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  DIZZY WORMS




  For 25 years MICHAEL HOLMAN reported on the continent for the Financial Times, and continues to visit regularly. Brought up in

  Gwelo, Rhodesia (now Gweru, Zimbabwe), he took his first degree at the University of Rhodesia before he taking up a place at Edinburgh University, where he completed an MSc in Politics. From 1977

  to 1984 he was based in Lusaka, Zambia, for the Financial Times as the paper’s Africa correspondent; he moved to London in 1984 when he became the FT’s Africa editor. In 2002 he took

  early retirement to write books. His first novel, Last Orders at Harrods, was published in 2005, the sequel, Fatboy and the Dancing Ladies followed in 2007.




  Michael Holman lives in London, and writes for a range of papers in the UK, Kenya and South Africa; Dizzy Worms completes the Kuwisha trilogy. He is currently working on a play –

  Missing Apartheid.




  

    Praise for Last Orders at Harrods and Fatboy and the


    Dancing Ladies


  




  “It is not easy to write a novel which combines humour with an understanding of the serious issues facing contemporary Africa. In this delightful novel, Michael Holman, a

  writer who has for many years commented on African affairs to a world-wide readership, has produced a book which is not only an entertaining and amusing read but also a profound comment on the

  political and economic landscape of Africa. The style is engaging, the characters lively, and the end result is a superb novel born of years of engagement with Africa.”




  Alexander McCall Smith,




  author of The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency




  “Charity Mupanga is an African heroine in the spirit of Alexander McCall Smith’s Precious Ramotswe – big hearted, township-wise and self-reliant.”




  Peter Godwin,




  author of Mukiwa: A White Boy in Africa




  “In this satirical feast, Holman hits his mark every time as he exposes the humbug and also the humanity of life in modern Africa. With a Dickensian cast of characters in

  the troubled nation of Kuwisha and a plot worthy of Waugh, this is a cracking fictional debut . . . Full of humour, hometruths – and anger simmering beneath it all – this is a book that

  must be read.”




  Aidan Hartley, author of Zanzibar Chest




  “Capable of far more than gentle humour . . . he weaves critical comments on foreign aid into an entertaining plot involving young Ferdinand Mlambo, dismissed from his

  job as houseboy at Kuwisha’s state house.”




  Financial Times




  “Very funny, very educational satire . . . fast-paced tale of absurd organisational chaos. As corrupt politicians, squabbling aid agencies and wellmeaning celebrities all

  jostle for power, the citizens of Kuwisha’s worst slum get on as best they can with the business of daily life.”




  Sydney Morning Herald




  “Holman writes some of the most insightful novels about Africa today.”




  BBC Radio 4
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  A nightmarish air of normality greeted me when I flew into the shell-shocked city of Kinshasa. President Mobutu sese Seko had reshuffled his cabinet for the thirty-fifth

  time in ten years, and I was determined to find out why. My first port of call was the United States embassy, where the laconic ambassador was an old friend of mine. What was the significance, I

  asked him, of the reshuffle? Could it mark, I suggested, a paradigm shift in relations with the country’s fractious opposition?




  He drew on his cigar and puffed the smoke towards the rumbling air conditioner, and together we watched as it drifted away. He turned my question back on me.




  “What do you get when you shake up a can of worms?” he asked: “Dizzy worms, Ekim, dizzy worms.”




  And so it proved . . .
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  PROLOGUE




  Peep! Peep! Peep! Peep! Peep! Peeeep!




  The vintage Braun radio at the foot of the plain coffin beside the altar flickered into life. A bulb within the old-fashioned receiver lit up and illuminated its tuning panel, aglow with the

  names of fortresses and outposts of a colonial world long past. Luanda and Lourenço Marques, Elizabethville and Nairobi, Cape Town and Johannesburg, Pretoria and Grahamstown,

  Pietermaritzburg and Bloemfontein, Bulawayo and Salisbury, Blantyre and Gwelo . . .




  The BBC time signal, which marked the formal opening of the service, echoed around the granite walls of the crematorium chapel, built many years before the east African state of Kuwisha won

  independence from Britain. The sound of the pips cut through the murmurs from the world outside. Muffled car horns, cries of street vendors and the tinkle of bicycle bells blended with the shouts

  of matatu boys as they drummed up passengers for their buses, which in turn merged with the laughter and chatter of children from the nearby school as they began their mid-morning break.




