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For my daughters




Part One




1


Before we even knew each other, we shared an ocean. It was a thought that entered my head many times later when we were living by the sea, and in those first few months together we would walk along the promenade, the Marginal, that led from the city up the coast to the Costa do Sol. Sometimes we would stray from the walkway, slide down the sand bank and walk in the shallow waves, our shoes in our hands. While this memory is distinct, I cannot be sure how many times we actually strolled hand-in-hand, the soft white sand pleasantly warm under our feet. Jafar was not given to romantic overtures, and he avoided sentimentality. After the flush of the first months had passed, I am sure that I more often than not walked on this beach with friends; he would either be out of town, or out of contact. But those few times in the early days, I remember the waters of the bay lapped around our ankles like a balm as I felt the sun on my face and his hand holding mine against his hip.


When we scrambled back up the sand bank to the road we did not have far to walk before we reached our street, Avenida Eduardo Mondlane; a main thoroughfare lined with shabby buildings on either side, except for the occasional colonial bungalow with its elegant trellised balcony, sloping tiled roof. Walking away from the sea with the sprawling Hospital Central on our right, our flat was half-way down the length of the road. Some of its offshoots were narrower, roads that went through quieter residential areas on the way down to the Baixa, the pavements often ruined by the rains and by the bursting roots of trees. It was difficult to find a level stretch for more than a few yards so people often walked on the road. There weren’t many cars, and the drivers were leisurely and affable, swerving around the occasional pedestrian, zouk music blaring from the car radio.


If you walked away from the Baixa it was quickest to use Avenida Vladimir Lenin, which cut up through the city, to get to the leafier, more exclusive residential areas further from the centre. Busier and noisier, but at least partly-lined with mature, wide-branched trees that cast shadows along its way, offering some respite from the unrelenting midday sun. We often shopped at its mercado, a messy resident, some way northwards up the street. Unlike its more genteel counterpart in the Baixa, the Mercado Central, ours was usually crowded. A visit involved some shoving, elbows and shoulders used indiscriminately to reach the pyramids of aubergines, freshly-wetted stacks of coriander and parsley, and wheelbarrows of pineapples.


Our flat was on the corner of Avenida Eduardo Mondlane and Avenida Karl Marx, in the west of the city, just before Central dissipated into the more run-down Alto Mae. We had found it through Yolanda, a friend of Eduardo, Jafar’s oldest friend. The predio was seven storeys high. There were three flats per level for the first five storeys, but higher up it was more disorderly. There, people spilled out into the corridors, whole communities cooking on gas stoves and sleeping in rows on makeshift beds. On clear nights, the children slept on the rooftop. We lived closest to the stairs. The corridor, open-aired with a low wall, looked out towards Maputo Bay in the distance.


The front door, a solid, heavy gate of metal, led to the “porch” where we kept the ironing board. A wooden spring door then led to the living room. There was a lot of furniture, large heavy Portuguese woodwork; tables, side tables, a sideboard filled with Yolanda’s best china. It was not chic, but it had character. There was a large family-sized kitchen, but it was always gloomy and lit by a fluorescent tube which flickered. So we used the smaller of the two bedrooms as a dining room. We bought a plastic-topped table, and covered it with a brightly-coloured kapulana: that became our dining table. Our bedroom across the small hall was spacious. Large windows, netted to keep out mosquitoes, a big double bed, a dressing table, a large wardrobe, and a chest of drawers. Both rooms had wooden spring doors that led to the balcony, running along the length of the flat, overlooking the cemetery to the left, the hospital to the right. It was unfortunate that we shared our home with several families of cockroaches.


The flat was our haven: from the bustle, dust, people, sounds, smells of Maputo. The city with its alternating beauty and chaos. Fringed by the ocean on one side, a sprawling metropolis to the other. The buildings changing from the decorative to the functional, from the solid to the more fragile, sprawling on until it reached the thousands of tidy, tiny homes in the bairros. This city, in a country with the most beautiful of names: Mozambique. Hugging the blue waters of the Indian Ocean, stretching from Tanzania to South Africa, its long languid length eclipsed by the greatness of the continent.


