa, asi mudzivurire kutsamna; nokuti kwakanyorwa, kucinzi: Kutsiva ndokwangu, ini ndicaripira-ndizo zinoreva Ishe.

            – Nwadi yaPauro kuvaRoma –

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

         Never believed all that blather in all the adverts, all that Rhodesia is super and all that. The first five drops at the end of my rope were as white as I am. Rhodesia wasn’t super for them, that’s for’shore, or for the poor buggers they popped. Misfits and madmen, oddballs and nobodies, the lot of them. Like my first drop, the Wankie train murderer. Bloody big he was, neck like a bull in heat. Needed more rope than I thought. Give a drop enough rope, I always said.

         It all comes down to the rope, man. It’s all about the rope. Always preferred sisal to nylon myself. One inch thick, no more, no less. Sisal is strong. Natural. Nylon blisters the hands. You spend a helluva lot of time tying the knot. Have to get it right. Eight turns is what I used though I know some used thirteen. Much prefer the Hangman to the Gallows Knot myself. Breaks the neck, you see. I reckon it’s cleaner all around. Easier for everyone. Gallows Knot strangles.

         Callous bastard and thick as two planks, he was, the Wankie train drop. Kept wringing his hands just before I dropped him, wringing and wringing his hands. I promise you, I don’t know who was more nervous, him or me. One of the medics up at the Maximum put a bottle of dop, Bols brandy it was, in my hand. Strong stuff. Told me to take five swigs to steady my nerves.

         The Americans and them won’t drop an ’oke who is a little soft in the head. Well, they don’t drop them drop them but you know what I mean. He was like that, the Wankie train drop, a little soft. Come to think of it, the next one was a bit soft too. Had one of those hangdog faces, like life had served everyone else oranges and only he got the lemon, and not even a full lemon either, but a quarter lemon and rotting with it. Up from Umtali he was. Don’t mind me. I slip into the old names every now and again. Mutare, I mean.

         Gave his wife six of the best for breakfast and six of the best for lunch and then six more just for the hell of it. Had a load of snot-nosed kids too, one after the other, place was simply crawling with laaities. Poor as munts they were. Then when she said, ‘I’ve had enough of you, I am outta here,’ he took out a gun and popped her along with thirteen other buggers, just like that. Pop pop pop. One after the other. Fourteen times. Said he didn’t know what came over him, he was out of himself.

         Funny that. They all say that. I was out of myself.

         Came close to dropping a woman once. Bit loose she was. Shot the ’oke who was giving it to her. Not her old man. Some sort of boyfriend who had used her up and dumped her. She was one of those Stickistuff types; she stuck and stuck and stuck to the poor ’oke, refusing to be dumped then she shot him. She was out of it too, she said. Didn’t know what came over her. Got fifteen years instead of the rope. Pretty thing, she was, man. All eyes. I reckon that’s what saved her for’shore, being a pretty chick.

         Next six drops were terrs. Well, they didn’t think they were terrorists, obviously. Called themselves guerrillas, didn’t they, comrades and freedom fighters and such like. Wanted to bring socialism and communism and the this ism and the that ism. Socialism. What a fucken joke. Britain had said no more droppings, they had abolished their own and wanted the same here but Smith and Dupont and Lardner–Burke and them said to the Queen and all those ’okes up in London: fuck you. We have UDI now; we have our own country and our own government and you can’t fucken tell us what to do. We do what we fucken want and we drop who we fucken want to drop when we fucken want to drop them. 

         Phoned me on one of those party lines. Crossed lines with that Bridget van Tonder, old bitch who ran the General Store next to the Chipinga Hotel. Fucken do-gooding Nosey Parker, up in everyone’s business. When she got off the line, the Salisbury lot was saying, ‘Come now, man, you are dropping six two days after tomorrow.’

         A bloody bad business that was, that’s for’shore. My first mass dropping. Helluva mess afterwards. Made a few mistakes, I won’t deny that. Couple died hard, man. Necks didn’t break cleanly when I sprang the trap. Twitched and twitched as they swayed and down their legs flowed rivers of shit and piss. Never did much understand the local lingo. Tricky language. One word can mean six different things, but I know a couple cried for their mothers. Couldn’t shoot them or anything. Had to wait it out. Twitched and twitched, they did. Dead man’s dance. Drank my first full bottle of Bols afterwards. Stopped using the Gallows Knot.

         No dropping is ever like the one before. Some of them walked themselves there. Stood above the door, all straight you know, though they trembled a helluva lot. But most had to be dragged along, screaming out of their senses and shitting and pissing themselves. Some even got a stiffy. Angel lust, one of the medics said. That’s what they called it in what do you call them, Middle Times or Medieval Ages or whatever you call them.

         Funny term for it. Angel lust.

         Never had much schooling myself, man. Always had common sense, though, that’s all you need, bloody common sense, only it’s not that common now, is it? Tried to tell the ’okes and them up in Salisbury, it would make a helluva lot more sense if you gave them muti or dop of some kind, that local kachasu stuff would do it. Cheap as a Chipinga hure and will make them drunk enough to handle. But no, they wouldn’t have that. Had these electric whatnots, these taser things to move them to stand above the door. 

         ’73 to ’75 were my busiest years. Eish, man. It was hotter than Kariba in October, I promise you. War was raging everywhere and they were dropping like flies, man. Their lot was shooting our lot. Our lot was shooting back and bombing. That fucken coward Smith sent all those boys and them to war, the Call Up and all that and for what? What did they fucken die for? One of my drops that time was a laaitie, bloody shame that was. They said it was all right because he was nineteen but he can’t have been more than sixteen. Could smell the fear dripping out of him with his sweat. Even after I covered his face with the hood, his eyes were still burning into mine. Taught me something, that one did. Never look directly in the eye before a drop, man, not even when you’re hooding.

         By the time I dropped my fiftieth, I had the hang of it, so to say. I could have dropped with one hand, that’s for’shore. I had the hang of it, but something was shifting inside, you know. And I couldn’t do a drop without the Bols. Got dopped before each drop, then again after.

         It’s all a bit of a blank, to be honest with you.

         People around here knew well enough what I did; it’s a small town, Chipinga. A no town, really. An ’oke can’t swing his cock in the direction of the local hures without hitting the likes of that fucken Bridget van Tonder. I promise, I would not let my fucken dog piss on the fucken bitch if she was on fucken fire.

         When I was not dropping, I ran the cafe up at the Chipinga Country Club. Place wasn’t short of people who came just to stare. Nothing like a dropping to sharpen the appetite, particularly when you are served your burgers and chips by the dropper himself.