  Just as the last peep faded away, an old man entered, wearing a pin-stripe suit, dark glasses and a fresh rose in his buttonhole, a solicitous aide by his elbow. His unexpected presence

  was greeted with an almost tangible combination of fear and loathing, fascination and awe, as if a malign spirit was made manifest, Victorian in appearance but voodoo in its impact.




  As the late arrival took his seat in the front row, the chirpy Irish jig, “Lillibullero”, signature tune of the BBC World Service, burst out, relayed by loudspeakers wired to the

  organ loft, high above the congregation. It was out of the usual sequence. The composition, which began life two hundred years ago as a Northern Irish Protestant marching song, normally comes

  first, but the deceased had left specific instructions that the order should be reversed. Indeed, not long before his death he had personally helped splice the tape that was now playing to the

  congregation.




  Just last week, a couple of days before he passed on, he had summoned Boniface Rugiru, senior bar steward at the Thumaiga Club, to receive detailed instructions about the settlement of his

  estate and the disposal of his mortal remains.




  Word of the terms of the will had spread through Kireba like wildfire. The endowment was enough to cover the clinic’s running costs for years. More than that, it was enough to cover the

  fees that would allow Mercy Mupanga to achieve her long-cherished ambition – to complete a diploma in public health.




  From his vantage point in the organ loft, Rugiru looked down on the congregation. There was not a seat to be had, he noted with satisfaction. A dozen or more street boys, displaying their

  appreciation of the deceased’s insistence that they be given free dough balls to mark his passing, took up the best part of a row, scratching their intimate crevices with nonchalant

  indifference, peering at the rest of the gathering with befuddled curiosity.




  The distinctive smell of ripe boys, a powerful mixture of wood smoke and burnt tyres, acrid sweat and a whiff of bhang, made those who were sitting downwind wrinkle their noses, while

  those who were upwind gave thanks for their good fortune.




  One boy stood out among the fidgeters, however, sitting immobile but for a forefinger that constantly traced the left orb of his nose, his eyes fixed on a bull-necked man wearing the mayoral

  chain of office, staring at the back of his head with single-minded intensity.




  “Rutere!” hissed a woman in her forties, sitting a few feet from the boy. “Behave!”




  Boniface Rugiru took out his handkerchief, wiped beads of sweat from his brow, and shifted in the chair that would normally be occupied by the organist. To his delight and relief, the makeshift

  system that connected the radio to a tape recorder and on to the speakers, operated by switches on a panel in front of him, had passed its initial test.




  Rugiru, an imposing figure in his freshly pressed uniform of bow tie, black jacket and trousers – the Club committee had given him permission to wear the outfit off-premises –

  loosened his collar. It was too early to relax. But for the first time since that painful evening at the Club, he dared to hope that he would successfully discharge the heavy responsibilities

  placed on his shoulders by his old friend.




  He stopped holding his breath and inadvertently let out a strained noise, somewhere between a moan of satisfaction and a cry of triumph, which carried to the front rows of the packed

  congregation sitting below him . . .




  What a turn-out!




  Under one roof, the movers and shakers of the slum called Kireba had come together. Clarence “Results” Mudenge, proprietor of the Klean Blood Klinic, source of sound advice and

  dispenser of herbal potions, sat next to his friend Philimon Ogata, whose Pass Port to Heaven Funeral Parlour was doing a thriving trade. Mudenge took out the cloth he carried for the purpose and

  wiped his eye. Were he not in church, he would have removed it altogether and given it a good rub. Dust and a glass eye did not go together.




  Ogata coughed, a racking persistent cough, disquietingly similar to the one from which his late wife, Beatrice, had suffered in the months before her death.




  Alongside Ogata sat Mildred Kigali, devoted wife of Didymus, house steward by profession, senior elder of the Church of the Blessed Lamb by vocation, two septuagenarians who were pillars of

  their community; Charity Mupanga, owner and manager of Harrods International Bar (and Nightspot), a well-known eating house on the edge of Kireba, sat at the end of the bench, keeping a maternal

  eye on the street boys.