After three o’clock, the balcony was always in shade. We were four floors up and there was always a breeze. It didn’t face the sea but we had a panorama of the northern half of the city. Below, the street life continued unheeded. The vendors: mostly women wearing kapulanas, their hair tied up in scarves, offering wheelbarrows of fruits or flat woven bowls of roasted peanuts. The pedestrians, public buses and taxis. And the chapas: the yellow mini-vans always crammed with people hanging onto leather straps, the conductor coolly hanging onto the door frame, the shouts of Paragem! All oblivious to the two of us above, sitting side by side, looking down.
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I have only gone back in a dream, a dream that mocked with its intermittent truth and lies, that bewitched me with its realness and falseness, a dream with a journey. It came to me last night and has stayed with me. I feel inside me an unravelling, as my mother, with one strong flick of her wrist, would unravel one of her cotton saris. Cream-coloured with a gold border. It rolls and rolls, flutters in the air, stretches out, free again, no longer the small neat square that had stayed quietly waiting in her sari-drawer. And as it billows out a tale is told, dappling the thin material until it reaches the last unhemmed, unfinished, ends. The memories have been unlocked and are vivid, teasing. The scenes are fresh, I can hear his voice, remember my words. I did not expect to recapture them, and I did not ask for these reminders. For I know, now, the arrogance of my convictions, my ignorance of what was to come.


I read a book when I was teenager, one that I found in my mother’s cousin’s bookshop in Alleppey, where I received discounts and where I always returned — so frequently that my relative would joke that I alone was keeping him in business. The opening line had mesmerised me with its beauty, the simplicity of its sentiment. I had a farm in Africa. Well, I, too, had something in Africa, but I am not sure what. There, under its spell, I lived the life of a different person. There, I was a person of the senses; entranced by its sensuality, the rhythms of life that its people followed. Their enjoyment of love, of physical beauty, of emotion. And there, I was intoxicated, by the pleasure that my body could give Jafar, and that his could give to me.


Every story has a beginning, so where is mine? While my future had been planned long in advance of it becoming my present, cracks began to appear, fault-lines deepened. My relatively unremarkable childhood was followed by an unexpected adulthood. And I slowly discarded, like layers of unwanted clothing, the conventions and expectations that had until then defined me. Perhaps my story begins, if it is not too ridiculous to believe, with that hot afternoon when I was called into the living room of our house in Irinjalakuda. A newly-built house painted a salmon pink with green borders around the windows. Nutmeg and banana trees encircling and shading it. I was called to stand before my mother and father as they had something to tell me. What happened that day echoed through my life.


But I have retraced my steps now, in a full sweeping circle, moving away from my itinerant life of the last few years, back to the beginning: I am back in India and I am on a train. On the Trivandrum Mail that left Chennai at eight in the evening. Opposite me, a middle-aged woman with a thick plait hanging down her right shoulder, wearing a dark blue salwar kameez, golden spectacles on her nose, massages her callused feet with one hand, turns the pages of her book with the other. I caught a few words of its title: “Micro-economics in the ASEAN nations”. She must be a lecturer at a college in Chennai, going home for the holidays. Her shoes are laid neatly under her seat. Two older men sitting on the bench beside me are engaged in conversation; they are going to Kottayam to consult on a family problem. No one pays me much attention: after brief hellos, we have not spoken any more. I have been left with my thoughts. Outside it is dark. We have been on the train for more than three hours and I will soon excuse myself politely from my fellow passengers and climb the small ladder that leads to my sleeping bunk.


