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         There is a fish in the mirror. The mirror is above the washbasin in the corner of your hostel room. The tap, cold only in the rooms, is dripping. Still in bed, you roll onto your back and stare at the ceiling. Realizing your arm has gone to sleep, you move it back and forth with your working hand until pain bursts through in a blitz of pins and needles. It is the day of the interview. You should be up. You lift your head and fall back onto the pillow. Finally, though, you are at the sink.

         There, the fish stares back at you out of purplish eye sockets, its mouth gaping, cheeks drooping as though under the weight of monstrous scales. You cannot look at yourself. The dripping tap annoys you, so you tighten it before you turn it on again. A perverse action. Your gut heaves with a dull satisfaction.

         “Go-go-go!”

         It is a woman knocking at your door.

         “Tambudzai,” she says. “Are you coming?”

         It is one of your hostelmates, Gertrude.

         “Tambudzai,” she calls again. “Breakfast?”

         Footsteps tap away. You imagine her sighing, feeling at least a little low, because you did not answer.

         “Isabel,” the woman calls now, turning her attention to another hostel dweller.

         “Yes, Gertrude,” Isabel answers.

         A crash tells you you have not paid sufficient attention. Your elbow nudged the mirror as you brushed your teeth. Or did it? You are not sure. You did not feel it. More precisely, you cannot afford definite conclusions, for certainty convicts you. You strive to obey the hostel’s rules, yet they just laugh at you. Mrs. May, the hostel matron, has reminded you frequently how you have broken the rule of age. Now the mirror has again slipped off the crooked nail in the wall and fallen into the basin below, resulting in a new crack. The next fall will shake all the pieces from the frame. You lift it out gently to keep the broken fragments in place, thinking up an excuse to tell the matron.

         “Now then, what were you doing with it?” Mrs. May will demand. “You know you’re not meant to meddle with the appointments.”

         The matron is fighting for you, she says. She tells you often how the board of trustees is complaining. Not about you as such, but about your age, she says. The city council will revoke the hostel’s licence if they find out women of such antiquity reside there, women who are well beyond the years allowed in the Twiss Hostel’s statutes.

         You hate that board of bitches.

         A triangle falls out of the looking glass, onto your foot, then slides to the floor, leaving a spot of dark red. The concrete floor is the grey-green of a dirty lake. You expect to see the rest of the fragments fall onto it, but they hold.

         Outside in the hall, Gertrude and Isabel reassure each other that each has slept long and well. Several other hostel women join them and they begin their never-ending chatter.

         The floor out in the hall is shiny, though it is made of cement and not of cow dung. You wrote tourist brochures at the advertising agency you walked out of many months ago. The tourist brochures you composed said your country’s village women rub their cow pat floors until they shine like the cement floor. The brochures lied. There is no shine in your memory. Your mother’s floors never shone with anything. Nothing ever glittered or sparkled.

         You pad away from the washbasin to pull your wardrobe door open. The fish bloats to the size of a hippopotamus in the oily white paint that covers the wardrobe’s wooden panelling. You turn away, not wanting to see the lumbering shadow that is your reflection.

         At the back of the cupboard, you find your interview skirt, the one you bought when you had cash to purchase an approximation of the fashion spreads you mulled over in magazines. You loved the pencil skirt with its matching top. Now squeezing into it is a major assault on the pachyderm. The zip bites at your skin with treacherous teeth. Matron May has organized this interview that you are dressing up for. It is with a white woman who lives up in Borrowdale. You are concerned there will be blood on your skirt. But it clots quickly, like the line of red on the top of your foot.

         Gertrude and company clatter down the corridor. You wait until the babble of young women going to breakfast dies away before you step into the hall.

         “You people! Yes, you,” the cleaning woman mutters, just loud enough for you to hear. “Always coming down to make more mud before this floor’s dry.” She curves out of your way and her bucket clangs against the wall. Filthy froth slops out.

         “Has my bucket done anything to you?” she hisses under her breath at your back.

         “Good morning, Mrs. May,” you call.

         Your matron, at the reception desk in the hall, is pink and powdered; she looks like a large fluffy cocoon.

         “Good morning, Tahmboodzahee,” she answers, looking up from the crossword in the Zimbabwe Clarion, which lies in front of her on the desk.

         She smiles as you respond, “How are you this morning, Matron? I hope you slept well. And thank you for everything.”

         “Today’s the day, isn’t it?” she says, good humour deepening at the thought of a life without battling the board on your account. “Well, good luck! Remember to mention me to Mabel Riley,” she goes on. “I haven’t seen her properly since she left school and then we both went off and got married and got busy with our families. Do tell her I said hello. I spoke to her daughter and she was quite sure you’ll work something out about the cottage.”

         You recoil from the matron’s enthusiasm. She leans in, mistaking the gleam in your eye for appreciation. You feel it, yet you are not sure yourself what this glow means, whether it is proper, or whether it is something that you are daring.

         “I’m sure everything will go very well,” Matron May whispers. “Mabs Riley was a wonderful head-girl. I was just a little junior but she was absolutely lovely.”

         Specks of powder flutter from her trembling cheeks.

         “Thank you, Mrs. May,” you mumble.

         
            *

         

         The “yesterday, today, and tomorrow” bush in the hostel garden throbs purple, white, and lilac. Bees wade through air to push proboscises into the splashes of light, lighter, lightest.

         You stop by the shrub in midstride, to avoid squashing a daring lucky beetle. Beyond it the hibiscus hedge rages scarlet. Years ago, you don’t want to remember how many, you blew the fat-bottomed beetles out of their sandy pits with laughter and careless puffs. When the insect was exposed, you dropped ants into the hole and watched the tiny gladiators fight and perish in the mandibles of their tormentor.

         You turn onto Herbert Chitepo Avenue. The urchins mistake you for a madam and whine for donations.

         “Tambu! Tambu!” a voice calls.

         You know the voice. You wish you had crushed the beetle.

         Gertrude wobbles up in her stilettos, Isabel in her wake.

         “We are going the same way,” says Gertrude, who calls herself Gertie. “So now we have a chance to say good morning and find out how you slept, after all. Isabel and I are going to Sam Levy’s.”

         “Good morning,” you mutter, keeping distance.

         They settle beside you like police constables, one on either side. The spring in their step irritates you.

