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PROLOGUE





I want to be back in Africa. I want to look up at the night sky and feel the earth spinning beneath me while the stars hunt above. She told me you could hear star voices if you listened really hard. I heard nothing but the soft sound of her breathing as she stood beside me, as invisible as Africa in the night.




  





Diary of Fintan O’Farrell.     
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The Cinnamon Tree





‘Yola … Yola …’


The girl stopped her grinding for a moment. On the stone slab in front of her the white maize flour gleamed. She listened … nothing. She leant forward and swept the hard, yellow, unground maize into the path of her grindstone. She hated this job; it was tiring and cramping for legs that longed to run. The stone rumbled over the hard grains. Then she heard the voice again.


‘Yola … Managu has gone away!’


The treble voice of Gabbin, her little cousin, sounded frightened. Managu was the herd’s bull, and Father’s pride and joy. Managu was a magnificent bull with huge spreading horns, the leader of the whole herd. If Managu were hurt, poor Gabbin would get the beating of his life and a shame that would last forever. How could Gabbin lose the bull? He was nine years old, too young to be left in charge of the whole herd anyway; if Yola were allowed she would herd the cattle like a boy – she’d take a book with her and read, you could do nothing while grinding.


She turned a basket upside down over the ground maize to keep away the hens and stood for a moment as pins and needles chased through her legs. She was fond of Gabbin. He was her first cousin and an orphan from the war; they were very close.


‘Gabbin, do you hear me?’ she shouted. ‘Stay where you are – I’m coming.’


‘Managu has gone, and the demons will get him,’ he shouted.


Yola snorted. But then something in Gabbin’s voice held her frozen for a second. Despite the blazing African sun a shiver passed down her back. What was it? What was making her uneasy? Then she knew – Gabbin had talked of demons! That, for him, was baby talk, back to the time during the war when Mother had used the threat of demons to keep them all away from dangerous places. There was only one place they all felt that there might be ‘demons’ and that was on the hill, and the hill was taboo. If Managu had gone up the hill …


She knew she ought to tell someone, but she couldn’t betray Gabbin. Surely she could get Managu down for him. She looked around the compound – the high thorn hedge, grainstores, the three thatched huts where her mothers lived, Father’s house – nothing stirred, no one had heard Gabbin calling. She would go on her own.


She ran lightly, ready with an excuse should anyone call out, until she was out of the compound, then she increased her speed, enjoying the cool draft of air in her face and the feeling of pushing the ground back under her feet. All during the war they had been cooped up in town while soldiers from both sides fought to possess this very hill. She was free to run now if she kept to the paths, but only the foolish, or the very brave, followed the narrow paths that led over the hill because when the soldiers had left they also left their booby traps and bombs all over it. People might know to keep to the paths, but a bull, hungry for the lush grass that grew on its slopes, never would.


She increased her pace again when she saw the cattle at the foot of the hill, where Gabbin, having raced back, was waving his stick to prevent the cows from following the distant call of their leader.


‘Which way did he go?’ she called as she ran up. Tears were streaming down the boy’s face in black rivers.


‘There, there, up past the Russian tank,’ he sobbed. ‘Get him back Yola, please!’ Then he changed his mind, grabbed her hand and said, ‘No, no, don’t go, don’t go. I don’t want the Demon to get you.’ His feet were pattering on the ground with anxiety as he was torn between the wish to go himself and the terrible taboo of the hill.


‘Now, Gabbin,’ said Yola, taking charge. ‘I’m thirteen and a half, you’re nearly ten. You keep the rest of the cows down here! Do you hear me? That’s your job. That’s a real man’s job, understand? Don’t worry, I will keep to the paths the grown-ups use every day, and there aren’t really any demons, all right?’


Gabbin nodded, but his eyes were round with fear.


The Russian tank, looking evil, squatted in the grass like a rusted tin-can. The ragged hole that had finished it and killed the men inside gaped black. Yola knew it as a landmark, the edge of the safe ground, but it also showed the beginning of one of the illegal paths that people used to go over the hill. The path was narrow and she felt as if she were on a tight- rope as she tried to keep to the centre of it. Bushes, which had sprung up since the fighting had stopped, crowded in about her. She wondered why the path was so narrow, just wide enough for her feet. It was as if people had been afraid to put even a foot on the grass beside it.