The train will ride through the night, full to bursting with its cargo of families with small children, college students going home for the holidays, business men with appointments to keep. I am only one of many. Every person, like I am, is going somewhere. I have been summoned home, and my willingness to heed those summons heralds the start of a new chapter to my story. But my thoughts do not move forward; they turn the pages back, as always, back to Jafar. I am unravelling, the darkness is my only companion. The dream I dreamed last night, my tormentor. This is what I saw.


I lie on a bed, the room is stiflingly hot. Every window has been closed to keep out the mosquitoes. I have thrown off the sheet and lie in my vest, my legs bare, my arms outstretched. My hair is pulled back, the fan above is turning slowly, and yet I am still covered in perspiration. In my dream I am back in my grandfather’s house, but not as it is now, as it was when I was a child. The house is real; its details, from my childhood, correct.


I see that next to me, in the same room but lying on the floor on a hard straw mat, Thresiamma, one of my five auntie-nuns, is sleeping, snoring gently. She lies flat on her back, her hands folded on her chest. She has taken off her veil, and is wearing a cream-coloured linen headscarf. This is the first untruth, I say to myself, even as I dream: Thresiammachi died two years ago, a peaceful death in her convent in Calicut.


I know that under my bed in the same box as my jewellery, there is a sari, pressed, with a matching blouse, stitched, ready to be worn. In my dream I open the box and run my hands over the light silk. Next to the sari in a small pouch are the miniature bell earrings that I was given on my first birthday by my Francisuncle, all my gold bangles, the anklet I bought in Ernakulam some years ago. This is a truth: we have discussed these, my mother and I, decided on these ornaments. I know that the adornments are waiting for me and I will be wearing them in a few days.


I am no longer lying in the bed, but suspended above looking down on my form. I hear voices from next door, a shriek, laughter. I swoop around the rooms of the house, looking down at the familiar faces. My mother, sharing her bedroom with two other aunts; my uncle in the living room with two other cousins. The house is full; everyone has arrived for an occasion. Suddenly I am even higher, in the sky, looking down at the house. I am higher still, seeing the church at the end of the path, further on the Hindu temple on the other side, opposite the post office. All real, all correct, so familiar to me, my childhood home. I am even higher now and I see the canals, then the soft sand on the beach, the sea. The deep blue-green waves of the Arabian Sea, pouring into the vastness of the Indian Ocean.


Travelling swiftly, flying over the blue waters, then seamlessly, I am in the back of a taxi. The taxi is driving very fast, the streets outside are flashing by quickly. At first I am only aware of heat, the feeling of the plastic seats in the car sticking to the backs of my legs. I am in a light dress, I have a bag by my side on my left. My feet are in open-toed sandals and are covered in a thin film of dust. The dust is coming in through the windows, half-open, and the motes dance in front of my eyes. I am aware in my dream that I have crossed the ocean and, finally, returned.


I look out of the window. The light has bleached the landscape. The colours are muted, nearly monochrome, like I am looking into a faded past. I know that I am in Maputo, driving along the airport road back into town. The driver is making conversation, telling me about the rains they have recently had. Now, it is very hot, “só calor”. I nod sympathetically, feel a trickle of sweat run down my chest. We are still driving fast even though we are closer to the city. I look for the building of the Ministry of Agriculture. It’s still there.


Then I see him. He is coming out of a factory. Was there a factory on that corner? He looks tired, preoccupied, just another worker in a group of men. His eyes are half-closed, like when he is angry. His hands are in his pockets, he drags his feet. He looks up. He sees me, our eyes lock, my heart stops beating. I open my mouth for I have much to tell him. He looks away. The taxi speeds off. I turn around, my words left unsaid, on my knees in the back seat, my palms on the back-view window. I can see him no longer.


The ache is real. His anger: that is real too. If he would look away if he saw me, I don’t know. I am not sure, but I fear he would.
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We are more alike than we think, my mother and I. We both know unhappiness; we both know the solace to be gained from silence. Neither of us has leaned on anyone else or shared our sorrows. Perhaps now it will change, for there has been a reconciliation of sorts, we have drawn closer. If we could speak freely with each other, which I know we will never do, we could learn a lot. For we have one thing in common. We both threw respectability to the wind — in different directions perhaps — but threw it away nevertheless.