         “Oh, I didn’t know,” Isabel rushes on, as though, for her, speech need not be preceded by thought. This affords you some amusement, so you smile. The young woman is encouraged.

         “You’re going to Sam Levy’s, too. You love the sales, just like us. I didn’t know old people like fashion.”

         The girls’ breasts jut out as they pull their shoulders back to make the most of their chests.

         “I am not going to Sam Levy’s,” you say. Their eyes look past you, examining the cars on the road and the middle-aged men who drive them.

         “My aunt lives there,” you declare. “I am going to her house in Borrowdale.”

         The young women turn their attention back to you.

         “Borrowdale,” says Gertrude. You are not sure whether her astonishment is due to your having an aunt or to the fact that a relative of yours might live in Borrowdale. Nevertheless, gratified for the first time that morning, you allow a smile to inch up as far as your eyes.

         “So is there anything amazing in that?” Isabel shrugs. She adjusts a red bra strap that has slipped down her arm. “My babamunini, my father’s brother, had a house up there. But he lost it because he couldn’t pay for it. They said it was the rates or something. So he went to Mozambique, with diamonds, I think.” She wiggles her nose. “Now he’s in jail there. It’s only people like that who go to Borrowdale. Elderly!”

         “So who is this relative, Tambudzai?” Gertrude asks.

         “I don’t mean ones like you, Sisi Tambu,” Isabel interrupts. “I mean those really old ones.”

         
            *

         

         There is a crowd right up to the curb at the corner of Borrowdale Road and Seventh Street.

         “Vabereki, vabereki,” a young man bellows from a combi’s dented door.

         The vehicle swerves toward the curb. You all draw in arms, feet, and heads. You lurch back with the crowd. A moment later you surge forward with everyone else, using your elbows to nudge back sharply as many people as possible. But it is a false alarm.

         “Parents, we aren’t taking you,” the youthful combi conductor shouts, with a smirk. “We’re full. Did you get that? Full.”

         The driver is grinning. Crows zigzag out of the flamboyant trees up the road. They screech away from the cloud of soot that belches from the combi’s belly.

         In a little while everyone lurches forward once more. Steel and rubber scream as the driver of another minibus stamps on the brakes. Wheels bump against the curb. Young men elbow past and jump up. You duck under arms and in between torsos.

         “Parents, get in. Get in, get in, parents!” the new conductor shouts.

         He makes a shield with his body to hold in half a dozen schoolchildren who are packed on the engine hub. You squeeze past, your thigh brushing his privates, the contact making you feel ashamed. He grins.

         “Ow, Mai! My mother!” a child squeals.

         You have trodden on her toe with the two-tone Lady Di heels of real European leather shoes that were a present received some years ago from your cousin who travelled abroad to study.

         Tears trickle out of the child’s eyes. When she bends over to nurse her toe, her head bumps into the conductor’s bottom.

         “Ha, you people, vana hwindi,” your hostelmate Gertrude drawls. One of her feet is on the combi step. Her voice is mellow and confident.

         “Those are just little children. Weren’t you ever a child yourself? We call them kids, but our children are not the same as those of goats,” she says in the same languid tones.

         “If you’ve come to look after children, that’s all right, but don’t do it here. Do you want to make us late?” a man in the back of the bus shouts.

         “Ah, did she say anything to any of you?” says Isabel, who has clambered in after you.

         Offended passengers murmur about your companions.

         “Girls who don’t know what they’re talking about.”

         “Youngsters who don’t have a clue about anything. They don’t know God gave them a mind for thinking and keeping the mouth quiet.”

         Glad to have wedged yourself into a seat, you say nothing at first.

         “Maybe our young women are asking for something,” the man in the back says. “Asking for something to be taught to them. If they are not careful, someone will teach it and they will have to learn it.”

         “Those children should draw their feet in,” you say moments later. For you are part of this mass of being in the combi.

         Isabel doesn’t speak again and finds a seat. Gertrude too stops fighting for the children and levers herself up. She pats the little girl on the head as she takes the last place opposite the conductor.

         “She’s the best,” the schoolboy seated beside the girl tells Gertrude. “She is going to run at the school sports day. When she’s all right we always win.”

         He looks down in disappointment.

         Everything is uncomfortable. There are too many people in the combi, too tightly packed. The engine boils under the children’s bums. The smell of hot oil seeps into the air. Sweat runs down from your armpits.

         In a few moments the conductor is collecting money and shouting out stops: “Tongogara Avenue. Air Force. The robots.”

         “Change,” a woman pleads at Churchill Avenue. “I gave you a dollar.” She has a chest like a mattress, is the kind of woman that men themselves do not dare to start with.

         “Fifty cents,” the woman begs, looking over at the young conductor. She is one of the people who laughed at the young men’s banter.

         The youth scowls. “Where can I get change from, Mother?”

         “Is there no one with fifty cents in that combi?” the woman continues pleading as she climbs out. “I can’t leave my fifty cents here.” But the conductor has banged on the roof and the combi is moving. The woman disappears in a burst of black fumes.

         “Ah-ah! Didn’t she hear there isn’t any change?” the man at the back says. His mouth is a crescent moon of amusement.

         
            *

         

         Your hostelmates climb out at Borrowdale shops.

         You go on to Borrowdale Police and make your way between the BP and Total service stations. By the side of the road, you peel off your Lady Dis. You pull out black Bata plimsolls and push the pumps into your bag.

         You dread the people of the fine suburb seeing you in canvas shoes, especially as you carry a much better pair hidden away. So it is a relief when you arrive at 9 Walsh Road where Widow Riley lives without bumping into any acquaintances. You sit down on the drain bridge by the fence to squash your feet back into your pumps.

         Lips are all you see to begin with and you are terrified. Swollen feet wedged into your Lady Dis, you leap up. The lips are arranged in a snarl around yellow teeth. They belong to a small shaggy-haired terrier.

         “Yau! Yau!” the dog yelps, outraged at your presence.

         “Who are you?” a high-pitched voice trembles through the morning air. “Ndiwe ani?” the woman repeats. She uses the singular, familiar form to address you. Since a person worth something is plural, where your value is concerned, this woman agrees with the dog.

         “Don’t even think of moving or coming closer,” she warns. “If it reaches you it will eat you, truly. Stay there!”