The path wound on up the side of the hill, then divided. Yola stopped, her heart thumping harder than it should for such a little climb. The ridiculous talk about demons suddenly seemed real to her. She forced herself to examine the ground for hoofprints, but there was nothing to show which way Managu had gone. Flies buzzed, it was hot; she wanted to go down, get away from this hateful place. She saw a movement out of the corner of her eye and froze: a butterfly had momentarily opened its wings. This was stupid. Yola forced herself to breathe slowly and listened for the great bell that Managu wore around his neck. Yes, there! Surely that was it, down there below the path. She ran along, stretching to see over the bushes. The bell clanged somewhere below her now. She needed to be able to see; if only there were a rock or something she could climb on.


All at once the path widened and there was a tree spreading a pool of shade. It was a cinnamon tree, planted long ago by the white people for its spicy bark, which they used to flavour their food. People had rested here, a cigarette packet and a couple of Coke cans made that clear. At any rate the tree was what she had been looking for, she could climb it and see how to entice the bull to safety. The tree stood only a step from the resting place. She measured the distance to the lowest branch with her eye – it would be an easy jump and she was as agile as a monkey in a tree. She stepped off the path, treading lightly, and coiled herself for the jump. She didn’t remember it afterwards, but as she jumped the ground gave under her ever so slightly; there was a tiny click.


For an eternity, in the flame of forty sunsets, she rose, thrown up and rag-dolled against the branch above. The upward blast from the landmine she had stepped on suspended her for a second, shook her as a terrier shakes a rat, then dropped her, pierced by her own bones, into the smoking pit where the mine had been laid. Spirits crowded her now, spirits of the dead jostling with spirits of the living, all fighting over the young life that she could feel pumping out of her before she lost consciousness. Her only other sensation, and the only one she would remember afterwards, was an overpowering scent of cinnamon.
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Gabbin stared at the hill; his jaw dropped and he trembled uncontrollably. The Demon had spoken! He watched as the small column of smoke that had spouted above the trees sagged and drifted away: the Demon’s breath. A high, tremulous whimper began in his throat: ‘Yola!’


The Demon would be coming for him now. It had no shape but many shapes, it was all the things that had ever terrified him: Grandfather in a rage, the forest at night, the cold, hard eye of a snake, the masks of the medicine men dancing in the flickering firelight and Mother’s stories before she went away from him. It was coming! The echo of the blast bounced back from the hills around. It was reaching out for him. Now!


Gabbin turned to run, the skin on his back crawled at the thought of outstretched claws, the Demon’s breath was on his neck. He collided with something huge and shrieked in terror. It was one of the cows. The cattle had moved up quietly behind him and were now standing in an interested half-circle, blocking his escape. Their heads were raised expectantly, their liquid brown eyes fixed on the hill behind him. Head down, Gabbin started to thrash and push through them, thrusting at them, fighting to get away. Warm, bony flanks towered above him, he beat against them with his fists, but it was no good. He turned and looked up the hill from within the safe stickle of the cow’s horns. Slowly, his first panic was subsiding. He had responsibilities. Yes, he had been playing in the Russian tank. Yes, it was he who had let Managu climb into danger on the hill. Yes, he should have gone after him, but instead had called for Yola, a girl, and let her go onto the hill alone. What sort of a herd-boy was he?
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For an eternity, Gabbin knelt beside Yola under the cinnamon tree, pressing with all his might, his small hands finding by instinct the floodgate through which her life was draining away. And so he saved her life.
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Managu the bull emerged from the hill in his own good time, unscathed, unrepentant, and rejoined the herd. Gabbin was a hero – he had saved Yola’s life; no one asked awkward questions about how Managu had got to be on the hill. Everybody gave him great praise, anything to draw his mind away from Yola’s tragedy: let him be happy in believing that he had saved her life. But they talked in low voices to each other and Gabbin heard. He had grown up a lot in the last few hours. He had loved Yola, they all loved her – when Yola was happy everyone around her was happy. He had saved her, but now they were talking about her as if she had died. Who would give a bride-price for a girl on crutches or with a wooden leg? they were asking. What man would look twice at a girl whose only use would be to sit on a rock grinding maize? A girl with one leg can’t work in the fields or carry water.


