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Martin/a


Some of the trees in this overgrown garden were probably more than ten times as old as the house in the middle of this little jungle. The house that had strangely attracted me more than a year ago. Unfortunately, it wasn't old, which I tend to prefer in houses. But it had the other extreme. It was flooded with light, modern, invitingly open. It was unusually open, encouraging and visible from the street. Which was perhaps the most striking thing at the time, because all the houses here were hidden behind towering walls, especially in this part of Harare.


We quickly built the wall around the entire property. But we also had it overgrown with climbing plants just as quickly, because we all wanted to at least banish the sight and the associated reason from our field of vision. I didn't think we had to have a border. Nevertheless, I complied with the general understanding that this was the only way to subject unwelcome guests to closer scrutiny before entry. For the awareness that we were not normal neighbours and that this fact often caused dicey situations was reminder enough. So the almost three-metre-high wall of ivy seemed like the protective wall of a - our - hidden, ideal world.


The day I first entered the house with the old lady, I often relived over and over again, as it changed my life dramatically, beautifully. A good two years ago, Ambuya and I had decided here in the garden with a handshake to turn our wishes, plans and dreams into reality, which began with a walk-through of the house. And what a house it was. Large, light-flooded and modern, like I would never have expected to find here. Her husband, who died six years earlier, was a great admirer of clear architecture and interior design, which he had brought back with him from Sweden after a working trip to Ikea. All the clarity, coolness and above all light in these rooms expressed this fully. He had actually once toyed with the idea of bringing Ikea to Zimbabwe. Now nothing had come of it, but with the house and the furnishings he had made a not insignificant contribution and opened a door to another culture. It actually happened that visitors who were either looking for help or simply wanted to get to know the house and its inhabitants out of curiosity were only amazed at first.


When the installation of the large kitchen and sanitary facilities took place, we sometimes still had the door and gate open to visitors. With wide eyes and wide open mouths, they looked at the windows, which were not barred here, but were large and reached down to the floor. The unusual floor was made of light wood and not, as was seen everywhere here, dark brown or dark red and polished stone floor. Since the red earth colours everything dark red, that probably makes sense, but we wanted it differently. And it worked. The red earth of Africa stayed in the garden because everyone who entered the house took their shoes off. And something happens to the person who suddenly enters here in socks or barefoot from the small reception room into the hall. First everyone felt a little awkward, shortly afterwards more at ease and then suddenly almost as curious as a small child. The swings and a tree house that adorned the oldest tree promised a welcome of children and the hammocks, like wind chimes in other trees, gave the overall picture of calm and balance that our guests needed.


Ambuya and I wanted to create a clear difference between the rational world inside and the informal world outside. Out there, nature, the urge to play and silence should be given free rein, so that everyone has an easy way to spontaneously escape the sometimes clinical atmosphere inside the house. Although for many the house became an oasis in the desert of violence, it was the garden around the house that provided everyone with new energy and triggered a healing process in the wounded souls. Our house, named "House Tatenda", was a thank you to the builder and the generosity of the owner's wife. Above all, it was what everyone who left us at some point said: "Thank you" / "Tatenda". In addition, Ambuya's great-grandson "Tatenda" and the tragedy associated with it was finally the trigger to create a place here for people - mainly women with their children - who were looking for shelter. On the lower floor there were seven rooms, all connected by sliding doors, which could be transformed into a veritable ballroom with a flick of the wrist. This was where everything that was needed by our visitors was housed. First and foremost, this was professional help, in the form of medical and psychological assistance. So we stationed a doctor, a psychologist and a teacher to take care of the children. But probably the most important person was our lawyer Marcy. Everyone except the teacher or kindergarten teacher came on call and worked on an hourly basis, as anything else would not have been possible for financial reasons. I knew from experience that it was easier to work in a professional, tidy environment. Which at the beginning was something new, maybe even a little scary, for some of the people who came here for help. They were not used to getting help from qualified, friendly and helpful people, who were also complete strangers. They did not get this from their closest family members, and that is exactly why they were stranded with us in "Haus Tatenda". The basement was the formal part of the house, the upper floor the family part. The first floor was exclusively for mothers and their children and female staff. Men were only allowed on the lower floor and even they were then challenged by the only four men allowed on the property.