When I was seven years old, my mother decided to leave my father, and return to her childhood home in Alleppey. It was, at that time, inconceivable that a marriage be compromised for the sake of happiness. Even now I do not know of anyone in my family circle who has surrendered propriety as my mother was prepared to surrender it. It was decided that the boys would do better with our father. I, it was assumed, would do better with our mother. Standing in front of my parents, I remember wearing my favourite short blue dress. I had been outside with my brothers under the nutmeg trees in the yard, helping Aruna our maid burn the leaves and rubbish in the hole that we used at the back. I had been put in charge of my youngest brother, only three years old then, to make sure he did not go too close to the fire and I had to pass his hand over to my older brother before running indoors. My parents’ faces were solemn, pale, neither looked at the other. My mother had been crying, her face was swollen. My father looked down at the floor. My mother spoke:


“Soon we will need to have two houses for our family. You and I will need to go and live in Alleppey with Uppacha. And Papa and the boys will stay here.”


I refused to go. I think I cried out. I remember when my parents, both startled by my reaction, moved forward and tried to hold me I swung my arms at them. I smacked my mother in the arm. It can’t have hurt much, but she must have been shaken: I was normally a malleable, cooperative little girl.


I can picture the scene. We stand in that room, the three of us, my parents and I. My brothers, as usual, remain outside, peripheral to events. My small body, in its blue cotton frills, takes centre-stage. My mother before me, my father to my side. I imagine them looking at each other, aghast, over my head. Each would set me off on a direction I did not envisage: my father with his ambitions, my mother with her indifference. But I like to capture that moment when I stood between them, a small child, their child. At that moment in time nothing was known.


In the end my parents never separated. Their plans had been thwarted by my unexpected obstinacy. They each occupied a different wing but remained living in the same house, until my father died of a sudden heart-attack, a year into their domestic compromise. My grandfather, racked with guilt that the marriage he had arranged for his daughter had caused her so much unhappiness, never ever forgave himself. He knew that it had been a hasty affair. My father, all agreed, had been extremely fortunate: not only was my mother a beauty, with her golden skin and curly black hair, but she was highly-educated, a lady-doctor no less. Their union, however, had been less fortunate. My grandfather’s chance for redemption came with my father’s death.


My mother sold the big house in Irinjalakuda, and moved back to her father’s house in Alleppey with her three children. We were indulged, and with the resilience of the young, we put behind the trials of the previous years and enjoyed a lively childhood. We lacked for nothing: we had clothes, toys and books. We went to the best schools in the area with other similarly-fortunate Syrian Christian children. My mother’s youngest sister and brother still lived at home and they were our companions and confidantes. My grandfather, bespectacled and bald, was a hero of intellect, teaching us poetry and letting us accompany him to the law offices in town where he was a respected barrister. My mother carried on working as a doctor from an office in the house and looked after my grandfather, in his old age. My father’s family retreated from our lives, and while I remember that my mother dutifully attended my grandmother’s funeral, travelling there and back in a day, she didn’t take us. I saw my aunts and uncles from my father’s side rarely through my childhood before I left India.


But actions are irretrievable and my refusal to abet my parents’ plan, a neat division, as we always divided at the church entrance on Sundays — I would go to the women’s section with my mother, the boys with my father — hurt my mother profoundly. I know she felt I had chosen my father over her. A year after my father had died, I chanced upon my mother and aunt, deep in conversation, in the dining-room. My aunt had her back to me, but my mother glanced up and saw me, moving through the room, on my way to my bedroom. “It’s not normal,” I heard her say to my aunt, before I was out of earshot. “Ee logathillo? It’s not normal for a daughter to reject her mother.” I had turned cold at her words and hurried to my room to digest them. She was right; it was true. Why had I refused? I could not remember how I had felt, just a hot flash, as hot as the fire I had been watching Aruna burn.