That evening, Gabbin looked up at the thatched ceiling above his bed, his face stiff from the tears that kept coming whenever he was alone. Finally, with a last deep sniff, he said to himself, ‘Well, if nobody else will marry Yola, I will. I will have lots of wives, like Yola’s father, but Yola will be the first and the best.’ With this satisfying thought he slipped off into a demonless sleep.
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The Night Mirror





Yola was running. She could hear Faran, one of her older brothers, laughing just behind her. She had tried to be clever and had dodged between the main hut and the granary, but now she realised why Faran was laughing: it was a trap. The others had cut her off. Gabbin was hopping up and down, yelling. In front of her was a circle of older women sitting on the ground; before them was spread a sheet with a neat pile of sorted millet seeds at the centre. ‘Home’ was the great tree at the centre of the compound. She decided to jump clean over both the sheet and the women. It would be a huge jump. She stepped back to increase her take-off, accelerated, coiled and sprang. As her foot pressed down on the ground, she felt it give slightly. As she was thrown skyward by the blast, she heard her own scream.


‘Eeeh … eeeh … Quiet, child … quiet … you’re all right. You’re safe now.’


Yola realised that her mouth was open. Had she really screamed? Yes, her back was arched to scream again. She closed her lips tightly, but it became a silent scream, slicing through the hospital walls and racing like a jackal through the town. Past her home, up the hill where ghost soldiers from years ago hesitated in their work, spines chilled, suddenly uneasy, as the jackal passed by.


‘Eeeh … easy, my child … relax … it was just a dream.’


Gradually her back unbowed. Her mother was pressing a cup to her lips.


‘I was jumping, Mother. I was jumping so high.’ She paused. ‘Mother … my leg’s hurting again.’


‘It will love, they say it will. You must be brave.’


In the ceiling above her, a fan turned lazily, it moved the thick, hot air and stirred the frightening smells of the hospital. She watched a fly on one of its arms turning … turning. It must be giddy, she thought.


Yola remembered very little about the drive to the hospital. Mother told her she had been taken on a moped. All she remembered was the smell of the man’s sweatshirt; he was a mechanic and he smelt of oil. She was tied on to him in case she fell off. She drifted in and out of consciousness.


When they had arrived at the hospital, the doctor was cross. He was from a different tribe and was fuming and fussing in his own language. Was it her fault? But when he spoke to her in English, he was kind and said that he was just angry with the people who made landmines. She hadn’t even known what a landmine was. She had asked him if Managu were safe, but he didn’t seem to know who Managu was.


Someone in the ward said, ‘Power cut.’


Yola was called back to the present. She looked up. The fan had stopped turning. The fly buzzed, spiralling down. She knew it would be giddy.


There’d been a power cut during her operation, too. She told the surgeon how she had woken to see them all crouched over her, faces masked, foreheads streaming with sweat, and how one of them had said, ‘She’s coming round.’ The surgeon had laughed when she told him this.


‘So you did wake? Yes, we had to put you to sleep again; we’ve so little anaesthetic, I’m sorry. You see the lights went out for half an hour and I couldn’t see a thing. Then they got the generator going. I’m afraid we didn’t save your knee,’ he added, smiling as he walked away.’


They all talked like that, as if she had no leg, but she could feel it. Let them talk, secretly she knew that her leg was still there. If she believed that it was there hard enough, then it would be. But when the doctors came to work on her, she closed her eyes tight, she could not look, she would not look! Yet the questions came.


‘Which leg is it, Mother?’ she whispered for the twentieth time.


‘It’s your left, chook.’


‘It can’t be Mother, I can still feel it. It feels like it’s there.’ Her mother mopped her forehead.


‘The doctor says it will feel like that. He says you were lucky. Your body’s not hurt.’


Yola noticed that Mother was crying quietly. She took her hand; it was rough with work. A surge of sympathy for that poor, worn hand tipped the balance – it was time for her to look at her leg. But how? There was a sort of basket over the foot of the bed, under the sheet. Probably to keep the weight of the sheet off her. It was no use looking to see how the sheet lay against her legs. She stared at the ceiling, grappling with the problem.