Two uniformed employees - Lyton and Bruce - were responsible for security and also acted as gardeners. Then there was our caretaker, who could move around the whole house without any ifs and buts, but never entered the first floor out of respect. And probably the most important male person we had to thank for all this: Tatenda, who was now almost three years old. He strutted through the house with his chest high and seeming dignity, always ready to defend it - like a child defending his little Lego castle - from possible evil intruders. The "mother and child" floor had been more or less completely converted into a bed camp. Here, no one minds sleeping right next to the other. It probably reminded many of childhood. There, people lay together in huts, in the smallest of spaces, and felt so safe. For those who could not bear to be close at first, four small single rooms had been prepared under the roof. In addition, the upper floor was equipped with two superlative bathrooms: each with ten showers, washbasins and toilets of the most modern standard. That, too, left everyone in something akin to disbelief. And the fact that there were washbasins and toilets of a size and height suitable for children was new to many. But the first inhibitions were quickly overcome, because Tatenda never missed the opportunity to explain everything in detail to everyone. So the unknown was discovered almost playfully, tried out and found to be good.


Everything in the entire house was limited to the minimum. And not just to save money or because of a lack of space. It felt right not to have everything too cluttered and perfect. Those who came here had only the clothes on their backs and one or two children on their hands anyway, and came from poor backgrounds. With us, it was precisely this thriftiness that seemed poor to some. But it was also a rather familiar environment, apart from the bathrooms and kitchen. Every mother ended up here because it was the last straw she could cling to. That's also how Martin ended up here. He who is now the good soul in the house, has an open ear for everything and everyone, and fixes everything and everyone on the side. For it is not only the water pipes or light switches that he repairs: It has happened that he put a broken heart back together again with simple male logic. Martin was the eighth guest, the first and only male to find his way here. And that was because he was only a man in appearance. Here, as in many other parts of Africa or elsewhere in the world, homosexuality or transsexuality is still punishable by law. But Martin was not gay, he was a woman hidden in a man's body. The psychologist had figured that out after only two sessions. Martin was neither surprised nor shocked at the time. Everything suddenly made sense to him. Most of the women in the house first considered him sick, crazy or some even a devil or at least possessed. Until they got to know him. He was just as unlucky as the other women in the house to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. To make it even more difficult for himself, he had also chosen the wrong friends, because he hadn't had a family for a long time. So our caretaker was a slim, well-trained, beautiful 26-year-old with a sporty short haircut, who was on a first-name basis with all the tools and after the second week was only called Martina. Tatenda was the only one who either didn't notice this transition but more likely, found it completely natural. Children simply have a sixth sense for such things.









Faith or will moves mountains


Ambuya, like most of the African population, was very religious. That is why there were churches on every street corner here. They are not buildings that have any Christian appearance that is so typical to us. They are large or small, converted private houses or simply fields marked off by ropes alongside the road, with red or white flags indicating that preaching is taking place here. But there are also buildings that resemble a congress centre and only the lettering on the entrance gate gives an indication of who is the master of the house here. These buildings stand in great contrast to the poverty in the country. Which nevertheless does not prevent any of the many sheep every Sunday or several times a week from giving their ear like hard-earned money to the good man at the top.


One of these sheep knocked on our gate on a late rainy Monday afternoon. After Lyton, our security man told Martina, a young girl of about 16 was brought into my office by Martina's hand. Ambuya had left with Tatenda an hour ago, so I took care of the little wretch until I realised her condition. Our doctor, who was about to leave the house, Martina and I were present when Josephine stood in the doorway in a very pregnant state and dripping wet. We quickly realised that the puddle under her was not rainwater. "Please help me," came from her lips, then she had to brace herself against the doorframe and instantly began to cry. Martina carefully lifted her under her arms with a questioning look in Dr Sita's direction as to where she should now go with the girl. "To my treatment room," she replied. Dr Sita and I walked behind Martina, who carried Josphine gently in her arms as if she were holding a toddler. Which in a way, she was, and now she had to make the transition into adulthood far too soon than I'm sure she would have liked. And the co-respondents, that much was clear to me, would be just as surprised here at the gate to reclaim the lost daughter. Dr Sita and Martina delivered a healthy baby girl in just two hours, which was a big surprise to all of us as everything happened so quickly. Until, Josephine told us that she had been in labour for more than 24 hours and all by herself. The seven other mothers, all of whom had children between the ages of two and twelve with them, greeted the new housemates lovingly and wanted to take the child from the young mother to symbolically welcome her into the world according to their tradition. Under normal circumstances, Josephine and her baby would now move in with her mother and learn everything you need to know about raising a baby for a month, separated from the child's father. I was about to leave the room to give space and privacy to those present to do what was now to be done here from their point of view, when I heard a voice that changed everything.