  She looked up towards the organ loft, concern and compassion on her face, and turned to a middle-aged white man alongside her. Edward Furniver, manager of the Kireba People’s Co-operative

  Bank, whispered in her ear, giving her hand a squeeze as he did so.




  Some distinguished outsiders were also present. Mrs Bunty Benton, chief housekeeper at State House for as long as anyone could remember, had firmly turned down Rugiru’s invitation to take

  a place in the front row. Instead she sat at the back, next to the young army officer who had escorted her to her seat.




  Boniface Rugiru bowed his head and resumed his prayers for the soul of the man who had been his thirstiest customer, his most generous source of tips, and the family benefactor who had paid the

  school fees of the surviving four of the six children with whom he and his wife Patience had been blessed.




  Boniface also gave thanks to the Lord for helping him resist a terrible temptation. How he had longed to take the radio for himself. Instead he had honoured his late friend’s instruction

  that the Braun, which Rugiru had coveted ever since he had been a youngster, should accompany its owner into the flames. In a few minutes the receiver would be gone forever. Together with the

  coffin, it would disappear through the sombre brown curtains that concealed the furnace from the packed congregation.




  With the radio would go a chunk of Rugiru’s childhood, for it had been a cherished companion of his teenage years as the Thumaiga Club’s “small boy”, a friend to whose

  voice Rugiru had listened as he had dusted the owner’s bedroom.




  Even then, at the tender age of thirteen, he had dared to hope that one day the Braun would be his. Alas, it was not to be . . .




  Rugiru’s limbs twitched as he reached back into these memories. He had not danced for the radio since he was a toto; regrettably he had failed to persuade the bishop conducting the

  service to let him perform the ritual dance before the altar, in a final act of friendship.




  A thought occurred to him: although the space around the organ was cramped, there was room enough to pay a private tribute, accompanied by a silent rendition of that song in honour of the radio,

  which he had composed nearly fifty years ago.




  While the congregation was absorbed in prayer, Rugiru got to his feet. He double-checked that he could not be seen from below, and began to limber up with a couple of moves. They were tentative

  at first, for his joints were stiff. Then as he got into his stride, he showed how he had won the Northern Transvaal Ballroom Dancing championship when still in his twenties.




  Silently and with great agility, knees raised impossibly high, elbows jutting towards the heavens, torso bent parallel to the ground, Boniface Umfana Rugiru toyi-toyi’d his tribute

  to the radio and to its master, singing under his breath:




  

    

      Jo’burg, Cape Town and Salisbur-eee.




      The world is watched by the BBC . . .




      Pretoria, Bulawayo, Nairob-eee.




      Wherever in Africa you may be




      Bloemfontein, Gwelo, even Umtali,




      You cannot keep a secret from BBC . . .


    


  




  With a final silent stomp, the chant ended. Boniface mopped his brow. In less than a minute, the service would be over.




  Then a sudden movement caught his eye. As the Bishop of Central Kuwisha delivered the final blessing, and the coffin began to move out of sight, the bar steward watched with horror and anguish

  an act that was sacrilegious, truly offensive to his Christian soul and demeaning to the reputation of the country called Kuwisha.




  Spotted only by Rugiru, thanks to his elevated position in the organ loft, an arm appeared from behind the curtain, ripped out the wires that led to the radio, and withdrew, clutching the Braun.

  Although it weighed several kilos, the receiver disappeared from sight in an action that seemed almost as fast as the tongue of a chameleon plucking a fly from the air.




  When Rugiru’s involuntary gasp of pain, fury and anguish reached their ears, members of the congregation, moved by what they believed was an uninhibited display of raw grief, gave out a

  collective murmur of sympathy.




  Charity Mupanga spoke for them all when she whispered to Edward Furniver: “Poor Rugiru! His heart is very sore. My goodness, how he loved that old man.”




  The Kireba Youth Choir led the singing of “Nkosi Sikele’ iAfrika” and the congregation prepared to leave their seats.




  Rugiru looked on, helpless and incredulous.




  As the chapel emptied, he took a solemn oath, swearing in the name of the deceased that he would track down the thief, and make the scoundrel rue the day he had interfered in the last rites that

  marked the final journey of his old friend.
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  “Welcome to Kuwisha!”