The fly had recovered from its giddiness and began to work its way up the window to where a small flap was tilted open for ventilation. Yola watched its passage to freedom. She was a prisoner. Was she going to spend the rest of her life staring at the ceiling, too frightened ever to look down at what might not be there? The power came on again and the fan resumed its lazy turning. Someone turned on the lights; night was turning the windows of the lighted ward into mirrors against the dark. The small window at the top was tilted at an angle, the fly had got to it and was walking about on its mirror surface. Yola noticed, looking at the reflection in the glass, that she could see the foot of her bed.


‘Mother,’ she whispered, ‘the basket thing over my feet is uncomfortable. Could you take it off for a moment.’


Eyes tight shut, Yola wondered if she would be able to open her eyes when the moment came. She listened to her mother’s movements as she stood and began to turn back the sheet. For a second, Yola hoped that perhaps Mother wouldn’t bother to move the basket, but no, the basket was off and she could feel the movement of air against her skin. It was now or never.


She opened her eyes and stared up, gazing at the window, now a mirror above her. What she saw was confusing at first. She could make out her right leg, black against the sheet; she wriggled her foot. Then she looked to where her left leg should be. She thought she could see it, like a ghost, beside the other one. She blinked and the image was gone, leaving just white sheet. There was nothing, no leg at all – she couldn’t understand, surely there was something left!


Gripping the side of the bed and summoning all her courage, she struggled to move what she still felt to be her left leg. Then at last she could see it! It was swathed in bandages, white against the white sheet, which was why she could not see it before. Bandages covered her thigh right down to where her knee should be. But there the bandages stopped. Like a great, soft, overpowering weight the full calamity of what had happened to her hit Yola.
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She had never been in a taxi before. It bounced and bucketed in and out of the potholes on the way from the hospital and she had to brace herself against the front seat with her crutches to avoid being thrown about. Mother sat in the back, leaning forward and shouting at the driver to be careful. For the last week, Yola had thought of nothing but coming home, imagining this moment, returning to her family, to normality at last. The taxi drew up outside the compound; the engine coughed to a halt and Yola could hear the blare of music coming from inside. There must be a party going on, that was Uncle Banda’s ghetto blaster.


‘Mother?’ she began, feeling panicky now, but Mother had bustled in ahead of her. She heard the music stop in mid-beat. That’s it – kill the music, she thought.


Yola leaned forward on her crutches, but for some reason her leg wouldn’t follow. She tried again, but it just wouldn’t move! It seemed to be rooted to the beaten earth. Nobody come out … don’t look! she willed as she struggled against … what? Suddenly she realised that it was shame. She never felt shame! But this was different – it was shame of her body. In hospital everyone had been sick or injured, their injuries were often a source of pride and each new skill they learned a triumph. But now Yola felt naked. She had liked her body, it was a beautiful, strong body, but now it was spoiled and everyone would see that. She hadn’t even thought to ask Mother to lengthen her dress.


She turned, she would go back to the hospital, back to where people without legs were normal. The taxi would take her. But where had it gone? It had slipped away and was already halfway down the hill, free-wheeling to save precious petrol.


At that moment she heard a cough and turned back. Gabbin stood in the compound entrance, standing very straight, with a new herdsman’s spear at his side, a lethal-looking point glinting on the shaft. Someone had painted two white streaks on his cheeks – a boy’s mark. Of course! he was now ten years old, and obviously taking his new status very seriously.


‘Gabbin!’ she exclaimed, ‘I’m stuck!’


She had not seen him since her accident and wanted to hug him, but clearly for him this was some sort of ceremonial occasion. She quenched her grin, lowered her head as she would to someone very senior and made to move towards him. Fortunately, this time her leg obeyed her. With a stiff nod of acknowledgement, Gabbin turned and walked solemnly ahead of her into the compound.


They advanced slowly across the open space. Yola wondered what on earth was happening but, as is proper, kept the customary three paces behind her man. She glanced up briefly and out of the corners of her eyes saw that the compound was full of people. Why were they here, she wondered, but she focussed her eyes on where Gabbin was leading her.