"No, I don't need or want their help," I heard a voice behind me that was vaguely reminiscent of Josphine's. For this voice spoke crystal-clear German. I turned around and thought I had experienced a deception. But Josephine looked at me and then at her daughter, whom she held in her arms. "I'm certainly not going to let anyone tell me how to raise my daughter without being asked. Because a simple nappy-changing course is not enough to cover what you learn there. I don't have a husband who could force me to live with my mother for more than a month, who I haven't counted as family for a long time either. And these women may mean well, but I just don't want that," was her last word on the subject. Everyone in the room stood rooted to the spot and fell silent. Their surprised and questioning looks flitted back and forth between Josephine and me. As if I could have cleared this up. It was known in the house that I was from Germany and since Josephine had uttered a similar torrent of words here, it was probably explanation enough that I understood her. Well, understood acoustically, yes. But really understood, no.


"May I ask why you speak such good German? "And why you only came out with it now?" "I didn't know what to expect here and who you are. But above all, Shona is my mother tongue. And I was under a bit of pressure to have a clear thought. I'm sorry that I'm only now revealing my knowledge of German," she replied, giving me an apologetic smile to indicate that she was truly sorry. I sat down next to her on the bed and looked into the small, sleeping face of the three-hour-old infant. "And the father, when are you going to tell him he has a baby daughter? ", I asked her. "When he found out I was pregnant and that he was going to be a father, I realised I had to deal with it alone. What more could I possibly tell him. Other than the gender and the name for my daughter. She is to be called Emma," was her somewhat brittle reply, which changed to a soft, motherly tone with the mention of the name for her daughter.


The women in the room, still waiting for an answer, were asked by Dr Sita to go back upstairs and leave the young mother alone. Without protest, but somewhat incredulously, they all left the room with Martina, who made sure that everything upstairs remained quiet. Now Dr Sita and I were alone with the young mother and Emma. Josephine tells us both that she was hit by a car on a street corner a year ago. It was just an accident. No one was really to blame and nothing bad had happened. She had a small graze on her leg and the driver tried really hard to take care of her. This driver was a young teacher-to-be who unfortunately saw in Josephine something she was not: eighteen years old. She was just fifteen when they met and fell head over heels in love. They were in love and, as it happens, one is blind. When she became pregnant, the epiphany and the disillusionment that came with it came very quickly. The teacher no longer wanted to know anything about her and simply disappeared. Josephine sought help from her family, went to the school where the love of her life worked, but all efforts were to no avail. Nevertheless, Josephine had learned a lot from Tendai, her first great love. He had spurred her on to learn German through a magazine she had found. The magazine was called EMMA. Since then, Josephine had worked wherever she could. The last six months in a German household, where she not only learned German but also built friendships that she brought here with her. She did not want to be a burden on the family and had only accepted this offer. The short description of her last twelve months and the birth of her daughter made her so tired that she fell into a deep sleep from one second to the next during a small break in talking. Dr Sita and I put little Emma into a basket that Martina had lovingly prepared and we left mother and child.


"Yes, that's a story you hear all too often, unfortunately. With the exception that I have never met anyone who learns a language and especially German in half a year," was the first thing I told Dr Sita and Martina in the corridor. Dr Sita said that Josephine was an incredibly strong and confident young woman for her age. Health-wise she is just as robust and after a healthy long sleep, if Emma would then allow it, she should be able to take her life in her hands without any problems in a few days. Being pragmatic was very much to our doctor's liking, in her world view she saw the body as separate from the soul. If one could manage without medication, then everything was fine from Dr. Sita's point of view. Often she was right, but not always. Despite what we had just learned, Josephine was a young girl who, in her early years, had much more life experience and willpower than is normal for her age group. And this was not a child I wanted to throw out on the street in two days. I stayed in the house overnight and made a quick call to Daniel.