I walked on eggshells around my mother for years, my heart lifting when we shared affectionate moments – when she quietly took my comb from my aunt’s hands and brushed and plaited my hair herself, always doing it slightly tighter, more expertly, kissing me on my forehead afterwards. When she let me sit in her office with my colouring pencils as she tackled her paperwork, only standing up when she sighed and said, “Come, mol. All finished.” I had the task of turning out her lights and locking her office door, passing her the key for safe-keeping. But, all too often, I remember feeling crushed when I caught her watching me, her eyes sad: she had not forgotten.


By the time she had been a widow for seven years those affectionate moments I shared with my mother had become rare. She had slipped into a chronic condition of disinterest. She continued her motherly duties, overseeing our studies, our health and diet, but she retreated into a solipsism that excluded real interaction. She had been wronged: if my grandfather had chosen another man for her, she could have enjoyed a happy marriage and a happy life, whereas now she had to raise three children alone. And do so in a suffocatingly-respectable environment: her home-town, where the failure of her marriage, albeit now ended, was well-known and a cause for gossip. People loved it when misfortune befell others. Her words always silenced them: my aunt, my uncle, my grandfather. No one could refute her: she became untouchable. She did not walk but floated in beatific isolation.


My brothers forged ahead; it was only I who drooped. I grew from a child into an adolescent and it was my aunt who marked each milestone, advised and consoled. When she married and went to live in Hyderabad, our household changed. Suddenly, the only two females remaining were my mother and I. Dressing one morning, standing in front of the mirror, I had seen her enter the room, then sit on the bed to watch me. It seemed to have come to her attention that, while she had been otherwise preoccupied, I had grown up. I was no longer a child, but a few years shy of being an adult. She looked amused, as she cast her eyes over me. “How unlike we are,” she commented.


She had not meant to be hurtful, but I, with a teenager’s self-consciousness, felt graceless. I was small-boned, slender, long-limbed. But also aware that, unlike my mother, I lacked the curvy softness that was a measure of beauty in our environs. Her words stung, just as the words, I later learned, of her in-laws had stung her. We are both susceptible to the power of an ill-judged comment. We are, in fact, not so dissimilar.


Books became my escape, the only way I could cope with the conflicting nature of a mother who was prevalent – with her edicts on what I should wear, eat and study– but wholly detached. I immersed myself in them. Surrounded by the endless beauty of the landscape – coconut trees, the paddy fields, the canals, the lake, the sea – I was oblivious. I read constantly, barely stopping to eat, becoming more and more of a frustration to my grandfather and other members of my family with my withdrawal, my quietness. And yet, still fairly unremarkable. A trying relationship with your mother is not uncommon for an adolescent girl. Sensitivity about your appearance, wondering if anyone really understands you: classic teenage angst, if nothing else. But a few months after I turned sixteen, my mother announced the bombshell that would be, immediately, transformative. My life would alter from the ordinary to the extraordinary. I had done well in my school exams, and so, she said, I would be sent to study at an all-girls Catholic boarding school in the soft countryside not far from the south coast of England. That she wanted me to travel so far away from her supervision, to a country she had never visited, both astonished and appalled me.


On hearing my mother’s decision my grandfather begged my mother to reconsider, my aunt wrote immediately on hearing the news, I was still just a child. But my mother was adamant, serene. My father had always insisted before his death that his fortune should be spent on our education, boys and girl alike. And boarding school would mean that entry to one of the older, prestigious universities would be assured. My older brother was already himself in his last year at boarding school, and he had enjoyed it tremendously. She was only giving me the opportunities that my father had desired for us.