  The immigration officer at the international airport handed back the passport to Digby Adams, Senior International Profile Co-ordinator and Cross-cutting Media Expert for WorldFeed, the

  Oxford-based aid agency.




  Digby took a deep breath. At last! Within five years of leaving university he had arrived on the front line of the battle against poverty, trained to serve as a development professional as

  dedicated as any soldier. He was ready to take on the curse of illiteracy, to confront the scourge of poverty, and to play the role of guide, mentor and spokesperson for the stakeholders of

  Kuwisha.




  The clammy heat had enveloped him like a steaming hot towel as he stepped out of the plane, and he took a lungful of what he was sure was the “real” Africa.




  Digby wiped his brow as he waited in the arrivals hall and kept an eye open for his travel companion. The battered luggage-carousel wheezed into life.




  Although early morning, it was already hot. So hot that in the city the feral street children, who normally flocked around visitors like predatory skinny birds, their beak-like fingers dipping

  into pockets of jackets and carrying away wallets, merely looked on at the passing scene, lacking the energy to throw stones at the mangy dogs that lay panting under whatever shelter they could

  find.




  Even the spindle-legged marabou storks stopped delving in the piles of decaying refuse and sought the shade, abandoning their duties as the city’s garbage processors.




  Digby had not known Dolly for very long, but he had already become more attached to her than was perhaps wise. As he picked his case off the conveyor belt, he spotted his companion, receiving

  VIP treatment, being escorted across the hall by two airport officials.




  The paperwork was completed in minutes, and together the travellers headed for the exit, past the customs inspectors and into the massed ranks of taxi drivers in the arrivals hall.




  “So far so good,” said Digby. “All gone smoothly, wouldn’t you say?”




  Dolly was silent.




  Looking back, Digby wondered if some instinct, some sixth sense, a premonition perhaps, was warning her about the perils that lay ahead . . .




  It had been a stroke of luck that Digby Adams met Cecil Pearson, former Africa correspondent for the London Financial News, the night they both left for Kuwisha.




  Digby had noticed that a passenger immediately ahead of him at the check-in queue at Heathrow had been behaving rather strangely, alternately paging through a book the size of a novel and

  looking with an odd intensity at the check-in desk.




  Digby turned his attention to the other passengers, and passed the time trying to guess their occupations. About half of them he classified as tourists, concealing their professions with outfits

  that were deemed suitable for their East African destination. They either wore khaki-coloured trousers, equipped with numerous pockets; or sported safari suits with epaulettes, and pouches for

  camera film, a feature which had long been a sartorial anachronism.




  In a huddle of their own were a group of American evangelists, wearing cheerful bright-toothed smiles and T-shirts emblazoned with the claim that they were “Bringing Love and Hope to

  Kuwisha”. About half the rest, Digby decided, were visitors on business of one sort or the other.




  The balance was made up by a category in which he could now include himself, someone who worked at the sharp end of international assistance: aid workers. As he listened in to their

  conversations, places that once seemed obscure and remote came alive – Kisangani and Goma, Darfur and Entumbane, while acronyms such as UNWFP, Cafod and UNICEF had life and romance breathed

  into them.




  Digby could not help eavesdropping, fascinated by locations that were now going to become more than spots on wall-sized maps, with tiny flags representing the offices of UN agencies, or Oxfam,

  Save the Children, or UKAid. It was an intoxicating world of conferences and workshops, of breakaway sessions and consultative processes, of reports back and stakeholder participation, a world that

  Digby was about to enter.




  He had the feeling he was joining an exclusive club, a club whose members carried themselves with a confident diffidence, with an air of modest authority, appropriate to a profession that

  occupied the moral high ground, accepted into the ranks of practical dreamers, united in their determination to serve the interests of a continent that needed their help.




  He, too, would now proudly declare his occupation, his vocation, his very calling in life: “I work for an NGO.”




  As he moved slowly towards the check-in desk, he overheard conversations and exchanges of information about destinations that made his heart beat faster.




  “Your first visit to Kuwisha?”




  Two aid workers were exchanging credentials.




  “Yes, really looking forward to it . . . Live in Denmark . . . going to a workshop, in Kuwisha?” The words ended with an interrogative lilt. “Urban youth?” she continued,

  the pitch of her reply slightly more assertive.