         Had this chick once, well, girlfriend I suppose, maybe even, what’d they call it in all those novels, fiancé. Asked her to marry me. Chuffed like hell I was when she said yes. I was that taken, man, I promise you. Wheat farmer’s daughter with tits as big as the Bumi Hills and legs like an answered prayer. She was almost Miss Gatooma but she got rubella, a sort of German measles, she said, and she had to pull out. Stacey, she was called. She’d have won too, beautiful singing voice she had. Really gave it to her. Never was one to turn down free milk if you put it before me in a jug.

         Broke it off after a year. Chipinga wasn’t good enough for Almost Miss Gatooma, was it. She was on at me all the time about the dop and that fucken Bridget van Tonder was on at her all the time about the this and the that and the hures and then she ran off with an ’oke from Fort Vic who was with the railways, he was one of that Bridget van Tonder’s nephews, wasn’t he. Saw her fifteen years later up in Melsetter, kids crawling all around her and the Bumi Hills down to her armpits.

         Lost her chance, didn’t she?

         Gave up dropping round about that time, after the war. But they called me back six years later. Needed a dropper, they said. Thought they’d bin the whole thing, to be honest. Tried to tempt me with my own record. ‘You’ve dropped ninety-seven,’ they said. ‘Don’t you want to make a clean hundred, at least? Go for the century.’ Heard from my connections up in Salisbury that after I said no thanks, they got a couple of ’okes from South Africa and another from Swaziland. Gave up after one or two years.

         They have had a hard time getting a local. Engozi and all that, the fear that if you kill a man, you will be haunted forever by his dead spirit, that sort of thing, haunted down to the next generation and the one after that.

         Never had much truck with all that sort of crap myself. But sometimes, I swear, I hear sighs and whispers all around the hills. I promise, the hills come alive. And no, it is not the dop, that’s what they said, up at the hospital, the useless pricks. I asked them, what did they want me to do about it when the dop is the only thing that stops it. 

         And now the comrades and freedom fighters and whatnots are coming for the farms. Started down in Mashonaland, didn’t it, and now they are here. It’s all this indigenisation, isn’t it. The land must go to indigenous people they say, it must all be indigenised, and the likes of me must just bugger off to England. As if I could live on fucken Mud Island. Never even set foot there in my life, born here, wasn’t I, down in Enkeldoorn.

         Well, they can indigenise this farm all they want, and they can indigenise my Zesa electricity bill too if it comes to that and my phone company bill while they are at it and good luck to them. It is no skin off my nose if they take this place, that’s for’shore.

         Got the job after the Country Club collapsed. Manage this farm for some Pommies who know nothing about tea. Come down from Mud Island a couple of times a year to braai and toast themselves in the sun. Couple of ’okes down the road destroyed their machinery and all their this and all their that before they left, but I won’t do that. Not got much to destroy that’s for’shore and besides, I reckon that debts have to be paid. They will be paid one way or the other, man. Debts have to be paid. It’s the way it is, life goes up and down, goes round and comes round again, and that’s just the way it is.

         So when they come, I will go sit up on the terrace overlooking the tea. I’ll finish this novel I’m reading, Hold the Dream, it’s called. I like those chick writers, Jackie Collins and Judith Thingummijig and Barbara Taylor Whatshername. They are the only things that Miss Gatooma left behind her.

         So I’ll read this one and get dopped as I watch the sunset. It’s something else, man, the sun sinking behind the hills and the crickets sounding and the birds flying against the red and orange sky. That’s the last thing I want to see, the sky lit up with fire above the rows and rows of tea. Then I will do my last drop.

         I reckon I might as well end with myself.

      

   


   
      
         

             Copacabana, Copacabana, Copacabana
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            Execute ye judgement and righteousness; … neither shed innocent blood in this place.

            – The Book of Jeremiah – 

            Tongai zakarurama nezakatendeka, vuye musatevura ropa risinemhosa panzimbo ino.

            – Buku yaMuprofita Jeremia –

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

         It is just after nine o’clock in the morning. Gidza will die in exactly forty-three minutes and thirteen seconds. At this moment, he is leaning out of the open window of a kombi omnibus that plies the route between the suburb of Chisipite and the city centre. A flea-market Liverpool shirt ripples on his reed-thin body. ‘Copacabana, Copacabana, Copacabana,’ he shouts. ‘Copacabana!’

         He follows this with a piercing whistle. At the wheel, Prosper blows the horn in counterpoint. In the days when Leopold Takawira was Moffat Street, Copa Cabana, two words, was a nightclub. What kombi touts like Gidza and kombi drivers like Prosper now call Copacabana, one word, is the area around the former club. Where once the air rang with tunes from the Devera Ngwena Jazz Band, the Pied Pipers, the Bhundu Boys and the Ocean City Band, it is now a cacophony of hooting horns and yelling touts.

         Their kombi is a death trap. A woman named Shupikai Mukono who lives in Cambridge, close to Grantchester on the River Cam, and who works as a psychiatric nurse at Addenbrooke’s Hospital, imported it from Japan. Her life, nasty, British and short of happiness, is lived in the hopeful expectation that she will give it all up one day and never again have to minister to minds diseased. She has seen first hand the terrible hurts that come when the mind, so fragile, oh how fragile, turns in on itself and poisons everything.

         She saw the kombi as part of her investment strategy for the day she would return home, but there has been no return, either for her, or of her investment. The brother in whose care she left it spends nothing at all on its maintenance. And so it is that the legally mandated fire extinguisher under the seat is nothing but an empty red can with a nozzle and fading lettering. Thick sheets of semi-transparent plastic sheeting have replaced the glass windows. The factory-made sign says ‘12 PASSENGERS ONLY’, but extra wooden benches have been built in to make room for an additional eight. Travelling calls for posterial dexterity, the most comfortable position for any passenger is to sit on one buttock. Passengers are usually so tightly packed that they do not need seatbelts, which is as well because those are as distant a memory as the front indicator lights. By the end of the journey, they will know each other more intimately than is, perhaps, proper for strangers.

         The first thing that Gidza noticed about Prosper when he met him was that the outside of his right arm was much darker in complexion than the rest of his body; no small wonder as it is the arm that is always out in the open so that he can indicate his intention to turn. Prosper’s own seatbelt is no longer adjustable to the size of its wearer. Whenever they approach a police checkpoint, Prosper has to sit on the extra length. The kombi has passed police inspection at every roadblock.