         Her words drive the canine’s tail into the air. It gallops up and down beside the fence. Its snout is speckled with foam. Its tongue hangs out and it dashes off at intervals to circle the speaker who approaches from the house.

         Well-fleshed and egg-shaped, the woman emerges from behind a prickly pear bush. She waddles down the brick path.

         “Just stay there, like I told you,” she says.

         She unties the straps of her cotton maid’s apron and ties them up tighter as she nears you. The terrier trains one eye on her, the other on you, and subsides into guttural growling.

         “What do you want?” the woman demands, looking at you through the fence.

         “Ask those garden boys around these streets,” she goes on without allowing you to answer. “If you do, you’ll find out that I am not being bad to you. I am warning you for your own good. If you ask the garden boys, you will find out how many of them have had pieces torn out, because of this little animal.”

         She continues to examine you. You do not look back at her. Her air is so imposing that you have become a country girl again, before a mambo or headman in the village.

         The woman is mollified by your silence.

         “Even me, it’s gripped me, nga, just like that, as if it wanted to eat me,” she tells you more kindly.

         “Now, what do you want? Madam Mbuya Riley, she said someone was coming. Have you been sent by Grandmother Riley’s daughter?”

         You nod, your spirits rising.

         “The widow does not get on with her daughter,” the woman says. “That Madam Daughter Edie is always lying. We are all right, Madam Mbuya Riley and me. I am the one who works here and we do not need anyone.”

         You pull from your handbag the smalls advertisement that Mrs. May gave you.

         “I am here for an interview,” you explain. “I have a recommendation.”

         “But there is no work here,” the woman says. A spark of suspicion flashes in her eye. “So there is no interview. Try down the road. They’re hiring for a market garden. Potatoes, or maybe sweet ones. And on the other side someone is farming chickens.”

         It is your turn to be outraged. “I am not here for a job like that. I have an appointment,” you spell out slowly.

         “What is an interview for?” the woman smirks. “It is for a job, isn’t it? You won’t get in here with your lying.”

         The dog growls.

         “If only you would just walk on,” the woman says. “Because this dog is mad. Every dog Madam Mbuya has had has been like that, ever since the war. And Mbuya Riley up there is just like the dog here, if not even madder. So now, be walking!”

         Snakes, the ones your grandmother used to tell you about when you were small and asked her the things you could not ask your mother, the snakes that hold your womb inside you open their jaws at the mention of war. The contents of your abdomen slide toward the ground, as though the snakes let everything loose when their mouths opened. Your womb dissolves to water. You stand there and your strength is finished.

         A hole opens in a mesh of ivy vines that strangle the building at the top of the drive. The woman who is talking to you takes a step forward. She grips the fence rails tightly. Anxiety seeps out of her, as strong as an ancestor’s spirit.

         Widow Riley, the woman you have come to meet, approaches. Her back is humped. Both bone and skin are fragile, brittle and translucent as shells. She totters over the uneven brick paving.

         The dog gives a yelp and bounds to meet its mistress.

         “Now what will I say to the madam?” the woman before you whispers. She speaks intimately now, as though to a friend.

         “See! She’s already thinking you’re a relative. One of mine. We’re not allowed, not at all, not even when we’ve gone off. And now is the worst time because my off isn’t until this weekend.”

         “An interview. For accommodation,” you whisper back. “Somewhere to live.” You are so desperate your voice climbs high into the back of your throat.

         “She’ll cry,” Mbuya Riley’s help hisses. “She’ll say I’m bringing my relatives here to kill her. When her daughter comes they talk like that. It’s been like that since the war. That is the one thing they agree on.”

         “There is a cottage,” you say. “The matron said she fixed something. It is not expensive.”

         “Are you hearing what I am saying?” Mbuya Riley’s help goes on. “It’s impossible when she cries. I have to feed her or else she shuts her mouth and won’t take the food. Just like a baby! You go now.”

         The dog yelps up at the top of the drive. The frail white woman sinks to the ground. Her head, with its halo of soft white hair, rests on the paving like a giant dandelion. She stretches her arm out toward you and the woman in uniform.

         “There!” complains the maid. “Now I’m going to have to be bending over and carrying her, even when my own back is breaking.”

         She hurries up the path, throwing accusations back at you over her shoulder.

         “Go away from this number 9. Because if you don’t, I’ll open the gate and if you manage to shake this one off it won’t help because I’ll unlock the big one.”

         The woman bends down to her mistress. The little terrier whimpers, licks the widow’s arm.
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         The man turns from the window to talk to you.

         “Ha, Father, I did not mean to disturb you.”

         You kept the leather Lady Dis on when you trekked from Widow Riley’s. You walked quickly, unsure why speed was essential. The asphalt was hot. Your feet are bloated and blistered. You peel the Lady Dis off in the combi that is returning you to the hostel. You search for your plimsolls. You nudge the man next to you several times, once mortifyingly close to his groin.

         “You will have to wait,” he says. “It is better to just sit, whatever it is. Like everyone else.”

         “These shoes,” you say, as obliquely. “They are European. Not like the ones here. They won’t stretch just like that. I should have put on some local stuff when I left my house.”

         It is the answer he deserves. The passenger droops his head and shoulder against the window. He is not a man, you think: he is already finished.

         “So the place you are coming from, is it yours?” the man asks. His voice quivers with a new interest that he strives to hide.

         “Yes,” you lie.

         “The plots there,” the man says. “When you stand at one end, you can’t see the other boundary. It’s not just anybody who can find places like that.”

         You smile agreement.

         “Are you doing market gardening?” he asks.

         “I am,” you reply, nodding firmly.

         “It is good,” the man sighs again. “Since the government started giving people land in places we thought were for Europeans only.”

         “It was my aunt’s place,” you say. “She was given it by her employer. He went to Australia.”

         The man clasps his hands in his lap and looks at them. “So what do you cultivate?” he asks.

         “I am in dahlias,” you say proudly. “I am the only one who can do it. She could not manage things like that, my aunt; things that need brains and telling people what to do,” you add. “So our family said, Tambudzai, you have studied, you take the plot before that one has a stroke or something, before she goes where no one can follow.”

         “Ah, horticulture,” your companion says. His voice is wistful with an admiration he is now comfortable showing. “One day I will do that too,” he promises with a small splutter of energy. “Fruit for me. People always need to fill their stomachs, so filling theirs will also fill yours.”