In the very centre of the compound, under the great tree that had figured in her dream, sat Father in his robes on his ceremonial chair, his chief’s fly-switch in his right hand. She had forgotten how frightening Father could look on formal occasions. The small noises about the compound died down. A baby cried, but that only added to the sense of quiet. Yola noted the knot of women – the gossips, as she called them – eyeing her closely. There were girls in the hospital who had been thrown out by their families. Perhaps this was how it happened.


Yola sensed everybody watching her, but tried to concentrate on Father and the two people seated on either side of him. Sister Martha was there on his right; she was headmistress of Yola’s school. The little Irishwoman looked like an alert pink-and-grey parrot on a perch. Why was she here? On Father’s other side sat Senior Mother, hunched like a vulture, eyes darting left and right.


Suddenly, from among the gossips, came a hoarse whisper, ‘Who’d give a bride-price for that!’


Senior Mother whipped around with a hiss of disapproval. The comment had not been loud, but Gabbin had heard it. Yola nearly bumped into him – he had stopped rigid, drawing himself up to his full height. Then, as Father leaned forward to rise, Gabbin forestalled him. He took a step and lifted his spear. Senior Mother straightened sharply as Gabbin’s voice rang out through the compound.


‘Father,’ said Gabbin, ‘since Yola has lost her leg there are those who say no man will give you the money to make her his bride.’


Yola heard him – everyone in the compound heard him – his voice was clear and very definite. A movement like a sudden wind swept through the gathering. Everyone had been taken by surprise, not least of all Father, who was caught still in the act of rising. They all knew that Yola’s life was ruined, that no one would give a price for a girl who could not dig, or work, or carry. They knew that her fate now was to grow old as a sort of perpetual aunt in the compound. But this wasn’t the moment to speak or even hint at such things. There was a confused movement; people were uncomfortable. Gabbin must be stopped, but how to do it? A delicious tingle ran down Yola’s back; something very special was happening. Father held up his hand, freezing the movements around the compound.


‘Go on, Gabbin.’ Father was now towering above him.


In a clear, challenging voice, Gabbin said, ‘Father, when I am old enough, I will marry Yola. She will be my Senior Wife and my other wives will look after her.’


Yola nearly exploded. She wanted to stop him, and at the same time to hug him; he was breaking every taboo imaginable! Had nobody told him? No boy could marry his first cousin, even as one of many wives. Then there was Sister Martha: she’d be horrified by the suggestion. The Catholic Church took a very serious view of men, even chiefs like Father, who had more than one wife. They had a name for it but she could not remember it. The compound was filled with a stunned silence. Yola was about to move forward when Sister Martha got up and addressed Father.


‘Chief Abonda, you have here the perfect little Christian!’ She turned to Gabbin, ‘You wouldn’t see your cousin stuck, would you, little man? I call that noble.’


Then, to Gabbin’s obvious horror, she swept the terrified boy, spear and all, into her arms. Yola could imagine Gabbin’s face. He’d hardly ever seen a white woman before, let alone been hugged by one. Eventually, Sister Martha released him; he looked shaken for a moment then recovered his dignity manfully. Please don’t anyone laugh, Yola willed. A child clapped, the thin sound of small hands, then someone else took it up, and from there the clapping spread like fire in dry grass. Soon the whole compound was full of it. Not silly clapping, but real grown-up clapping. Gathering his dignity about him, Gabbin did an abrupt about-turn. For a split second, Yola’s eyes met his and suddenly she understood: Gabbin knew that he could never marry her, but he had risked looking foolish in order to give them all a lesson in manners. He wasn’t going to have people muttering against Yola.


The clapping faded, Yola turned and found that Father was standing in front of her. He looked into her eyes and for a second their minds seemed to touch – yes, she realised, he understood about Gabbin, too.


‘People–’ he began but halted. ‘People of our tribe …’


Suddenly, Yola realised he was fighting against uncontrollable laughter.


‘People, look on our daughter, Yola, witness that we welcome her back into our family.’


At that he could get no further. Like a volcano erupting, he burst into laughter, shaking and mopping his eyes.


‘Gabbin,’ he roared, ‘we’ll make a chief of you yet.’