         Spray-painted on the outside, in the vivid colours of the national flag, is the legend ‘100 PER CENT TALIBAN’. This was Gidza’s idea. His real name is Groblar Khumbulani Bhajila. He was born in the weeks after the giddy moment in which a son of this soil had spurred Liverpool to victory over Roma in the European Cup and a nation roared with him. Gidza’s father had been an early fan of Bruce Grobbelaar, The Jungleman, and of his first club, Highlanders, the lauded ‘ama Bosso’. He had followed The Jungleman’s rise from the heat and dust of Bulawayo to light up Anfield. It stood to reason that he would name his first child in honour of his favourite footballer, in the natural hope that his son would follow where The Jungleman had led. An indifferent clerk had registered the name as he thought it should be spelled, and thus Groblar his son became.

         The illogical order of Shona slang names for English and sort-of-English first names means that the minute Groblar moved from Bulawayo to live with his mother’s uncles in Harare, his name became Gidza, just as all Philips become Fidza, all Ryans Ridza, all Davids Divha and all Jonathans Jonso. He has not followed his father’s dream for him. A big-time dream without the talent and the money to go with it can only ever be a wish, and so here he is now, at ten past nine on a Wednesday morning in September, a small-time hwindi in a battered kombi on Enterprise Road, driving to his death.

         The term hwindi is a double pun. Not only do Gidza and his fellow touts hang like limpets from the windows of their vans, they also hang out into the wind. Gidza has mastered the skills of a good hwindi. He, for it is always a he – it is no suitable job for a woman, this – is more than a tout. He is a necessary part of the driving – because he does his job so well, Prosper can concentrate on driving, knowing that Gidza will shout out their destination to attract passengers, collect the right amount of money for fares, and, with the brusque command, ‘Garisanai four four,’ bully the maximum number of people into squashing next to each other in the small interior space.

         ‘Copacabana, Cop’c’bane, Cop’c’bano!’

         It is monotonous to call out the same destination every few metres, so he makes things lively for himself by varying it a little. He chants it – ‘Copacabana’ – sings it – ‘Cop’c’bane’ – gives it a little zip – ‘Cop’c’bano’. Having called out the destination, he manoeuvres himself back into the van, checks his phone and shrieks with laughter. ‘Iyi yakapenga manje iyi M’koma Prosper,’ he says. ‘Ah gosh! Listen to this one. Congratulations, you have been awarded the amount of $0.00 dollars for calls to any destination at any time on this network.’

         Prosper laughs with him. In his laughter, Gidza leans into a smartly dressed male passenger of proportions that would be more comfortable in a more capacious and less occupied kind of vehicle. ‘You are squeezing me, shamwari,’ the passenger says.

         ‘Sorry, Big Dhara,’ Gidza says. ‘For sure, you are extremely squeezable. Sorry, biggest.’

         Just after they pass the Congolese embassy sign just before Arcturus, Gidza leans out of the window again. ‘Copacabana, Cop’c’bano, Cop’c’bane!’

         A frail looking old white man holds out his arm to stop them. He extends a liver-spotted arm to Gidza. ‘Gemu rachinja, M’koma Prosper,’ Gidza says as he pulls him in. ‘Shiri yabata rekeni. This is a reverse land invasion this one.’

         Before Prosper can respond, two policemen, one fat and the other thin, wave them down. They eject the passengers in the front seat so that they sit next to Prosper. The two ejected passengers look sullen, but say nothing as they squeeze their way into the back. ‘Ko, vana vaMambo,’ says Gidza with insouciant cheer. ‘Matitsika vakuruvakuru. How about doing something unusual today?’

         The larger of the two turns to him, frowns and says, ‘What are you talking?’

         ‘How about paying your fare today?’ says Gidza.

         ‘Watch your mouth,’ says the smaller one.

         ‘Okay, okay, you have worn me down,’ says Gidza. ‘I will give you a discount. Only one of you will pay.’

         They both ignore him and speak to each other in low voices. Unable to get a rise out of them, Gidza leans out of the window again. ‘Copacabana, Cop’c’bane, Cop’c’bano!’

         The van slows down as a woman runs up. 

         ‘Are you going to Fourth Street?’

         ‘If we are going to Fourth Street,’ says Gidza, ‘I will say we are going to Fourth Street. Have you heard me say we are going to Fourth Street? Copacabana!’

         As Prosper drives off, a woman dressed in the long white garment and veil of the Apostolic Faith church runs up. She has a baby on her back, is leading a child in one hand and holds a suitcase in the other. Her white garment billows behind her as she runs. Prosper does not stop completely, but maintains a slow crawl while beeping the horn. She pants with effort as she runs alongside them. As she clambers in, she hands the suitcase to Gidza, and takes the baby off her back.

         Gidza helps the little boy in and slides the door closed. ‘If he sits on a normal seat,’ Gidza tells the woman, indicating the child, ‘then you have to pay for him.’

         The woman tries to balance both children and her suitcase on her knee. The boy slips off. ‘Chigara paKadoma, biggest,’ Gidza says to the boy and directs him to a seat on the metal casing above the engine.

         ‘Mhamha, it’s too hot, it’s too hot, mhamha,’ the child says as he shifts one leg after another.

         ‘Wotojaira zvako m’fanami,’ Gidza says with callous cheerfulness. ‘That’s what happens when your mother cannot afford to pay for a seat for you.’

         Under her white veil, the Apostolic woman scowls. ‘What kind of talk is that?’ she says. ‘What do you know about what I can or cannot afford?’

         ‘Where did I lie?’ says Gidza. ‘Copacabana!’

         ‘Mhamha, it’s hot,’ the child says again.

         The woman fishes into her suitcase and hands a half-full plastic bottle of Cascade juice to her son, which consoles him. He finishes it in four large gulps. He burps and hands the empty container to his mother. ‘You had better not be thinking of leaving that bottle in here,’ Gidza warns.

         She sends it flying out of the window where it almost hits a sleek, latest model Mercedes with diplomatic plates that is moving in the opposite direction on the Enterprise Bypass. The Cascade bottle falls on the side of the road under a Forestry Commission sign that says, ‘Nine Million Trees Planted This Season! Thank You Zimbabwe!’

         ‘Hesi baby, hesi nhanha,’ Gidza says as he pokes the baby’s cheek. The baby rewards him with a stony stare. Gidza smiles and clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth. The baby glares back.

         At the sculpture market on the Enterprise Bypass, the old white man and the two policemen get off. Gidza’s attention is diverted from the baby by a seemingly endless row of headless, armless and legless sculptures with disproportionately large breasts and buttocks.

         ‘M’koma Prosper,’ he says as he points to the sculptures, ‘mari inenge yawanda sei kuti mutenge zvidhori izvi? Your money will be truly burning a hole in your pocket if you are going to be spending it on this stuff. Just look at that. These are monstrous horrors these are, M’koma Prosper! Munenge mazvitengera horror! Copacabana!’