  Her fellow passenger looked impressed.




  Urban youth was a subject of growing concern, and an even faster growing source of funds.




  “Presenting a paper on street kids? . . . Got a copy if you’re interested.”




  She rummaged in a bag, made of hemp, that hung on a leather strap from her arm.




  Digby looked over her shoulder.




  “Africa’s future or Africa’s problem: finding jobs for urban youth.”




  Digby resisted the urge to introduce himself.




  The odd behaviour of the passenger who had first caught his attention meanwhile continued. Digby decided to break the ice.




  “Got the time?”




  He replied civilly enough, but continued focussing his attention on the check-in desk.




  “Ten past seven.”




  As the man, mid-thirties, fair-haired, wearing a crumpled linen suit, checked his watch, it gave Digby the chance to take a closer look at the book. It turned out not to be a novel, or a

  handbook on Kuwisha, their East African destination, but the Airline Travel Guide.




  Just as Digby was about to ask why it was being studied so attentively, the passenger reached the check-in desk. He watched as the man, whose luggage consisted of a single wheeled case that was

  small enough to be treated as hand baggage, exchanged a few words with the woman behind the desk.




  Digby was next, with an old-fashioned suitcase that was a much-loved survivor of his boarding-school days, and a carryon canvas bag containing a surprise for Dolly, including some mini Mars

  bars, one of her favourite snacks.




  “Keep chocolate away from her. If she gets as much as a sniff, she goes crazy,” her minder had warned Digby at the hand-over in Oxford.




  Digby, ever the professional media manager, had stored the information. Perhaps this fondness for chocolate could be turned into a joke for the press conference that was due soon after their

  arrival in Kuwisha.




  Rather to his surprise, his fellow-passenger had waited for him.




  “Sorry if I seemed rude. I was concentrating. Keeping an eye on the check-in staff. Watch their body language. If the plane is overbooked, you can tell before any announcement, provided

  you’ve been looking out. For a minute or two things looked dodgy, so I was using the guide to work out alternative routes. For example, there is an Emirates flight to Kuwisha which leaves

  tonight, gets you in three hours later than BA.”




  “So what?” Digby was inclined to say, but decided to hold his tongue – Cecil was clearly a seasoned traveller. Instead he raised a subject that preoccupied economy class

  travellers the world over: “Any tips on how to get upgraded?”




  “You need to work at it. Wear a jacket, dress the part.”




  He gave a disparaging glance at Digby’s outfit of trainers and multi-pocketed trousers.




  “I’m Cecil, by the way, Cecil Pearson. Pearson of the Financial News.”




  The two shook hands.




  “Seen your by-line,” replied Digby, the traditional response from a journalist, or indeed anyone in the information business who wanted to flatter a hack, but who had never read a

  word of what they had written.




  “See we’re on the same flight to Kuwisha. I used to be based there when I did Africa for the paper. Great job, but a dead end. So when the accountancy job came up, I threw my hat in

  the ring. At the heart of the FN.”




  He sounded a trifle defensive.




  “And you?”




  “Digby Adams. WorldFeed, media consultant, profile manager. I’m going out with Dolly, a sort of goodwill ambassador, to sharpen the WorldFeed image. Trip is sponsored by UKAid.

  Actually the idea came from the chap in charge of the East Africa operations in Kuwisha. Got his name somewhere . . .”




  After a brief search, he located a notebook in one of his pockets, and lifted a rubber band that was attached to the moleskin cover and which held the pages in place.




  “It’s the sort that Hemingway used,” he said.




  Turning to an earmarked page, he read out a name.




  “Podmore, Dave Podmore, head of UKAid, at the British High Commission. Good sort, been one of our supporters for ages. He’ll keep an eye on Dolly once I’ve handed her

  over.”




  “I bet he will,” said Pearson, with an edge in his voice.




  Digby shrugged.




  “Don’t mind. Really. I’m not jealous. Though I know what you mean. It’s all too easy. One gets close, gets used to one other, gives them a few chocolates, and before you

  know it, they’re eating out of your hand.”




  Although what Digby said may well have been perfectly true, Pearson felt a shiver of distaste for the matter-of-fact tone. His disapproval must have been picked up, though the cause was

  misunderstood.