For a moment, Yola was engulfed in the folds of his robes. ‘Well,’ he chuckled in her ear, ‘not all girls have an offer of marriage at thirteen. You’ll make me rich yet.’


As he held her, the clapping changed to the happy roar of a party in full swing and, through and above the bellow of the ghetto blaster, Yola heard the shouts and yips of her friends. Father released her. A great weight seemed to lift from her; she threw herself forward on to her crutches and lurched across the compound towards them.
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Sindu Mother





Being home was so wonderful after her stay at the hospital that Yola managed to bury deep any thoughts about the future. She lived from day to day and never noticed the black clouds of misery gathering until, one morning, she heard Shimima’s voice calling. Yola was standing, hesitant between her crutches, pulled first one way and then the other by the sounds of the morning. This was the time when the women left to work in the fields. But she could not work in the fields; instead she had been left with a mountain of maize to grind.


‘Ehhh, ehhh,’ came the call of the women’s voices. ‘Are you going to the fields, sisters?’


‘Yes, we are off to the fields so that our husbands can eat.’


‘Yes, sisters. But who will you meet in the fields? Will the man of your dreams be hiding in the corn?’


‘Quiet, sister! It is not just the corn that has ears.’


Laughter rippled through the cool morning air. Yola used to scorn these shouted jokes and conversations, called out over long distances as the women’s paths crossed. The same each morning, meaningless ripples of sound and merriment, like pebbles thrown idly into a pool. But now they spoke to her of different things: of the freedom to walk the paths and work the fields and be part of the community of women: all pieces of a life that she, Yola, could no longer have.


The girl who had been speaking came into sight, a huge earthenware pot balanced on her head. It would have taken two other women to lift that pot on to her head at the well.


‘Shimima,’ Yola called, ‘I see you.’ She watched with a pang of jealousy as the girl, with the controlled grace of a giraffe, adjusted her pace and turned towards Yola without a splash from the pot.


‘Ho, Yola, I see you. You are welcome back,’ she called. ‘Don’t get into mischief on your own in the compound now.’


‘Come and talk to me some day, Shimima,’ Yola called, and she meant it. She’d always liked Shimima, a strong girl, older than she, who’d given up school to get married.


‘I will when I haven’t got the town’s water supply on my head,’ the girl called, laughing, beginning her slow turn back to the path.


‘Your husband is lucky to have you.’


‘I’ll drown the layabout!’ laughed Shimima happily. ‘At least your husband won’t be able to make you carry water for him. Make the most of it. I am walking.’ At that she eased herself into a graceful walk again. Yola watched her go, the huge water pot seeming to float above her head.


‘You are walking,’ she called against a growing constriction in her throat. How could Shimima know that the one thing Yola wanted to do – and do right now – was to walk, like her, with a heavy pot of water on her head, away from the compound, away to someplace where there was a husband she could joke about, or to the North Pole, or to anywhere but here!


A group of children from up the valley passed by on their way to school. Would she ever get to school again? Her hopes had run high when she had seen Sister Martha at her homecoming  party, but she knew that she could never manage the two miles to school on her crutches. Would she be stuck inside here forever? She looked around, and her mind turned to troubles closer to home. Trouble with her mothers.


She surveyed the compound. It was roughly circular, surrounded by a thick thorn hedge, broken on the downhill-side by the main entrance, which was a gap that could be closed at night with a thorn-reinforced gate. When you came into the compound, the first thing you saw was the great tree at its centre, with its welcome pool of shade. To the right of this was a square, mud-brick building with glass windows and an open porch – this was Father’s house, where Senior Mother reigned supreme. When the electricity supply worked, Father had electric light and a television, which he would place on a table in the doorway for football matches; everyone would crowd around the door to watch the game.


During the day people came to discuss business with Father – he was the chief of the people who lived on the south side of Nopani, also he was a city councillor. Because she was a girl, Yola knew little about his business. She was keen on geography however, and knew all about her country. Nopani was the northernmost town in Kasemba, separated from Murabende, the country to the north, by the Ruri river. There was a bridge connecting Nopani to Murabende, but it was heavily guarded. Until recently, Murabende had supported the rebels, so their two countries had been close to war.