         At the traffic lights at the Newlands shops, they stop to let a blind man pass. He wears torn blue overalls while the boy leading him wears a shirt and a pair of shorts belonging to two different school uniforms. ‘Bofu rafamba iri, M’koma Prosper,’ Gidza says. ‘Ndariona nhasi makuseni chaiwo elokhuzeni, kuKuwadzana.’ To the street kid he says, ‘M’fanami, why aren’t you in school like others your age? Here’s a dollar. If I see you again today, don’t ask for more. Copacabana!’

         They have left the Bypass and are almost at the end of Enterprise Road. The rains of the night before have dropped petals from the Jacaranda trees at the edge of the road. The kombi moves over a carpet of crushed purple blooms. The city centre buildings in the near distance are Gidza’s cue to start collecting the fares of those who are still to pay. He shouts, ‘Ngatibatanidzei tione vabereki nevaberekesi.’ As he cannot move around himself, the passengers pass him their money in a relay.

         ‘Wait a minute,’ he says. ‘Who has given me ten rand?’

         The passengers look sullen. No one says a word.

         ‘I said who paid ten rand?’ he says again.

         ‘Just give the money back and each will take what they had,’ Prosper says.

         A woman in a blue woollen hat looks up from her phone.

         ‘Ten rand?’ she asks.

         ‘Yes, mothers,’ Gidza says. ‘I have seventeen dollars here, I should have eighteen, but someone has paid using ten rand instead of a dollar.’

         ‘But ten rand is one dollar,’ she says.

         ‘Imi mothers,’ he says, his voice laced with impatience. ‘How many times do we have to say we no longer take Zuma’s tumbling zuda money? It’s Obama all the way. If I am to change this, I will only get seventy cents or sixty, and that’s if I’m lucky. I don’t get a full dollar, okay? So just pay me your dollar and stop wasting my time.’

         ‘But it is ten rand from Avondale,’ the woman argues.

         ‘Are we coming from Avondale? Do we look like we are coming from Avondale? When you look out of the window, are you seeing Avondale? And do you not see that sign?’

         The blue-hatted woman looks at the signs above the driver’s head. In addition to the one specifying the optimum number of passengers, there is another that says JESUS IS MY DRIVER and another that says NO RANDS ACCEPTED BY ORDER MANAGEMENT. She mumbles angrily as she reaches into her blouse to produce a dirty dollar bill from her bra. She hands it to the man sitting in front of her, who passes it on to Gidza.

         ‘Pacorner,’ says a voice.

         Gidza bangs the roof to stop the van.

         ‘Copacabana, Cop’c’bane, Co’p’c’bano!’

         Two passengers jump out to be replaced by three more. The kombi moves off again in a cloud of petrol and exhaust fumes. Among the new passengers is a young woman in a bright red top and leopard print skirt. She wears a perfume of such pungency that it almost defeats the exhaust fumes that fill the van.

         As she gets in, Gidza clutches his heart in mock shock. ‘Ah, ah, hi hi hi!’ he says as he pushes against the man in the front seat next to him to let her pass. It is the same passenger with whom he has already collided. He stumbles and collapses into the man.

         ‘Sorry zvakare Big Dhara, nhasi ndinemi,’ he says as he brushes past the man’s jacket pocket. He turns back to the woman and says. ‘Ko sisi vakapfeka mbada kunge dindingwe, as smart as you are, where are you off to today? Handeka kupungwe kusvika kwati ngwe!’

         The woman ignores him and takes out her mobile phone as it rings.

         ‘Alcohol you letter,’ she says. ‘I am going to Boledale.’

         ‘M’koma Prosper, did you hear this leopardess of ours?’ shouts Gidza. ‘Sisi vembada vanoza wena!’

         ‘What did she say?’ says Prosper.

         ‘Boledale. Do you mean Borrowdale? She is going to Boledale. This is what we mean when we say someone is talking like they are chewing water. Boledale, she says. Too embarassed to be associated with us! Maybe one day, if you are very lucky, sister, you will have a shiny car to match your accent then you won’t have to use kombis like you are one of us povo. Boledale. Hela. But I bet that if I stepped on your right foot right now, or even your left one, you would say maiwe-e, like M’koma Prosper, or umama wami like me, not oh my mummy. Boledale! Hela!’

         His body out of the window once again, he shouts ‘Copacabana!’

         As he settles back in, he says, ‘Eish, but you smell so nice. She smells so nice, M’koma Prosper, regai zvavo vativhairire sister vembadilo.’

         ‘I can smell her from here,’ Prosper says.

         Gidza sings, ‘Ndirege ndifare usandikanganisa! Chinamira! Tarira mhandara dzinoshereketa! Kunge kutsombora tsombo, kana kutakura dombo!’

         In the second row, an old man lets out a sneeze that startles the stony-faced baby into crying. ‘Maiwe-e sister,’ Gidza says in mock horror, ‘look what you have done now. This poor old man is sneezing and that baby crying and it’s all from your perfume. Maybe it is the ancestral spirits that do not like modern times. Svikai zvenyu bho kulez.’

         The sneezing man scowls and shouts, ‘Munataura zwamunoziva mhani mazwinzwa.’ He sneezes again. The words are spoken in the sing-song voice associated with Malawian farm labourers and domestic workers. It is the cause of much laughter for Prosper and Gidza, who says, ‘You had better watch out. Hona manje watsamwisa ava Sekuru MuChawa. You have made him angry. Now you won’t hear the end of it. You will probably find a little Malawian tokoloshi waiting for you at home.’

         ‘Amalume,’ Gidza says to the old man. ‘This is how the city women smell, achimwene, you had better get used to it, this is not the reserves.’

         ‘Who said I have come from the reserves?’ the old man says. ‘And who said anything about Malawi? You should know what you are talking about before you just start to talk talk for nothing. You hwindi, that is all you know how to do, you just talk talk for nothing.’ 

         Gidza’s mind has moved on from the leopard-skirted, perfumed woman and the Jah Prayzah song that he was singing. He now entertains Prosper with a story of a n’anga from Mufakose, a man of Malawian origin who specialises in restoring lost property and removing the male organs from adulterous men who sleep with women that are not theirs.

         ‘Havaiti kani,’ Gidza says. ‘This other man in, elokhuzeni, in Chitungwiza was with this other man’s woman, M’koma Prosper, but what he did not know is that the man had fixed her good and proper with Sekuru MuChawa’s help. Central locking proper proper, it was proper central locking, M’koma Prosper, he had locked her all tight so that any man who was with her would suffer, maona manje. So this man is with this woman, and afterwards he feels this strong urge to urinate, so he goes to the toilet and there is nothing there, can you imagine? Nothing at all. He was smooth as ilokhuzeni, as a doll down there, M’koma Prosper, just smooth, like a m’postan’a’s head.’