         “Yellow ones,” you put in. “And roses. The ones that are called tea roses.”

         “Oh-ho!” your companion nods. “I once worked in a nursery. There were tea roses. I sprayed them.”

         “Blue,” you say. “The roses I have are blue.”

         “Blue,” the man repeats. His energy drains away once more. He slumps against the window again. “Roses like that! I’ve never seen them.”

         “Sweden,” you say. You are relieved to inject a fact into the nonsense you are dishing out. You lapped up a moment of glory at the advertising agency when you created a campaign for a Swedish company that produced agricultural machinery. “I have a lot of customers in Sweden. For yellow and blue. Those are that country’s colours. I send them over there by air,” you conclude, imagining that what you are saying will one day be true.

         “I could be a gardener,” the man says. “Do you still have any place for anyone?”

         “Ah, I will remember you,” you say. “These days there are already too many.”

         “If it weren’t for that El Niño,” sighs the man. “That water and wind haven’t left anything to live off, for most of us.”

         Your companion asks for a pen. He scribbles his neighbour’s telephone number on the corner of an old receipt he pulls out of his pocket. You take the scrap.

         “Pano! Armadale!” he says.

         “Here! Armadale,” the conductor relays to the driver.

         Disembarking, the man hunches his shoulders and ambles off.

         You drop the note under the seat. People climb in. You slide into the would-be gardener’s place, lean against the window. The combi stops at the hostel corner. You allow it to carry you onward.

         
            *

         

         The Market Square is the combi’s last stop. The ground between the stalls is covered in banana peels and oily potato chip packets. Plastic sachets swell like drunkards’ bellies. Orange peels curl on broken paving.

         An urchin sucks at a sachet as at a mother’s nipple. A second boy grabs the bag. The first sinks down and stays on the crumbling pavement. The sleeve of his jacket is a frayed rag. It flutters in the gutter. Beneath the cloth little dams of used condoms and cigarette butts build thick puddles of charcoal-coloured water.

         There is a row of combis. Yours swerves to a triumphant stop. The windows disgorge sweet potato peels and sweet wrappers. Men and women grumble angrily and scatter. As passengers scramble to get out, a woman remarks, “Couldn’t they see our vehicle coming? So why did they just stand there? Why didn’t they get out of the way?”

         Those in line waiting to descend bend double. The people in the queue waiting to enter start bickering.

         The conductor asks where you want to go. You shrug and he reminds you, “Helensville.”

         You snigger silently. With your education, you know the suburb is called Helensvale. Helen’s Valley.

         “Helensville,” the conductor says, without showing the impatience he must feel. “That’s where this one is going back to.”

         He jumps out to bellow at the passengers, “Parents! Whoever’s going, all I can tell you is get in. It’s only who’s going who goes.”

         You slide toward the vehicle’s open door. Changing your mind, you slide back up against the window. You change your mind again and end up in the middle of the seat; halfway here and halfway there, where there is no necessity, neither for decision nor for action.

         A couple of passengers climb in.

         “This one for the shops and the police station,” the conductor shouts.

         A woman turns round and hisses at a man to stop pressing himself up against her. The man laughs.

         Another combi arrives, spewing fumes. Everyone splutters and when the air clears again you all gape at a young woman who is threading her way through the stalls of fruit and vegetables toward the combis.

         She is elegant on sky-high heels in spite of the rubble and the cracks in the paving. She pushes out every bit of her body that can protrude—lips, hips, breasts, and buttocks—to greatest effect. Her hands end in pointed black and gold nails. She holds several carrier bags that shout “NEON” and other boutique names in huge jagged letters. She sways the bags languidly, as she does her body.

         You gape as much as anyone else, recognition stirring. The young woman sashays over to a combi. Fasha-fasha she goes, like that, all her parts moving with the assurance of a woman who knows she is beautiful. The crowd shifts and regroups. Men inside and outside combis exhale sharply. Windows mist. You stir, too. Your breath stops in your throat as you finally identify the newcomer. It is your hostelmate Gertrude.

         She grasps the iron seat frame inside a combi to pull herself into the vehicle. Practised, she swings her bags behind her buttocks to prevent unwanted sightings. When her grip slips, she clutches at the cheap material that covers the vehicle’s seat. The upholstery rips, disgorging fountains of foam rubber as she teeters backward.

         “Knees! Knees!” a hoarse voice yells at your hostelmate. “Keep them closed.”

         Laughter hoots.

         “There’s a little fish. It’s going to show its mouth hole, just like it does when it’s out of water,” a man shouts.

         Gertrude pretends she isn’t tugging her dress down as she lands back on the ground. But beneath the carrier bags, she’s doing so for all she’s worth. In her other hand is clutched, as though for safety, a fistful of cushion stuffing.

         The crowd ripples and fidgets, hums and buzzes with amusement. Energy swirls out from this mirth. It slides you from your seat to the ground and into the throng. The crowd guffaws. You do too. As you do, you grow and grow until you believe you are much bigger than yourself and this is wonderful.

         The woman rubs her arms and slides her weight from one leg to the other in discomfort.

         “Hey, you driver,” a man shouts. “Use your eyes to find out what she’s doing to your vehicle.”

         The man raps the windscreen and claps his hands to the sides of his head in exaggerated indignation. You laugh with everyone else at this performance.

         “Just move, mhani, move. These ones are a problem,” screams a young woman draped in red and green, the garb of the Passover Apostolic sect. “A problem,” the young woman repeats, pushing past everyone to a combi.

         “A problem! A problem!”

         The crowd takes up the idea and spits it out from deep in the gut. It is like the relief of vomiting when what is pent up rushes out. The crowd pushes forward in its unexpected new freedom.

         “Someone open those thighs for her,” a man says. “Do it for her if she won’t!”

         The crowd picks up the new refrain. You fling it at Gertrude and out over the market: “Open! Open!”

         An urchin grabs a mealie cob from the rubbish in the gutter. The cob curves through the air like a scythe. Satisfaction opens up in everyone’s stomachs as the missile hurtles past Gertrude’s head, taking strands of her one hundred percent Brazilian hair weave with it.

         Gertrude lunges forward and finds a foothold on the combi step. Now, without a thought for the length of her skirt, she scrambles forward.

         Everyone laughs and the combi driver sneers, “What’s the matter with you? Since when are naked people allowed to come into vehicles?”