  Digby added, apologetically: “I know it’s a bit of a stunt, but it’s got a serious purpose.”




  Pearson nodded again and decided to change the subject.




  “What were you doing before ’Feed?”




  “Had a spell with TAF after an internship with HARE. Once I get Dolly off my hands, I’ll be advising on an audio-visual project for DanAid, about the redevelopment of a slum –

  place called Kireba. You probably know it . . . Think we’ll call the film A Future Called Hope . . .”




  He saw the look on Pearson’s face, and hastily added: “It’s just a working title. Suggestions welcome.”




  “How long have you been with WorldFeed?”




  It turned out that Digby’s current job was the latest in a list of attachments to some of the blue-chip aid agencies – Take Africa Forward, Helping Africa Recover Economically,

  Securing Africa’s Future by Enterprise.




  “Gosh!” said Cecil, impressed despite himself. It was the aid industry equivalent of a decent Oxbridge degree, topped off by a spell at Harvard. What was more, the chap looked

  absurdly young.




  The conversation moved on to other topics.




  “Tell me more about your time with HARE,” said Pearson. But as Digby began to reply, the public address system broke in.




  “This is a security announcement . . .”




  “. . . make stakeholders aware . . .”




  “. . . will be destroyed . . .”




  “. . . and will hand over tomorrow morning. Quite a relief . . . though I’ll miss her . . .”




  “. . . last call . . .”




  “. . . so the best way was to take Dolly out to Africa myself. A sort of trail-blazing effort. Link up with WorldFeed, get some publicity.”




  “Expect you’ll meet my friend Lucy Gomball,” said Pearson. “Resident representative of WorldFeed . . . My companion, partner thingy . . .”




  Pearson seemed about to say more, but must have thought the better of it. Had he not been keeping an eye on the checkin counter, Cecil might have asked Digby to repeat his side of the exchange

  that had been made unintelligible by the security announcement. But his uncertainty about the flight, his effort to get upgraded and Digby’s mention of a female companion all combined to

  inhibit him. Instead he played safe, and followed the long-established rule of the foreign press corps in Africa.




  Should a colleague refer to a member of the opposite sex, or appear in public with one, it was best to assume that questions about the relationship were seldom welcome and never sought. The

  female companion could be a fiancée, mistress, daughter or wife – or more likely than not, someone else’s wife.




  So Pearson, though curious about Dolly’s credentials and history, limited himself to a simple question:




  “Has Dolly checked in?”




  “Oh yes, couple of hours ago. Press briefing, photos and so on. We’ll have another, proper session in Kuwisha, and introduce her as an ambassador for African growth.”




  He was going to say more but just then a BA official called out.




  “Excuse me, Mr Pearson . . .”




  “See you on the other side,” said Pearson, grabbing his green canvas wheel-on bag.




  “Where are you heading?”




  “Been upgraded – business class,” said Pearson. “Tell you what, let’s meet tomorrow at this bar I go to. In that place called Kireba – Harrods. Every taxi

  driver knows it. Bring Dolly, if you like. About ten. I’ll see you there,” he added.




  He handed Digby his business card.




  Cecil Pearson, it read, Accountancy Editor, Financial News. He had scribbled a few words on the reverse of the card.




  “Here, show this to Charity, Charity Mupanga, she owns the place. Her mobile number is on the back.”




  Pearson then disappeared through the Fast Track entrance.




  “What’s your phone number?” Digby called out after him, but it was too late.
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  The sun was well above the horizon when Charity Mupanga, manager and owner of Harrods, the most popular rendezvous in Kireba, spotted the two boys, legs like sticks and with

  the pot-bellies of old men, glue bottles strung from their necks, rummaging in a pile of rotting vegetables.




  She put two fingers into her mouth. The piercing whistle reached the pair, and the taller of the two held up a hand in acknowledgement, while the other boy waved a large manila envelope.




  They broke into a trot.




  “We have it, mama!”




  “For sure!”




  “The stamp is from Zimbabwe.”




  “The post office woman wanted 50 ngwee . . .”




  “Too much . . .”




  “Dough ball! We have earned a dough ball!”




  Titus Ntoto and Cyrus Rutere raced towards her, bare feet slapping as they deftly hopped from stepping stone to stepping stone, placed where the mud was thickest.