         The woman whose perfume has triggered this conversation raises her voice to speak up. ‘Holeday Urn,’ she says.

         But Gidza is concentrating on describing just how the smooth-as-a-doll man with the missing appendage reacted to his missing appendage and his newly minted smooth-as-a-dollness, and he does not hear.

         ‘Ah sad Holeday Urn,’ the woman says just at the moment the van drives past the Holiday Inn.

         ‘Why didn’t you ask me before?’ Gidza says. ‘You know we can’t stop here now.’

         ‘She did ask you, but you were not listening,’ the large man over whom he has twice fallen says.

         ‘And who made you the invigilator of this examination?’ Gidza retorts. ‘What are you, the kombi prefect?’

         Gidza does not fully take in the look of pure loathing that the man directs his way. The kombi stops just before the traffic lights. The leopard-skirted woman gets off, leaving behind the smell of her perfume. As she crosses Samora Machel Avenue she shouts, ‘You are as ugly as your mother’s cunt.’

         Gidza makes as though to go after her, but the light changes and the kombi moves. He contents himself with shouting after her, ‘S’febe! Mazigaro! Kuda kutamba nemadhaka pasina vhat’! Ndinokushagada ukashisha semashakada! You think you are so special, but your funeral will not even be open casket. Ugly bitch.’

         Gidza now abandons the story of the man with the missing genitalia to describe in graphic detail just what he was going to do to the departed woman if he got the chance. ‘A woman like that’, he concludes, ‘just needs a good seeing to, that’s all she needs, M’koma Prosper. Copacabana!’

         As the kombi passes Second Street, Gidza spots a face he knows behind the steering wheel of a kombi that has stopped on the other side of Samora Machel Avenue.

         ‘Mwapona!’ he shouts to the driver.

         To Prosper he says, ‘Wait a minute, M’koma Prosper,’ he says. ‘There is that mufesi I have to see.’

         He jumps out and weaves his way through the traffic, a fleet-footed blur in his Liverpool shirt. He stops at the driver’s window. The passengers cannot see him; his back is to them as he talks to the driver. They wait, two, then five, then seven minutes while Gidza talks to his friend. In the eighth minute, he is back, running through the traffic.

         ‘Kahwani!’ he says to Prosper and bangs twice on the roof. He seems even more cheerful than before.

         To the passenger he fell over he says, ‘Why so glum, Big Dhara? Are you still sore because I fell on you? Sorry zvenyu m’dhara, inotambika.’ He laughs without knowing that this will be his last real laugh. He will laugh again in the seventeen minutes that he has left to live, but it will be the nervous laughter of a man close to his death. He picks up the song he was singing earlier, ‘Pungwe, kusvika kwati ngwe. Pungwe, kusvika kwati ngwe!’

         The sound of a ringing phone cuts into Gidza’s singing. It belongs to a young Coloured man who is right at the back. ‘I’m by town now,’ he says. ‘But I got no juice, you check.’ The man seated next to Gidza, who had put his hand to the inside pocket of his jacket when the phone started to ring, now pats his jacket pockets.

         ‘My phone,’ he says. He tries to stand up and fails. With difficulty, he pats his trouser pockets. ‘I don’t have my phone,’ he says. His voice begins to rise in panic.

         ‘My phone,’ he says again. ‘My phone.’

         Gidza shakes his head. ‘It will not come because you call for it,’ he says. ‘A phone is not a dog, you know, or a cow.’

         ‘Maybe you left it at home,’ Prosper calls out from the front.

         The man turns an accusing eye on Gidza.

         ‘It was you,’ he says.

         ‘What?’

         ‘It was you who took my phone.’

         ‘You must be mad,’ Gidza says.

         ‘Yes, that’s right,’ says the woman in the blue woollen hat. ‘He brushed against you and pretended to fall, I saw him.’

         ‘And me,’ says the man with the Malawian accent.

         ‘And me too, I saw the whole thing,’ says the Apostolic woman.

         Another voice comes from the back and says, ‘All these vanahwindi are thieves, we all know they will take anything if given an opportunity. He must have taken it when he brushed against you.’

         Amid Gidza’s protests, Prosper drives into Copacabana. As soon as the kombi stops at the rank, the passengers get out and crowd around Gidza. ‘I did not take your phone,’ he says. ‘I don’t have your phone on me. Look.’ 

         He holds out his empty hands.

         ‘I have nothing in my hands or pockets apart from the money I collected from you all, and this phone, my own phone.’ He takes his own phone from his pocket, a battered Samsung, and holds it up. Then he holds up his arms in submission to an inspection. The owner of the missing phone searches him roughly, particularly in the groin area, but finds nothing.

         ‘He must have given it to someone,’ the woman in the blue hat says.

         ‘Yah, that’s what happened,’ the man with the Malawian accent says. ‘He gave it to that man, the one he talked to on Samora. I saw him pass something.’

         Gidza’s eyes are round with fear now, his thoughts run confused in his mind, faster than speech allows.

         ‘It was nothing,’ Gidza says.

         ‘I saw it all,’ says a voice.

         ‘We are going to the police.’

         ‘It wasn’t a phone, what I gave him. It was, that is, it wasn’t. It wasn’t a phone. It was … I took … I took nothing. I swear on the grave of my mother, ngiyaphika lomama wami, I did not take your phone.’

         The man with the missing phone takes Gidza by the upper right arm and begins to march him away. His grip on Gidza is tight. The commotion has now attracted a crowd to the rank. What has happened, what has happened, what has happened? The answer sweeps across the rank. A thief has been caught, a hwindi, you know how they are, such thieves, every last one of them. He was caught red-handed, actually just imagine caught with his hand in someone’s pocket, no, he filched money out of a woman’s bra, no, it was a child’s school bag, imagine and it happened just like that. As the news distorts itself across the taxi rank, Gidza faces a hostile crowd. 

         ‘M’koma Prosper,’ Gidza pleads.

         He is no longer the cocky brazen Gidza of a few moments before. His stammer, long conquered, comes back. ‘M’koma Prosper, please, tell them. I- I- I- have not taken a, a, anything. I- I- I- swear on my mother who is buried at Serima Mission. I- I- I- did not take a- a- anything from a- a- anyone. Vele handina.’

         Prosper tries to prise Gidza out of the arms of the man pinning him.

         ‘Vakuru,’ he says, ‘we will go to the police and sort it out.’

         The man with the missing phone rounds on Prosper. ‘You are in it together. He took it, you know he did.’

         ‘But how can you be sure, can you prove he took it?’ Prosper asks.

         ‘He has to prove he did not take it,’ the phone’s owner says.