I was learning about my parents. My father had had lofty ambitions, far beyond those of most of his siblings. There was no line of Oxford-educated uncles and fathers to inspire him: indeed he had been the first to achieve any education beyond school. His family did not belong to the political elite, nor were they wealthy. Their interests were insular, revolving around the plantation, the misfortunes of neighbours, the health of the elders. And yet my father had wanted his children to stand out. He wanted us to study abroad, while our contemporaries studied closer to home; and he wanted the same for his daughter as for his sons, a nearly unheard-of aspiration.


My mother, well-known in her home-town, had been a trailblazer at college in the sixties, a lady-doctor. Despite her knowledge of medical texts, her clinician’s expertise, however, she had an undeniable flaw. She lacked imagination. By sending me away she may have wanted to test my mettle. She did not have doubt, she was unprepared. She assumed that because I was her daughter she would be privy to my every mood, my every thought when, in fact, she had not made enough effort to learn. She was not to know it then, but her decision would lend me the faculties by which I could live, and would live, a life far removed from the confines of her own vision. I would raise my eyes and see the world. We differed essentially: unlike my mother, I did not lack imagination and I did not float.
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But it did not come at once. I can see the lady-lecturer yawning sleepily below my bunk, still reading her economics book despite the inadequate light. She reminds me of my mother. She must have looked like that when she took the train back to Alleppey from medical school in Trivandrum. My mother would have read her textbooks, revised for exams, unwilling to waste the three-hour journey on day-dreaming. Unlike nowadays, she will have been one of the very small cohort of female students in a male-dominated career. It must have been this quiet, unprecedented self-assurance that allowed my mother to argue with her husband — a good few years her senior — to expect standards from him, and then to turn her back on his inadequacies. I, on the other hand, am not a natural-born rebel. While my mother has an inner strength that allowed her to challenge convention despite having limited exposure to the world outside Alleppey, I acquired mine through circumstance. I did not embrace my freedom; I felt cast aside by my family.


Phone-calls home were brief and infrequent. My grandfather wrote to me regularly, carefully screening his real feelings, giving abbreviated news about my brothers and cousins, my mother adding a brief postscript: eat well, take care of yourself. I went home only in summer holidays, and when I was at university, only once. My older brother, already graduated, was getting married, and my mother had called on my assistance. I had been touched, and hoped — in an oblique, hypothetical way— to broach with her the news of the philosophy student I had met at university. My first prospective boyfriend, and I was troubled by the expectations he had from me, and by my own worrying desires. When I arrived home after nearly a year’s absence, however, my mother was distant. I was sent on errands around town, and while my aunts, uncles and grandfather were pleased to see me, commenting on my new hairstyle — my hair now cut to just below my chin — inquiring after my studies, my mother wore her distracted smile.


“You are OK?”, she asked, finally, as my uncle drove us to the airport. I was leaving that day.


“Yes, Ma.”


“Eating well?”


“Yes, Ma.”


“That’s good. Plenty of fruit also, remember.”


She was looking out of the window, her thoughts appeared elsewhere. Her hand lay on the seat between us, and I was filled with an impulse to hold it. I took it, and she smiled, her eyes not leaving the scene outside.


“Ma…” I faltered. I was not sure she was listening.


She patted my hand, murmured “Yes, you must take care.” I felt wholly unsatisfied.


On returning to university in the autumn term of my second year, I resolved to interpret my mother’s indifference as a licence to behave freely. There began in me a stirring. Like nearly all children in India I had been brought up with rigorous training in my faith, respect for a higher being. My family were not spiritual; they were pious. Now, on my own, I lapsed. I stopped going to church: a rebellion that was cataclysmic— I had, after all, some five nuns and three priests that I could count as family members — but that went unnoticed, either by my family whom I no longer lived with, or by the people I did live with. I shrugged off that first layer that clothed me and began to engage. I was not in love, but I started sleeping with my philosopher-boyfriend. I was somewhat scandalised by myself: nobody else around me noticed. Life carried on around me as normal, I was not struck dead.