         A gang of workmen nearby lounge against scaffolding and adjust the hard hats on their heads, observing. Their laughter is without menace and without joy, without hate, without desire. The chuckling says anything at all could spring from their depths.

         The single voice made up of many lets out a howl of anticipation.

         The noise whips up the driver’s desire to see something more happen.

         “Move, move! My car wants to go,” he shouts at the woman from your hostel. “With self-respecting people! How can it now, if it’s packed with naked women?”

         Tension spurts out of you and out of the crowd. Your laughter hangs above you. Up there where it is no one’s, it snaps and crackles like arcs of lightning.

         “Ja!” the driver brags. He examines Gertrude. “Who told you my combi’s a bedroom?”

         The people are hollering now about holes in her woman’s body. They compose a list of what objects have been or shall be inserted there, and the dimensions of such cavities belonging to their hostage’s female relatives. A shrill voice declares your hostelmate is squandering blood by bringing shame to the liberation struggle, in which people’s children fought and fell.

         The urchin bends to the gutter again. Sunlight flares from the bottle he throws.

         “Who does she think she is? Let her have it,” the malnourished boy bawls.

         The bottle’s arc exerts a magnetic force. The power picks you up. You are triumphant. You reach the crest of the missile’s trajectory as you would the summit of a mountain. The crowd at the Market Square ascends, moaning, to that high place with you. It is a miracle that has brought everyone together.

         Your hostelmate whips her head from side to side. She is frantic for escape.

         The workmen stroll toward Gertrude. Those standing massage their flies surreptitiously, behind women’s backs, as the builders pass. Hunger moves, wafts like mist over everything. You clutch your handbag to be sure you hold on to your Lady Dis.

         You heave toward your hostelmate with the crowd. She jerks her beautiful legs and fights to enter the combi. The conductor splays his arms and legs to the four corners of the door to prevent her. The driver clenches and unclenches his jaw nervously. He wants any vandalizing done outside his vehicle.

         “Help me!” Gertrude screams. “I beg, someone, please, please help!”

         “Helping is what we are doing, ehe,” a woman jeers back.

         A builder walks up to Gertrude. He stretches out an arm to rip her skirt from her hips. The desperate young woman reels, is suspended in the combi’s mouth for an eternal moment. Everyone sighs in irritation when she winds her arms around the conductor.

         The young man writhes at the touch. He wants to dislodge her but dares not loosen his grasp on the door frame in case the crowd surges forward.

         Hands lift Gertrude from the combi’s running board. They throw her onto the ground where she sags with shock. The crowd draws in a preparatory breath. The sight of your beautiful hostelmate fills you with an emptiness that hurts. You do not shrink back as one mind in your head wishes. Instead you obey the other, push forward. You want to see the shape of pain, to trace out its arteries and veins, to rip out the pattern of its capillaries from the body. The mass of people moves forward. You reach for a stone. It is in your hand. Your arm rises in slow motion.

         The crowd groans again. Now it is a moan of disappointment. A man stands beside Gertrude and throws a frayed denim jacket over her buttocks. It is a driver from one of the other combis. The sun reflects from his teeth as well as from his sunglasses. He turns to the crowd with an air of understanding. Gertrude gazes up at him. Her eyes are wide, and much too white. Appearing to feel this, she looks away.

         “Tambu,” she whispers, singling you out.

         Her mouth is a pit. She is pulling you in. You do not want her to entomb you. You drop your gaze but do not walk off because on the one hand you are hemmed in by the crowd. On the other, if you return to solitude, you will fall back inside yourself where there is no place to hide.

         “Help me,” Gertrude pleads.

         Still smiling gently, the young driver whispers to Gertrude. He removes his T-shirt to use it as a curtain. Gertrude pulls the pieces of her skirt from the mud and knots it about her body. She puts on the jacket and closes it to cover her breasts.

         The crowd is enraged once more, this time at the gentleness of it. The urchin launches a Coke can. It catches the young man’s back and rolls away but the young man appears not to feel it. He stretches his hand out to Gertrude.

         “Young man, can’t you find a decent one? Well turned out as you are, yes, you can find one,” a woman screeches like an ominous spirit.

         “Or else keep your whores at home,” a builder says.

         “And just make sure she doesn’t delay people who don’t want to see anything, who just want to go where they’re going,” a man grumbles.

         “Yes, I’ll tell her. I’ll make sure she hears everything.” The young man smiles, keeping your hostelmate’s hand in his.

         “Sisi, you have heard them, haven’t you?” he tells her.

         When Gertrude stands shivering, head bowed, and does not answer, a builder calls in a voice loud with disgust, “Now that you’re decent, why don’t you go in?”

         Grief mounts Gertrude’s face. Another urchin lobs a plastic bottle at the combi in a halfhearted gesture, as Gertrude clambers into it.

         “Iwe! Do you know whose combi this is? What I’ll do if I catch you?” the driver hollers at the youngster.

         The boy darts away, teeth shining, holding the loops that bob from his ragged shorts away from his knees. The stone rolls out of your hand.
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         That evening it is as though the hostel has folded its arms more tightly against you. You feel this the minute you walk into the dining room and see Gertrude. She is sitting at her group’s table, where the young women talk about the latest lipsticks and vie with each other to be the best loved of or worst abused by their respective boyfriends. You never sit at their table.

         Gertrude’s face is like the relief maps you pored over at school in geography classes. Hills and riverbeds are carved out of gashes and bruises, the imprints of feet, some bare, some shod, some booted. Evening light drips shadows onto her skin, thickening the knots of swelling, deepening lacerations.

         Isabel passes the back of a finger across Gertrude’s cheek, delicately, with such care that surely she touches only the hairs on the other woman’s face. Gertrude winces and grasps Isabel’s wrists; even this gentle touch is too much. They sit for a while, hand in hand. The five forget pale yellow custard dripping over rich brown pudding in dishes before them.

         Your people say: you don’t lose your appetite over another person’s problems. Knowing this, you are impatient to sit down to your meal. You edge toward the white girls who sit further in, closer to the buffet tables. They chatter amongst themselves. They dribble stock cube gravy over slices of pot roast beef and boiled potatoes. Your hostelmate and her companions lift their chins at you as you pass, tilting their heads to one side as though they are a single woman.

         When you are several steps away they turn to each other. They suck air in through their teeth in harsh hisses.