         ‘I- I- I- did not do it,’ Gidza says. ‘I- I- I- swear on the dead. I- I- I- I swear o- o- o- on the grave of my mother, I- I- I- swear on her grave. Vele nyiyaphika.’

         ‘Ari kuti a- e- i- o- chii chacho,’ says a voice. ‘Kutokakamira nhema nechiNdevere! He is stammering for nothing. Take him to the police, they will beat the a- e- i- o- u- out of him.’

         Gidza laughs a nervous laugh.

         A voice shouts out, ‘Ari kutoseka futi, he is actually laughing.’ It comes from a bald, stocky man in a green dustcoat who has been watching from the door of a barbershop on Cameron Street. He is so incensed by Gidza laughing at such a moment that he approaches him and gives him a ringing slap across the face. Prosper tries to intervene but is pushed away. He turns and flees in the direction of the police station. Three men in the crowd chase him, but he outruns them. They go back to the real matter before them.

         Gidza breaks free and tries to follow Prosper. Two vendors selling different ice-cream brands abandon commercial rivalry as they join forces to grab him. They shove him against a pile of rotting vegetables and ice-cream wrappers. It is not certain where the next blow comes from, or the third, or the fourth. More and more people join to kick him again and again as the news of the captured thief streams across Copacabana. It reaches Kaguvi Street and Kwame Nkrumah Avenue and all the way to the flea market, as people rush to see the thief.

         ‘Watch my box,’ a woman called Ma’Nelly says to her teenage daughter Shylet. She arrived that morning from a funeral and is late to go to her stall at Mbare Musika, but that can wait. She heads to where everyone is headed, brow perspiring with the effort of running, and joins a crowd that swells now with everyone who ever had a grudge against a hwindi, anyone who has ever had anything stolen, and anyone who has nothing to do but enjoy the spectacle of a man being beaten by a crowd.

         Ma’Nelly pushes her way to the centre. She has to fight to get in, her face is scratched, and the sweat of other bodies almost defeats her. But she is built like an East German shot putter, Ma’Nelly, with extra padding too, she is what her ancestors would have called chitsikapanotinhira – when she walks, the earth shakes. She pushes through until she is within sight of Gidza. Just as Gidza raises his head she kicks him back with her left foot. His head strikes the ground. There will be more kicks to his poor broken and bruised body, but he will not feel them. It is seventeen minutes to ten o’clock.

         Her effort almost costs Ma’Nelly her balance. She rights herself, and, with a surge of triumph, lets others take her place. The assault on Gidza continues until there is a shout of ‘mapurisa, mapurisa’ followed by blasts from three police whistles. With the police is a bare-chested Prosper holding his shirt to his bleeding head. As quickly as it had gathered, the crowd melts. The angry horde becomes individuals again. 

         Ma’Nelly walks across to her daughter, eager to recount to her friends the kick she gave the thief. She finds Shylet flirting with a hwindi and scolds her for smiling at thieves. She scolds Shylet almost all the way to Mbare until the incident is forgotten as she tells the story of the beaten thief. At the market, the story of Ma’Nelly and the kick she gave the thief is the sensation of the morning.

         The large man with the missing phone also walks away from the crowd. He is afraid that he will now be late for his meeting. He has seen the thief beaten up, he saw him lying, bloodied and unconscious, but that’s not enough. He wants him dead, he hopes that he is dead. He heads up Speke Avenue. As he walks past Cleveland House, he hears a voice call his name.

         ‘Bam’k’ru’Ba’Selina.’

         He turns to recognise his muramu, his wife’s young sister Makanaka, walking quickly and out of breath. She has clearly been running. ‘I am coming to your office,’ she explains. ‘Maigur’-Ma’Selina sent me. She said you would not be happy unless you had it with you so she sent me to get you thirty minutes after you left the house.’

         ‘Unless I had what?’ he asks.

         ‘Didn’t I say,’ she laughs. ‘Here.’

         She holds out his phone. ‘Did you know,’ she says, ‘someone said there was a thief who was beaten up just now at Copacabana. I always miss these things.’ Now he has to buy her a pie and a Coke, she says, or maybe she should have a Cherry Plum and Nandos, no, she would much rather have a Stoney Ginger Beer and Steers. Not in a plastic bottle, though, but in a can because isn’t it funny how the drinks in cans always taste better than the drinks in plastic bottles? And she will need money to go back home. As they cross the flyover above Julius Nyerere Way, he puts his phone where he always keeps it, in the inside pocket of his jacket where it rests next to his heart.
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            Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth great things. Behold how great a matter a little fire kindleth.

            
        – The Epistle of James –
      

            Saizozo vo rurimi mutezo muduku, runozirumbidza zikuru. Tarirai, mnoto muduku unotungidza huni zhinji sei!

            
        – Nwadi yaJakobo –
      

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

         By the time Pepukai emerged from the kombi at Highfield, it had just gone half past eight. She was thirty minutes late. Kindness had said she should come at eight or just before. She had followed the directions in the text message: take kombi to Machipisa, get off at Gwanzura, cross road, walk past Mushandirapamwe Hotel, go left after TM, go past market, saloon (that is how Kindness had spelled it) is next to butcher.

         She found the salon with no problems. The name ‘Snow White Hairdressing’ appeared below a painting of a woman with hair that flowed and curled into the letters around her. From the butchery next door came the whirring sound of a saw on bone. Everything about the salon spoke of distressed circumstances, the peeling paint outside, the worn chairs and dirty walls inside, the faded posters for Dark and Lovely and Motions Hair Relaxers.

         Snow White Hairdressing made her usual hair place in Finsbury Park look like the Aveda in Covent Garden. Then again, none of the Nigerian and Kenyan women at her salon in London would have done her hair in long thin braids that lasted four months and cost only fifty dollars. If they had, it would have cost £500 and lasted two days or more, if she was lucky.

         There were five women inside. Four were standing talking together in a huddle, while the fifth swept the floor. They could have been a representative sample of the variegated nature of local womanhood. One was large with a big stomach and bottom and skin like caramel; another was her opposite, thin and sallow with long limbs and dark gums; the third was medium-sized in everything – height, breasts, bottom, complexion – while the last was short and slight with delicate hands and bones, and skin so light it was translucently yellow.

         The one thing they all had in common was their hair. It was dressed in the same weave, a mimicry of Rihanna’s latest style with dark hair tumbling to the shoulder, and reddish hair piled up over one eye so that they had to peer out of the other to look at anything. It was a hairstyle that neutralised features rather than enhancing them; it suited none of them, giving them all the same aged look. Pepukai thought back to the Greek myths she had loved as a child. They looked like the Graeae might have done, had they had one eye each and had there been four of them.