I thought myself acclimatised: I no longer stuck out with my diffidence and awkwardness, I blended in. Underneath my western clothes, my modified accent, however, I realise I was waiting. These days, surely, were temporary, an episode. Deep down, I expected my mother to open her arms and pull me back, show me the direction my life should take. I still never considered any other conclusion for myself than what I had grown up believing ineluctable: I would return to India, at least until I got married, for was that not the inevitable eventuality for any girl from my background? I would settle down where my husband had settled down, would he be an NRI?, make my own family.


But on graduating, the summons home that I had expected did not come. In the usual two lines that my mother added at the end of a letter penned by my grandfather, she congratulated me on my degree, and as always, told me to take care of myself. By then my boyfriend and I had parted ways. I had found a job of sorts in London, and a friend with whom to share a flat. Again, a letter arrived, this time with a desultory request to look after myself in the big city. I realised, then, that my family, my mother, were not going to offer me up to a suitor. While I had expected a marriage to be arranged — I was after all a decent candidate — my mother seemed to think differently. I began to worry: she must know of my transgressions. My first reaction was fear of her disapproval, and then a resistance: I could not think of a time when she had offered maternal support and advice. Perhaps she was waiting for me to reach out, declare that I needed her. I was waiting for the same.


And so we stared each other out, my mother and I, neither of us willing to break our gaze. My future entered a state of limbo and I have no idea how long it would have lasted. I was living in a country that would soon oblige me to leave: I had no ties, no claim to stay. Close to a year and a half of flitting but never settling, a letter arrived. It was from my uncle, my father’s youngest brother Francis, who had also grown up in that simple house in the green hills. He had taken it on himself to invite me to come and stay with him. He was a lecturer in English at the University of Zimbabwe. He was sure that I would like Harare, he would enjoy the company of his niece. My papers could easily be sorted, he was confident I would find a job.


Things can change in a day. My father’s youngest brother had spoken up, offered me shelter. Reading his words, feeling, suddenly, that the idea of joining him was unassailable, I made preparations to fly south. I packed a suitcase, said my goodbyes, grateful to an uncle I had not seen since I was a child. He was not to know that within months of receiving his letter I would be living in a flat within walking distance of the same ocean I had paddled in as a child. With a man who had as yet played no part in my life, Jafar. Someone had blinked. Closed their eyes to clear what had passed before, and then opened them to see a different vista. I entered a world which moved to a different rhythm, with different sounds and smells, a warmth, an ache. A new continent will be explored. New characters will drift into view, old ones will fade away. Words will be said, promises exchanged. Bodies will move closer and draw apart, as the plot thickens, the story unfolds.
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I count my teaching post at the further-education college in Harare as my first proper job, and it has been a talisman ever since. Even in far-flung places any mention has always caught someone’s attention, led to a conversation, then the offer of some work. Just a few months ago, when I was handing over the reins of the project I have been involved with for the last two years to my successor, I had the same discussion, and gave the same verdict. Yes, it had been a lovely place to work. Yes, really interesting people. And indeed all that is true. When I worked there the mood was particularly buoyant. It was the mid-nineties, and neighbouring South Africa had just held its first democratic elections. The eyes of the world were trained on the region and its future. The college in Harare was basking in the reflected optimism and was savouring its success.


I stumbled into the job. I was offered it after only a brief look at my papers. I am hoping that I will be similarly lucky in my new environs. While I will, for once, not have to worry about finances, I will also need my own space; I have grown too accustomed to living on my own the last couple of years to relinquish that. Perhaps once again someone will read about the college in Harare and raise their eyebrows. While it looks good on paper, I feel like my description of my duties involves a certain amount of spin. I did not work there very long, not even half a year. And I was younger than nearly all of my students, too enthralled by the complexities of their lives to comment objectively on their academic competencies. They were surgeons who had fled Rwanda and were awaiting papers to live in Canada; engineers from southern Sudan who were oppressed in their own country and were hoping for jobs in South Africa; aid workers from the West who were eyeing positions in the UN after years of experience with non-governmental organisations in neighbouring Zambia, Mozambique and Botswana. I was aware that compared with their life-stories and experiences mine were lightweight, and so the affectionate respect they showed me as their teacher was charming.