  “Furniver!” she called excitedly. “I think they have come. The plans, my rats have brought the plans.”




  Edward Furniver, former London banker turned manager of the Kireba People’s Savings and Investment Club, looked up from his newspaper. He took a sip of coffee, and replaced the mug on the

  plastic table in front of him.




  “Hang on a mo. First listen to this. It will make Harrods famous . . . or should I say, more famous. It’s by The Nation’s restaurant correspondent,” he said.

  “Half-way through the article there is something rather nice.”




  He read from the newspaper:




  “But for a surprisingly good meal, which is excellent value for money – indeed it puts many establishments in this city that charge several times the price to shame – I

  heartily recommend lunch at Harrods International Bar (and Nightspot). If you try the avocado soup you won’t be disappointed. The bar is run by Mrs Charity Mupanga, widow of the late and

  great Bishop Mupanga. And a word of warning: her dough balls are exceptionally, mouth-wateringly good.”




  Charity seemed lost for words and then declared: “Please, Furniver. Read that again. Wonderful! Harrods is the very best place to water your mouth. That is now official. I will write that

  now, on the menu board.”




  The boys, still panting from their exertions, looked on as Charity took delivery of the envelope they had collected from the post office.




  “Come, Furniver! Come and read what’s inside. I think there is something special. You will remember that I told you about my plans for good toilets in Kireba?”




  Furniver nodded. If the truth be told, Charity had a thing about toilets.




  “Well,” she said, “there is a man in Zimbabwe who is a first-class expert on toilets without water, but with no flies.”




  She shook her head in wonder. “Just think, Furniver. No flies.”




  Charity opened the envelope, confirmed the contents and broke into a celebratory shuffle around Furniver’s table, hips swinging, bottom swaying, in a manner that left Furniver slack-jawed

  with appreciation.




  She brandished a magazine in front of him.




  “Bush Latrines Monthly, the best in the world on bush toilets.”




  “Not much competition, I would have thought,” said Furniver, but not so loud that she could hear.




  Charity, hands shaking with excitement, flipped through the contents of the magazine and then pointed to a page.




  “Read this, Furniver. Read this. You will see my name, Mrs Charity Mupanga. Twice in one day we see the name of Mrs Charity Mupanga. In writing! First in the newspaper, now in the

  magazine. Official. Truly, it is a day when letters are red.”




  Furniver took the proffered magazine and examined the contents. There was a letter to Charity from the editor himself, as well as the blueprints she had ordered for the construction of the

  Zimbabwe toilets.




  Furthermore, the journal had printed a note submitted by Charity suggesting a modest but useful change in the construction of the Mark Two Latrine, involving a slight adjustment to the

  filter.




  Charity stabbed her forefinger at a headline: “ ‘The VIP, an invention from Zimbabwe’. Please read, Furniver.”




  He obeyed her instruction:




  “One smart idea is the Ventilated (Improved) Pit Latrine, in short: the VIP – which was developed as the ‘Blair Latrine’ by Peter Morgan, who has been living and working

  in Zimbabwe for over 35 years, researching and developing water and sanitation technologies.”




  “Thirty-five years! A toilet specialist! My, my, what a fine man! I would like to meet this person. Do you know him? Mr Peter Morgan?”




  Charity seemed to believe that mzungus in Africa all knew each other, and she looked surprised and disappointed when Furniver admitted he neither knew of Mr Morgan nor his admirable

  work.




  Charity clucked, sighed, shook her head and continued.




  “Anyway, there is a drawing of this first-class latrine.”




  They spread out the blueprint on a Harrods table.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Diagram showing effect of vent pipe on functions of pit latrine




  

    “How exactly does it work?” Furniver asked.


  




  “Listen, just listen.”




  She took back the magazine article, and read aloud, all the while prodding with her forefinger the illustration that accompanied it.




  “The major advantage of the VIP over a normal pit latrine is that it comes with a ventilation pipe” – she looked up – “which of course is covered with a fly screen

  on top. This means fewer flies and less smell.”




  She continued to read, but slowly and more loudly than necessary, as if instructing a dim street boy.




  “Over half a million VIPs have been built in Zimbabwe. They work without water, are cheap to build, and have low maintenance costs.”