         Away from the group of four, the youngest of the women, not a woman at all, Pepukai realised, but a teenage girl of maybe sixteen or seventeen at the most, was sweeping the floor, leaving more hair behind her than she swept before her. Her hair was not in the Rihanna weave of her workmates, but was half done, with her relaxed hair poking out in wisps from one side of her head, while the other half was in newly plaited braids.

         All five looked up as Pepukai entered. She was the only customer. She felt their eyes on her, giving her that uniquely female up and down onceover that took in every aspect of her appearance and memorised it for future dissection.

         ‘Can we help,’ the largest of the women said.

         ‘I am here for Kindness.’

         ‘Kindness?’ they exclaimed together. The large, caramel-skinned woman threw a hand to her mouth. The sweeping girl stopped, her hands on her broom, and looked at her open-mouthed.

         ‘Yes, Kindness, I had an appointment with her at eight.’

         Almost simultaneously, they turned to the right to look at a hair dressing station above which the name Kindness was written in blue and red glitter. Pepukai’s eye followed theirs. There were bottles and brushes and combs, but no Kindness.

         ‘Kindness is late,’ said the large woman.

         ‘I am also late, quite late in fact,’ Pepukai said. ‘How late do you think she will be?’

         ‘No, I mean late late. She is deceased.’

         ‘I am sorry?’ said Pepukai.

         They did not hear the question in her tone.

         ‘Yes, we are all very sorry,’ the black-gummed woman said. ‘She passed away last night. We are actually waiting to hear what will happen to the body.’

         ‘She has gone to receive her heavenly reward. She is resting now, poor Kindness. May her dear soul rest in peace,’ intoned the small slight woman.

         All five of them came to her and, one after the other, offered her their hands to shake, as though they were condoling with her. As she shook hands with them, Pepukai did not know what to say. Things were now more than a little awkward. She was sorry, of course, that this woman that she had never met was so suddenly dead, she was about as sorry as she could be at any stranger’s death, but, after all, she had not known Kindness. She had never even talked to her – she had only exchanged a series of texts arranging the appointment.

         The truth was that she was feeling slightly panicked at this news. Her flight to Amsterdam was at ten that evening. Her afternoon was to be given to a whirlwind of last-minute shopping at Doon Estate and Sam Levy’s and farewells that would see her criss-crossing the city. She had only this morning left to get her hair done, and, according to her sister, the now late lamented Kindness was one of the rare hairdressers in the city who had both the skill and the willingness to do the kind of braids she wanted.

         Even as these thoughts pressed on her, she did not think that she could be brutal enough to say, effectively, that the death of this unknown woman was a major inconvenience, but she need not have worried because the women came to her rescue.

         ‘What did you want done?’ said the black-gummed woman.

         ‘Braids,’ Pepukai said. ‘I would like long, thin braids like this.’

         On her phone, she showed them her Facebook profile picture.

         ‘Oh, you are the one who wants the Shabba?’

         ‘The what?’

         ‘Kindness told us that there was someone who had sent a text to say she wanted those Shabba Ranks braids. We could not believe it, they are so old-fashioned, why not just get a weave like this?’ The black-gummed woman caressed her own hair as she spoke.

         ‘Well, I like my hair done that way.’

         ‘We can do it for you that way if you really want,’ said the large woman. ‘We would have finished off your braids even with Kindness here, she would never have finished alone in one day. It would have been the five of us doing your hair at the same time. It will be eighty dollars, and it will take all of us three hours. Do you have your own extensions?’

         This was not the fifty dollars and two hours that Kindness had promised her, but Pepukai did not have the heart to argue. She handed over the five packets of hair extensions she had bought at Daks in Finsbury Park. They settled her into a chair at a station belonging to Matilda, who, Pepukai gathered, was the largest woman. The others introduced themselves. The black-gummed woman was Ma’Shero. The small, slight one was called Genia, and the medium-sized everything one was Zodwa. As Ma’Shero combed out Pepukai’s hair to prepare it, the other three separated and prepared the extensions.

         Pepukai broke the silence by asking what had happened to Kindness. Even as she asked, she knew what the answer would be. It would be the usual long illness or short illness, the euphemism for an HIV-related disease. Wasn’t it one in four dying, or maybe it was slightly less now that cheap anti-retroviral drugs were everywhere. Kindness, who had gone to receive her heavenly reward, would probably be another death to add to the national statistics.

         ‘She was knifed by her boyfriend,’ said Matilda.

         ‘Not knifed,’ said Genia. ‘She was shot.’

         ‘That’s right, sorry,’ said Matilda, ‘at first they said she was knifed but it turns out that she was actually shot by her boyfriend.’

         ‘You mean to say by one of her boyfriends,’ added Zodwa.

         This exchange was so entirely unexpected that the only thing that Pepukai could ask, rather feebly, was, ‘Where?’

         ‘Northfields,’ said Zodwa.

         ‘Northfields?’ Pepukai asked.

         ‘You know, Northfields, those flats opposite the sports club where they play cricket when the Australians and South Africans come,’ said Zodwa.

         Ma’Shero said, ‘It is that expensive complex where they pay three thousand dollars a month for rent. It’s close to State House.’

         ‘Three thousand, who has that sort of money?’ asked Matilda.

         ‘Obviously dealers, just the type Kindness would go for,’ said Ma’Shero. ‘She was killed right there in one of those expensive flats. They have lifts that open up to the whole place. She will probably be in that Metropolitan paper tomorrow.’

         ‘You mean you go from the lift straight into the flat? You don’t say?’ This was Matilda.

         ‘It is called a paint house-sweet but I don’t know why,’ said Ma’Shero. ‘They are actually bigger in size than many of those houses in the suburbs, you can have a whole floor just for yourself alone. The only thing you won’t have, being so high, is a yard.’

         ‘You don’t say,’ said Matilda.

         ‘Well,’ Ma’Shero continued, ‘the cleaner came at six this morning, got in the lift, went to this paint house-sweet, and there she was, Kindness, just lying there, all shot, with bullets and blood everywhere.’

         ‘You mean she was shot with a gun?’ said Pepukai.

         ‘She can hardly have been shot with a spoon now, can she?’ retorted Ma’Shero.

         ‘All the dealers have guns now, all of the ones in Northfields anyway, they need the guns for their mega deals and, well, you know,’ said Genia.

         From the doorway came a loud voice, ‘Ndakapinda busy mai mwana, but listen, I have no more airtime. No more airtime. I said no more … ende futi Econet.’ The voice belonged to a woman in her fifties who wore the blue-cloaked uniform of the Catholic Church, with a white headscarf covering her head. In one hand, she had her phone, and in the other, a roasted maize cob. Her overloaded handbag seemed to drag down her left shoulder.