         Five.

         This is your thought.

         Against a market. Five. Against a city, a nation. A planet. Women. Five. What do they think they can achieve? They can hiss as much as they wish.

         Ten eyes stare you down as you walk back past, your tray laden with food. You sit alone, letting them see your profile to prove their eyes cannot touch you. When they leave, you return to the buffet table, making sure to walk slowly. Onto your plate you load more meat and potatoes, and another double portion of pudding. You pass your hostelmates’ empty table. There are smears of blood where Gertrude’s arm rested.

         Chew and swallow; chew and swallow. You do this until the bell rings for the end of dinner. Waiters in khaki overalls cover up chafing dishes. They stack plates and haul them away. A young man stands sentry beside the hall door to let the last diners out and stop late arrivals from entering. You smile at the youth briefly, then work a piece of gristle stuck between your teeth back and forth with your tongue.

         “Manheru! Good evening, good evening, Auntie,” he nods respectfully, holding the door wide for you.

         “And greet your family, too. Everyone at home,” you say, wishing him a peaceful evening.

         The youth’s smile widens, as he promises to deliver the message.

         You tread gently across the foyer in order not to disturb Mrs. May. You sigh with relief when her head remains bent over her crossword puzzle.

         “Is that what you do,” you say, stopping outside your room.

         You don’t bother to put a question mark into your voice. Why should you put a question mark anywhere? So many things have happened today and no one has asked you anything. Besides, what you know is this: you did not want to do what you did at the market. You did not want all that to happen, nor did anyone else. No one wanted it. It is just something that took place like that, like a moment of madness.

         “So now you’re standing here to ambush me,” you say to Isabel.

         She is waiting for you in the shadow of a pillar. Your lips part in a parody of a smile. You like the fact that the young woman wants something from you. This grants you two powers. Your first power arises from her desire. You can laugh at a woman who wants something, as you watch her run here and there to obtain it. The other power, which trickles down from the first, is your right to refuse her.

         “We could report you,” Isabel says in a low, trembling voice. “She is in so much pain. Groaning! This isn’t nothing-nothing. You must pay for a taxi. We are taking her to the hospital.”

         Down the hall, Gertrude opens her door. She calls to Isabel to leave it.

         “If anything happens, when her relatives come asking, you’ll have to pay much more. In damages,” Isabel threatens.

         “It’s all right now. Leave that one, Bella. Rachel gave me Panadol,” Gertrude says.

         “Hm-hm!” you sniff, pulling your door key from your pocket. “What’s wrong with you? Get away! Why are you standing there like that, as if there’s anything to speak of? Who told you I am responsible?”

         
            *

         

         The following day you apologize to Mrs. May for having bungled the interview with Widow Riley. You ask the matron to save you each day’s Clarion so that you can search through the smalls for a room.

         The matron agrees. She pushes the rolled up paper into the corner of the reception desk every evening. You make sure you find it quickly to prevent other inhabitants from taking it.

         “Big room with God-fearing widow.”

         The announcement drifts into focus a few days later.

         “In large, attractive, well-kept house. For sober, single, God-fearing young gentleman.”

         You propose a bargain concerning your gender to God and call it praying.

         In the phone booth you throw the fact that you are unemployed and the number of decades you have walked the earth into your plea as you dial the number given.

         “I have relatives who speak like you,” the widow says after a couple of minutes of conversation. With that, she asks where you come from.

         “From the mountains,” you say. “Manicaland. Mutare.” It is the truth and for once the truth seems to be the right answer.

         On the day of the meeting you find the property and rattle the gate. It is a long time before the widow comes out. Even then, the first thing you register is her voice.

         “Mwakanaka! Mwakanaka, Mambo Jesu! You are good, you are good, King Jesus,” roars a ferocious alto.

         The sun glares at you off what looks like millions of teeth. They are too large and too pointed. You smile, smothering an instinct to flee. The widow swings the gate open and gestures you in.

         “Good afternoon! I am so glad, so glad so glad you like my house,” your prospective landlady declares.

         Her eyes slide to the bare fingers at the end of your handshake. You twist them together behind your back, wishing you’d had the foresight to purchase a fake wedding ring down at the market.

         The woman bends down to slide the bolt of the tall wrought iron gate back into the earth. It is her second exertion in a few minutes. When she straightens up, sweat pops out on her nose and slides from beneath her green and purple Nigerian-style headdress. She fans herself. A herd of rhinoceroses lumber round her index finger on a thick gold band. Beside it, on the middle digit, a cumbrous emerald glitters. A two-ring matrimonial set bulges large but dull from the fourth finger of her other hand. Crud is caked in the crevices of her jewellery. All of it needs cleaning.

         “Yes, this is so wonderful, that you telephoned and now you are here,” the widow says. She sails up the drive. “I have to talk to people carefully on the phone and I have to know where they come from. You cannot trust anything anyone says today.”

         She moves slowly on fragile-looking pointed sandals, the fashion dictated by Nollywood television. You realize you are in danger of overtaking her. You adjust your stride to keep yourself half a pace behind.

         “You have heard, haven’t you, these are the End Days,” your prospective landlady remarks. “All the big prophets are saying it. Yes, the time has come, because now, these dreadful days we are living, do you receive when you give? Never. You lose everything. You are left with nothing after the giving.”

         You open your mouth and close it again, understanding with some relief that your response is irrelevant.

         “And me, even though I am my husband’s widow,” your companion jabbers on, “you can’t imagine what people come here saying. That they want to work or want somewhere to live. Just so they can find out what I have and make a plan to steal it. These people are using the intelligence God gave them not to multiply, but to reduce the little bit VaManyanga left me. I am trying to multiply, to make it bigger, just as the Bible says it must be when the master leaves. But those, they want everything I have to be smaller.”

         By now your breathing is shallow. You swallow saliva, suddenly bitter. You realize you are afraid of her. You do not know why. You laugh silently at yourself for indulging such timidity.

         “But you say you have been living in Harare for some time,” she forges ahead. “Miss Sigauke, I did not want to inquire over the phone. No matter how many things the white people brought, some things can’t be said like that. But now you are here, that is good. Tell me, are you working?”

         You are sure something has given you away. This in spite of the Lady Dis your cousin sent, paired once more with the skirt and matching top from your past that you wear again to this new interview.