Father had three wives, each of whom had a hut of her own. First in importance was, of course, Senior Mother. Next came Yola’s mother, who often acted as Father’s secretary as she could speak English and type letters. Then, in a hut that still had fresh new thatch, lived Father’s new wife, Sindu, a girl only a few years older than Yola. Yola grimaced, if Father had wanted a new wife why hadn’t he chosen a nicer one? They’d been fine before she came. Yola suspected that her father chose his new wife to help Sindu’s dad, who owed Father a lot of money. A generous bride-price from Father would cancel the debt. Perhaps Sindu would have preferred a younger husband? Even so, Yola’s idea of a junior wife comprised a friend for her and someone to help Mother and Senior Mother with their work. Instead, from the very first day, Sindu seemed to resent Yola, seeing her as some sort of rival perhaps. At any rate, she seemed intent on making Yola into her slave while she lorded it around the compound.


Yola remembered her latest brush with Sindu; she hadn’t really meant to insult her. It was the day of the party and Yola had been doing the rounds, talking and hugging and laughing with her friends; then she came on the ‘Mothers’. These were all the older women and their friends, talking like hens, scratching and clucking over the town gossip as if someone had kicked open an ants’ nest for them. There in the circle was Sindu, licking her dry little lips, trying to look twice her age and picking and scratching with the best. Yola knew she ought to say something polite. Later she told herself that it had been one of Gabbin’s little demons that had got into her. She greeted Senior Mother without mishap.


‘Senior Mother, I have returned. Ladies, I see you.’ She bowed and smiled.


‘We see you Yola, and are glad to see you back,’ they chanted.


But it was the way Sindu chanted with them like an old crone that got into Yola and let loose the demon. Damn it! the girl was only a few years older than her. All Yola had said was, ‘Hi, Sindu. How’s the babies?’


She meant it – really meant it, as she told herself afterwards – as just a little jibe at the way Sindu always chose to mind the babies when there was hard work to be done. But that wasn’t what the demon had in mind. Sindu had no children of her own, no babies, not even a bulge, and this was a cause of great shame to her. The circle of ladies froze, sitting in mid-peck as if mesmerised by a snake that had suddenly slid into their midst. Yola froze too, unable either to speak or move; she had gone too far. Senior Mother, who had been sitting aloof, stirred ominously. If Yola had been younger or had not lost her leg, she was sure she’d have been beaten; but Senior Mother chose reconciliation.


‘Do not greet your Mother Sindu with “Hi”, Yola. But I believe you mean well.’ The old woman’s eyes flashed up at Yola; she knew a demon when she saw one. ‘Sindu will be glad of your help with the children now that you are back.’


Yola wanted to show her thanks, but the matter was closed. Senior Mother gathered her wrap around her and hunched up her shoulders, looking more like a vulture than ever. Yola realised she was dismissed and she backed away awkwardly. The hooded lids stayed down, but she had seen a glint in those eyes; Senior Mother understood her.


Apart from Senior Mother, who was scary, Uncle Banda seemed to be the only other interesting person in the compound, but he was in disgrace. He had fought with the rebels during the civil war; Father, of course, had supported the government. Uncle Banda was supposed to have surrendered his rifle when the rebels lost, but he hadn’t. One day, Mother caught him teaching Gabbin how to aim it and she had made such a fuss that he had to hand it in to the police. He was Gabbin’s godfather, so when Gabbin’s parents died in the war he became Gabbin’s legal guardian. Yola loved him, he was funny and wonderfully unpredictable – but even Yola had to agree that he was a bad influence on Gabbin.


Now the excitement of coming home was a thing of the past – nothing about life in the compound was interesting. She lowered herself to the ground with a sigh, her leg to one side of the grindstone, her stump to the other. She placed a pad of cloth under her stump as it was still very tender. She sat at the grindstone as she had on the day of her accident. Perhaps she could start the story again. When little Gabbin starts calling, this time she will reassure him and tell him that Managu can find his way down from the hill on his own. All Gabbin has to do is to stay with his cows. Then she will be able to run again … Stop! She hammered the grinder down on the maize. Why did all her daydreams end with her running?
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