         ‘Hesi vasikana,’ she greeted as she entered.

         ‘Hesi MbuyaMaTwins,’ said Matilda.

         ‘Hesi Mati,’ MbuyaMaTwins said. ‘Ko, kuita chidhafinya kudaro, kudhafuka kunge uchaputika? Hee? Kuita dhafukorera kudai! Why are you so fat now, Matilda, honestly? Are you pregnant or something?’

         As she spoke, she poked at Matilda’s stomach with the pointy end of her maize cob.

         ‘Mukawana nguva mundikwanire, ndinonhumburwa nani Steve zvaari kuSouth?’ said Matilda. ‘How could I get pregnant when my husband has been away this long?’

         ‘There are those who are able, it is not just husbands and Steves who can do it. Varipo vanotumbura nokunhumbura!’ MbuyaMaTwins gave a coarse, leering laugh that shook her chest and the rosary beads around her neck.

         ‘Besides, I have been on Depo how long now, since my last born, you know, the one who was born legs first,’ said Matilda. ‘You know how Depo makes you gain weight.’

         ‘Depo?’ said MbuyaMaTwins.

         ‘Yes, Depo Provera. You know, the contraceptive, the one you inject.’

         ‘So it is injections that are making you so fat? Better to be pregnant in that case, at least you get something out of the fatness. Ndigezese musoro Mati, I want just a shampoo and set today.’

         ‘Shylet will do that for you. Handiti you know she is now my junior?’ said Matilda. ‘Shylet!’

         The sweeping girl came over.

         ‘Do MbuyaMaTwins. But mind, I’ll be watching you.’

         Shylet walked with MbuyaMaTwins to the sinks.

         ‘Did you hear about Kindness?’ Ma’Shero said, ‘She is now late.’

         MbuyaMaTwins, who was about to sit down and lower her head into a sink behind her back said, ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘She was killed by her boyfriend.’

         ‘What are you talking? What are you telling me?’ MbuyaMaTwins forgot that she had been about to sit and remained crouched above the seat in a half squat, her face twisted into a rictus that was almost a caricature of disbelief, the maize cob in her hand stopped just before her mouth.

         ‘How is it that this came to be?’

         ‘She was shot by her boyfriend.’

         ‘What are you telling me? Do you mean the boyfriend who drove a silver Pajero, the junior doctor who worked at Pari?’ MbuyaMaTwins said.

         ‘What do you know about her boyfriends, MbuyaMaTwins?’

         MbuyaMaTwins stretched to stand as she said, ‘Who did she not tell about her boyfriends? Everyone in Highfield, from Egypt to Jerusalem, knows about her boyfriends. She told me about him when he picked her up after she did my hair just the other week. Hanzi ndirikudanana nadoctor vangu varikutoda kutondiroora. Hede! His name is Dickson and he is going to marry me. I said to myself, haiwa mahumbwe ega ega, what kind of a doctor, even a junior one, would want to marry a saloon girl?’

         ‘Ha, MbuyaMaTwins, are we saloon girls not women also?’

         ‘No, Genia, you know what I mean, there are saloon girls and then there are saloon girls. You and Kindness are very different types, she was her own type, that one.’

         ‘Anyway, myself I think this boyfriend is the one who drove a red Mercedes and not a silver Pajero,’ said Matilda.

         MbuyaMaTwins heaved herself into the chair below with an exclamation and laid her head on the sink. Shylet opened the taps and put a finger under the water to test its temperature as she asked, ‘Are you talking about the man who bought lunch for us the other day? The one she went shopping with to Joburg? Because that one did not drive a silver Pajero. And he was not called Dickson.’

         ‘No, that was someone else. He did not drive a red Mercedes either,’ said Ma’Shero. To Matilda, she said, ‘Iwe udza mujunior wako kuti azive zvekugezesa musoro kwete kungopindira nyaya dzaasingazivi. Tell your junior to stop interfering in news that does not concern her.’

         ‘You mean she had three going at the same time?’ said MbuyaMaTwins. As Shylet ran water over her hair, she continued to chew at her maize cob, almost absent-mindedly, her face still frowning her disbelief.

         ‘Kuda zvinhu, Kindness,’ said Matilda.

         ‘Makwatuza!’ said Ma’Shero.

         ‘Makwatikwati,’ said Zodwa.

         With MbuyaMaTwins’s quizzical prompting, the four women speculated over which of the three boyfriends could have been her killer. It could not be Dickson the junior doctor, said Ma’Shero, because he did not live in Northfields.

         ‘But imagine if he followed her there, Ma’Shero,’ said Zodwa. ‘This is you, Dickson. Ndiwe uyu. You follow her there and you find her with another man, what would you do if you were him?’

         Ma’Shero said Kindness had been seen two nights ago in the red Mercedes. But the night before, she had been in the silver Pajero. ‘Maybe,’ said MbuyaMaTwins, struck by a charitable thought, ‘maybe it is the same man. You know these dealers, they all have different cars. Maybe it was the same man, just in different cars.’

         ‘Then,’ said Ma’Shero, ‘he must have changed his body type too, because I saw the men and they looked different from behind. Ndisingazivi kumberi uko, maybe they are alike in the front area.’

         ‘Makwatuza!’ said Genia.

         ‘Makwatikwati!’ said Ma’Shero.

         At that moment, a young man came in through the open door. The wide smile on his face was almost as big as the large box in his arms. ‘Hesi vanamothers,’ he said. ‘Today I have crisps, doughnuts, maputi, sausages, fish, belts, Afro combs, phone chargers and cellphone covers. I also have something very special for you, in addition to my usual Tiens Chinese herbs, I have a new one, a proper hevhi musambo that can cure period pain, that is good for teething babies and that can also remove bad luck.’

         ‘Let’s see the fish,’ said Ma’Shero. ‘Is it fresh, Biggie?’

         ‘It is very fresh. Fresh smoked fish just for you,’ said Biggie. ‘Just five dollars for four fish.’

         ‘Biggie, you are back with that smelly fish of yours, when will you learn we don’t want it. It’s that Lake Chivero fish that swims in people’s faeces and urine, isn’t it?’ This was Zodwa.

         ‘From Kariba straight, mothers,’ said Biggie. ‘This is fresh fish, fresh from Lake Kariba. Do I look like I would sell you fish from Chivero?’

         ‘But what is to say that it really is from Kariba?’ Zodwa pushed him. ‘Did you go yourself to catch it yourself with your own two hands nhaiwe Biggie?’ 

         ‘Mothers, when have I ever sold you something that was not really real? You know I get the fish direct from Sekuru Fish himself, he is the one who supplies all the civil servants at Mkwati and Kaguvi buldings.’
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