I didn’t earn much either, but Francisuncle would take no rent. I lived with him in his long, low bungalow in the university grounds, a half-hour drive from the city-centre. I had my own bedroom, my uncle had a bigger bedroom that doubled as a study across the hall. When he had showed me around, Francisuncle had shrugged at the empty shelves, and sparse furniture. He was obviously used to living on his own.


“You can bring a woman’s touch, mol”, he said.


I was shy around him at first. Francisuncle seemed sophisticated, worldly-wise, a university professor, well-established in the faculty, far away from my vague memories of him eating fried plantains, ethakkappam, and making me miniature drums from coconut shells and stretched rubber. And yet he still wore his benien and moonda after his evening bath, spoke to me in Malayalam. Those first weeks, we talked late into the night about books and films, of people back home. It was, I remember, like watching an old black-and-white film of family memories. He shared anecdotes of my father, whom I barely remembered, and of others who, he gently reminded me, were as much my family as my mother’s. He even evoked a different mother. Francisuncle had been nineteen when my parents had married, and he had been impressed by my mother’s beauty and elegance. He reminded me that she had once been young, newly-married and enthusiastic about life. He might have felt that he was taking me under his wing; he might, later, have taken charge. We never reached that moment. A few weeks after I started working at the college, Jafar arrived.


I want to give my first impressions but it’s been so many years that I wonder if I can, in fact, rely on my untrustworthy memory. I have one photograph of him, if it could be called that. It was taken at the party at Sandra’s house. I am in the foreground, talking to Mwaria, whose arm is draped around my shoulders. He is leaning into me, and the image is one of intimacy, collusion. Jafar is in the background talking to one of the other Italian women. Her head is thrown back in laughter, her throat gleaming white in the flash. He is looking down at her, a cigarette in his lips, his eyes crinkled in a half-smile. The impression given is that I was with Mwaria. It is an accurate picture in some ways: there were always other people crowding our life.


He was tall, over six feet, and his skin was ebony-dark. He dressed in jeans and long-sleeved shirts or T-shirts. This set him apart from most of the other Mozambicans, who were slighter, and wore pressed trousers with white or pale suit-shirts, gleaming shoes. He kept his hair short; he had a wide nose, a high forehead and cheekbones, and full lips. He moved with a basketball player’s grace and slight bounce, but he was also slightly pigeon-toed, something he was embarrassed about. He had long legs and a way of lazily leaning against the wall, resting on the balls of his feet.


His physical type – his height and broad shoulders – was typical of the Ronga, from the southern half of Mozambique, close to South Africa. But of course when we met I had no knowledge of such intricacies. To me, he stood out less for his stature, more for his demeanour. Whereas the other Mozambicans hung around in break-times on the terraces, chatting animatedly in Portuguese and organising get-togethers, Jafar was more aloof, rarely engaging in conversation. And when he did, he was often monosyllabic. The others did not seem to take offence. I used to wonder whether he was a night-owl, more loquacious after a drink, because they still valued his participation. When he made his occasional interjections it was with a deep voice, a smoker’s voice. I always saw him lighting up outside, idly putting the cigarette packet back into his breast pocket. He was thirty-four; I was twenty-four.


We first spoke one afternoon on the terrace. I was walking back to the staff areas after a class, and he was in the middle of a huddle of students on the narrow walkway, his back against the railings, his feet stretched out in front of him. The others with him were speaking in rapid Portuguese but broke off to greet me when they saw me, with their usual disarming combination of respect for my status and indulgence of my age. Jafar remained silent, looking down at me as I tried to squeeze past in the small space. Then with a studied effort he straightened up, moving his feet out of my way, letting his eyes travel slowly up and down my person.
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