         “Working? Of course, yes. I am not one of those who just sits. I’m a worker, a real one,” you respond with only slight hesitation. “Work is something I have known from the time that I was little.”

         “That is good,” the widow says.

         “After the fields as a child, I was teaching—temporary. But now I have a job at the advertising agency Steers, D’Arcy and MacPedius. You know it. ‘Down in Honey Valley where the finest fresh foods grow.’ That is one of mine. The whole of Zimbabwe knows it.”

         You hum the jingle from the old account and wonder who is writing their copy now.

         “Oh, you are going there?” your prospective landlady exclaims, recognizing the tune after a moment’s reflection.

         “I am between the teaching and something better,” you assure her, as it is clear this is the kind of thing she wants to hear.

         “A big company! What will you do there?” the widow inquires. “Will you be doing the singing?”

         You smooth the edge off your voice. “The words,” you explain.

         “Oh, you sing the words! Like me. At church, I am one of the best leaders in the Praise and Worship team.”

         As you approach her house, the widow interrogates you about your morals: Are you married by common law, or any other, or thinking of it? Do you associate with male friends or have one who might wish to visit for some time? This is not permitted. For, contrary to what you will hear from the neighbours, she does not run a brothel.

         You mumble something about not going to church much, preferring to pray privately.

         Widow Manyanga responds she is a prayer warrior and gives a litany of the people she has healed, the miracles she has wrought. You walk up chipped stone steps, past a rusting security door into a dim verandah.

         “Welcome, Miss Sigauke,” the widow says, holding the inner door open. “You have come to the house of a God-fearing family.

         “Do you see that, there?” She inclines her head toward the adjacent wall. Pushed up against the bubbled paint is a row of desks. A telephone sits on each desktop.

         “That,” the widow begins. She stops with one hand supporting her on a desk, to gather a coil of cable up from the floor. “That is the harvest of revelation.”

         Dust crawls up your nostrils. You sneeze, and apologize for your allergy.

         “That revelation did not come to me,” the widow goes on. “It was given to VaManyanga. My husband. The late. But it came while I was praying with him. So it was because of me that he had this revelation.”

         You nod as you examine your surroundings, and succeed in looking appreciative, since the widow’s circumstances, though dubious, are very much preferable to your own.

         “Those phones you are seeing,” volunteers Mrs. Manyanga, “are one of the many things my husband was working on when he left me. VaManyanga was not like other men, never! He did things like this for the university students because after he had the revelation that he was called to do something for someone, he did not know which people to do what thing for. And so I decided to help him. I said, VaManyanga, there are more and more students because the government is educating young people. So isn’t this thing that you have to do, isn’t it something we can do for them? Yes, it was me. I said it!”

         You stand in a dim, stuffy hall while your companion searches for the right key on a metal ring the size of a small tambourine, which she removes from the drapes of her West African robe.

         The first key sticks.

         “Don’t worry,” she says. “Don’t worry about anything. All the doors are perfect. VaManyanga wanted things like that. Everything perfect. That’s what he wanted.”

         She inserts another key after a brief hunt. The lock clunks. The heavy teak door swings open.

         “I thank God,” your prospective landlady announces, proceeding. Once inside, she pauses to take her bearings. The living room has been locked up for a long time. The air is musty.

         “Yes, I do, I thank God,” she declares, “for the gift I had, of a perfect husband.”

         The room is crammed with bits and pieces like a secondhand shop: with occasional tables and coffee tables of Tonga, Cape Dutch, Pioneer, and Colonial Railway sleeper origin, as well as a couple of the sort you can purchase by the roadside from vendors and weavers; and on them are all sorts of figurines. Heavy armchairs and sofas, and kudu skin pouffées fill the leftover spaces. Your prospective landlady steadies herself with a hand on a chair back as she threads her way forward.

         She motions you to an armchair. The seat emits a mist of dust at contact.

         “Yes, it was clear to anyone who has the correct spirit to listen to divine instruction, Miss Sigauke, that something was needed for our young people at the university. How many of them have cars? Most of them don’t. So isn’t it most of them are suffering? Isn’t that the way things are happening?”

         The widow lowers herself onto a sofa. You lean toward her; now she has your attention. Suffering! Of those who are no longer children but are not yet old: the widow has defined your own quandary. It is soothing, though at the same time alarming, to have your situation scrutinized, turned this way and that and dissected by someone you do not know.

         “Yes, Miss Sigauke, you see,” says the widow, encouraged by your engagement. “Look at yourself. You have a degree.” With that she reverts to the students, encouraging you to consider them in a Christian manner. “Now think about those poor young people. When we go to the Women’s Fellowship meetings it breaks our hearts to hear how many of those girls at the university are just giving in these days. I am sure it was not like that during your time.”

         You nod. You believe you are still a virgin, although there are a few incidents you are not sure of: does it count if, overtaken by circumstances, you had inserted a tampon to make sure you did not get pregnant?

         “But now,” the widow proceeds with passion, “the young ones at these colleges are lying down all the time, with anyone. So therefore, because the university is just over there, where those girls are, I said to VaManyanga when he had his revelation, I am going to be like a mother to those distressed students. I said, yes, I am going to treat them well.”

         Over the course of the interview, you learn that VaManyanga, being involved with many other business interests at the time, wished to begin to act on the revelation slowly. On the other hand, Mai Manyanga, who had a few months before been elevated from executive secretary to spouse, did not want to lose a moment. Overflowing with enthusiasm, she immediately put down a concrete slab at the back of the two-hectare property. A bit of corrugated iron nailed onto a short pole was still in the back garden, proclaiming how the concrete slab was destined to become the “SaManyanga Students Village.” At the same time as termite poison was poured into the boarding rooms’ foundations, to ensure that her future tenants could communicate freely, Mai Manyanga began the pay-phone venture, the investment that now lay scrambled in the verandah.

         “Ah, those poor students.” Your prospective landlady shakes her head and stares into her recollections.

         “What a dreadful blow for them! Did they know my husband was going to be grabbed from them, like that? When there was no problem. None. With anything. We were even going to take the women students. Women like you would have benefited, Miss Sigauke. And they were going to be safe. VaManyanga never ran here, there with anything that lies down! No, that is not what VaManyanga did, like other men, so there was no problem with taking the women students.”