  She paused.




  “And flies are trapped. I hate flies. Much worse than worms, which are harmless, as you know. But flies . . . Now Furniver, I must tell you, I have ordered materials for six VIPs. They

  will arrive any day. But first, we must finish digging the holes . . . and cement, we must lay the cement, just as the instructions say.”
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  Life President Dr Josiah Nduka, Ngwazi Who Mounts All the Hens, graduate magna cum laude in econometrics, whose University of Edinburgh doctorate thesis, Money Supply

  in Authoritarian States, remained the definitive work on the subject, was in a reflective mood as he sat in his study at State House.




  He watched the beams of sunlight move across the carpet as the morning advanced. This was his inner sanctum to which only his personal secretary and Bunty Benton, the chief housekeeper, enjoyed

  the privilege of regular entry, together with his head of security and the kitchen toto, whose presence was taken for granted.




  The room was dominated by an old sofa and two armchairs, newly covered in a floral print, and an oak desk, its top bare except for the day’s newspapers, and with silver-framed signed

  photos of Queen Elizabeth, Prince Philip and Margaret Thatcher. On the side table by the desk stood a cut-glass vase holding a single fresh rose. A fireplace, the wood laid but unlit, gave out the

  fragrant scent of smoke.




  Nduka looked with satisfaction at the pattern on the cloth of the sofa, just back from its bi-annual change of cover, carried out by a family firm in Godalming, Surrey. They had been doing it

  for years.




  The firm was cheating, Nduka soon realised, when he studied the latest bill. They either thought he was a stupid native who could easily be duped, or regarded him as a lazy native, too lazy to

  check the bill. They did a good job on the sofa, though . . .




  But I am not stupid, and I am not lazy, he thought to himself. He passed a few happy minutes devising a suitable punishment. Perhaps he would invite them to Kuwisha, as his guests, hinting that

  they would receive an honour for their services to the State; then confront them with evidence of over-invoicing and double invoicing.




  “Oh yes, I know these tricks, all too very well,” he muttered.




  Nduka summoned the toto with a ring of the service bell, set into the wall behind his desk.




  “Where is my honey water?”




  In his seventies, fast approaching eighty, Nduka was finding that his memory was letting him down. He could not remember if this was the first or the second time he had tried to order his honey

  water.




  He called again: “Where is my honey water?”




  This time a small boy, bare-footed, in khaki shorts and a white T-shirt, appeared in the doorway, shaking slightly from nerves – or it could have been malaria.




  “It is on your side table, suh.”




  There it was, below the main flower arrangement by Mrs Benton. Every day except Sunday the housekeeper set out a mixture of carnations and freesias in a silver vase on the mantelpiece above the

  fireplace.




  The single rose, placed in exactly the same spot on the side table, at exactly the same time each day, displayed in a slim crystal glass, had been picked that morning from the State House rose

  garden, established by his old friend, adviser and jailer, the last governor of the former British colony.




  The building had been neglected since independence, and had long been showing the strain. At first glance, and from afar, State House looked like wedding cake on a bed of green, sitting amidst

  daubs of red bougainvillaea and purple jacaranda blossom. The surrounding lawns, with a nine-hole golf course running through them, were watered and trimmed by a team of elderly gardeners.




  On closer inspection, however, all was not as it should be. The greens – especially those on the 5th and 7th holes – needed professional attention, for termites had created several

  brown patches.




  Within State House itself, the seat of government built in the 1920s, cracks could be seen below the white paint. The French doors that opened from the ballroom onto the rose garden, let in the

  rain. And the stuffed lion in the entrance hallway, shot by a previous governor less than 500 metres from where the beast now stood, was starting to moult, while its tail, tugged by generations of

  visitors, had been sewn back on by Mrs Benton several times.




  The air conditioners creaked and groaned to little effect, and the ceiling fans spun sporadically and erratically, and did no more than move the heavy warm air around the poorly lit rooms.




  It all would have been far worse were it not for the efforts of Mrs Benton, who had devoted her life to the service of the president. But as she approached forty years in the job, its constant

  demands were proving too much for her . . .




  Nduka savoured the sweet scent of the rose, and then pondered the statement he had made at the press conference the day before.
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