         Your palms are now clammy. You are anxious for the interview either to begin properly, or to be over. Your armpits are dripping in the tight costume, yet at the same time you want the widow to go on talking, flinging further and further into the future the moment of decision as to whether you are or are not adequate.

         “Ah, yes, you have recognized them,” crows Mai Manyanga.

         You dodge outright denial: “It is a beautiful picture.”

         The photograph, which you happen to have glanced at, is placed grandly at the centre of the widow’s display cabinet. Around it are half spheres filled with water containing small white flakes and models of the towers found in several European cities.

         “Don’t you see it? The resemblance? You must,” the widow says. She waves her jewelled hand to cool herself. “I am sure you see who they are.”

         When you produce a gentle, silent smile, so as not to chance an inopportune answer, the widow heaves herself out of her sofa, past bronze, brass, and copper figures that stand on her little tables.

         The cabinet’s glass doors shake in protest, but after some rattling obey the widow. She removes two thick china cups and their saucers, part of a set that occupies the upper shelf along with a silver tea service turned copper with tarnish. Below the squat teapot, in a green-flecked frame of old Kamativi tin, stands the photograph the widow commands you to recognize.

         He is clean shaven, light skinned, of medium height, and his immaculate dress includes a buttonhole as well as a handkerchief in his breast pocket. He holds a briefcase higher than normal for a standing man. His grip is two handed as though he had first sat, then was requested to stand, but decided to keep the bag at its previous elevation. His grasp is tight enough to bring out tendons on the back of his hand.

         She, however, dimples coquettishly at the lens. A plump hand lingers on the arm that holds the briefcase. The other rests lightly on the back of a wooden chair on which a well-polished mock-python handbag gleams. She is wearing platform shoes and a shift dress, whose colour is uncertain in the black-and-white snapshot. Keeping the picture company on either flank, and on the shelves below, crowd various other ornaments: a cat of pink quartz that has lost an ear, a lone thick mug from a place called the Kings Arms. There are copper plaques depicting proteas, springboks, and blazing flame lilies, the blossom of Rhodesia, as well as shields proclaiming the year, location, and purpose of the many conferences Mr. Manyanga attended.

         The widow walks past a grandfather clock whose pendulum swings heavily but does not keep time. Placing her cups on a large mahogany dining table, she announces she will make you tea. She likes you. In spite of your searing need to be favoured, your heart sinks. The snakes in your belly yawn. You feel as though your womb twitches. You are growing suspicious at being liked by this woman, knowing there is nothing about yourself that counts as amiable. Contempt for everything floods you. It lurks just under your expression as you regard this woman who likes you. At the same time, your fascination with her and the life she had fashioned for herself increases, so that you smile away your befuddlement.

         “Those men of mine didn’t get round to breaking them,” the widow says when she returns to set on the table a fraying raffia tray loaded with an enamel teapot, sugar bowl, and milk jug. She pours your refreshment and nods at the lowest shelf, which displays six matching, painted drinking glasses that sparkle with regular dusting.

         “They are all there. Not a single one of them was broken,” she says with pride. “Even though we used them on all of our big family celebrations. These days I only use them when my sons come. But do they come here often enough? No! Just like sons. That’s what boys do these days. They don’t ever come to see their mother!”

         You heap half a dozen teaspoons of sugar into the cup the widow hands you. Energy pours into your body and you know you will manage the journey back to the hostel.

         You want another cup of the hot, sweet tea. As soon as you set your cup down, however, the widow begins a tour of the house. She pulls open thick drapes of imported purple satin to present the disused gorge of a swimming pool, its tiles black with mould.

         “Now the boys are gone, it is no longer used,” she says. “Of course, we taught our boys to swim in it.”

         The kitchen must have been, fairly recently, beautiful. You learn it had been initially renovated under Mr. Manyanga’s supervision. He could abide tiles from one location only: Italy, in one colour only: golden ochre. But since his passing, squares have fallen off. The grout followed. Colonies of cockroaches reside in the grungy cracks. A gecko scampers across a crust of blackened cooking oil. You itch to attack everything violently with detergents.

         “This one,” the widow informs you as you stare into a room mustier and more airless than the one you have left, “was going to be the first room that I rented out to the university students. I agreed with my husband when he said that to do the business properly we must do a pilot first. I did not want to disagree with him and his revelation. I said, I do not know about a pilot, but God knows. I just told my mother’s heart to be still. You know that heart inside a woman? It just wanted to do much more for all those students.”

         The widow walks briskly about the tiny compartment, pointing out the window, a corner of which gives a view of the yard, although most of it opens onto the garage. She admires an old coffee table whose back edge is propped up on piles of Parade magazine, and points out a clothes rail hidden by yellowing curtains of pink satin, behind which drift clouds of cobwebs.

         The widow apologizes for having made you wait at the bottom of the garden.

         “Doing that,” she says, indignant on your behalf. “Even when I employ a gardener. And I pay him every time. On time! There isn’t a single month when I don’t. I knew it anyway as I was interviewing him,” she confides. “But what could I do with this heart, the one of a woman? Every woman is a mother at heart, Miss Sigauke. And every mother is also a woman. That’s why I said, come, I will pay you, when he was nothing but a vagrant.”

         You remain silent, renewing your bargain with God and also invoking your ancestors.

         “I told him this morning, go when she comes, I’m expecting a someone. But he leaves me to walk all that way down to open the gate and goes away early because it’s Saturday. I said wait for Miss Sigauke. I should have told him there were also some men coming for this interview.”

         You smile more widely, relieved to know there are not any. Mai Manyanga, however, sounds regretful.

         “That’s why I always say please, please, someone from the rural areas. A person from those barren places without any rain. Those people know when God has given them something good. Because those people really know suffering.”

         The widow has gauged you well. She is aware of it. You accept her terms immediately, as there is no question of your returning to the family homestead in your father’s village.

         She offers to have one of the telephones from the verandah connected, and is pleased that finally God will bring to fulfilment VaManyanga’s revelation. The rent is already too high, having been calculated against a young professional man’s salary. You decline the connection, even though the widow points out communication at that rate is a bargain. You assure yourself, as you trudge back to the main road, that one day, somehow, anyhow, you will enjoy the luxury of a telephone by your bedside. By the time you flag a combi down, you have promised yourself three telephones, in the kitchen, living room, and bedroom of your future home. Sitting in the minibus, you mull over a fourth for the bathroom.
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