The next morning, Martina and I sat in the kitchen, enjoying our tea with too much sugar and milk in British-African style. We sat silently facing each other for a long time. When Martina got up to have a quick look at Josephine and the baby, she stopped in the doorway, turned to me and said: "I know the family. We'd better be prepared because they'll handle it differently than the families we've had visit here so far. This family will fight for Emma, not Josephine. " Josephine and Emma had spent a quiet night, considering the circumstances. She sat surrounded by several mothers in the garden. The women had mainly helped with laundry for the baby, keeping any good advice about what the young mother should or should not do to herself, on Martina's advice. I stood in the kitchen and watched the young woman who had grown into a mother overnight. She held her child as securely and familiarly as if she had done so hundreds of times before. Martina came back, poured the tea into the sink and made coffee. She joined me, handed me a mug of coffee and looked equally at the circle of mothers and children. "I'd make a good mother, I think,"' she said, grinning at me over the rim of the cup. "Yes, I think so too. What I'm dying to know right now, though, is how you know Josephine's family? And why do you think they might cause us problems here? ", I asked her with a somewhat anxious undertone. "I know the family of the baby's father," was her answer. Now my attention was completely focused on Martina. With a questioning face as to what she was apparently now expected to say, I sat down opposite her at the kitchen table. "I have seen the two of them together several times. At the flea market in Avondale. They seemed very happy to me, just a young couple in love. That was just before Josephine got pregnant. At first I wasn't sure where I knew the young man from, but he looked familiar from the start. Then I saw him once without Josephine, but with his father, Frank Broderick," Martina continued her explanation. For a moment it seemed as if the ground beneath me was losing stability. Was an earthquake to be expected? I looked at the mug I was holding in my hands and noticed that the coffee was making small waves.


"Hello," I heard someone say. With that, my world became stable again. Daniel was standing in the doorway, holding a large bouquet of long-stemmed, pale pink roses. "I'm afraid it's not for you this time, Gloria ," he said, giving me a kiss. "I thought Josephine and Emma would be happy over here," he explained his impromptu visit and began to look for a vase for the beautiful bouquet. How I loved this man I could hardly put into words, but every time he did something like this, the rest of the world could see it in my gaze. Which Martina commented with the words "Must love be beautiful. At least yours!" she commented. Daniel arranged the roses in a vase and asked: "Which room does she have? " - "Leave it Daniel, I'll bring them up. There's still coffee in the pot!" With the words and the vase, Martina left the kitchen.


"What's the matter? You look like you've had some news you weren't expecting. And I hardly remember that ever being the case," he finished his caring question and kissed me again. "I just found out from Martina who Josephine's baby's grandfather is," I answered Daniel's question and had coffee refilled. "Emma's grandfather is Frank Broderick," I concluded the explanation about my pale expression. Now Daniel had to pause for a moment too. "How does that come about? And how does Martina know that? ", Daniel asked after eating a biscuit and taking a sip of coffee.


He was always so calm, never quick-tempered or impatient. Everything had calmness with him and much more overview than I ever thought possible with a human being. I always took him as a role model because it made everything so much more relaxed and easy-going. Suddenly all challenges were so easy to manage that life with Daniel was a pure joy. Never in my life had I felt such contentment as I did with him. When my son was very small and only my child and I mattered, this complete peace was also present. I guess it is in the nature of things to feel that way and to approach everything with peace. At least that's how it was with me. It was the same with Daniel in his private life. Professionally, he certainly had his limits and requirements as well as expectations. There, too, he was always objective and thoughtful. And better to sleep two nights over a challenge than to say the wrong thing or something rash. Which for me, as a gut person who likes to make decisions spontaneously, sometimes conjured up a forced pause. But a fruitful one, I realised. "Why Martina knows all this is still beyond me at the moment. But she knows. And I believe her, because you don't joke about things like that. After all, she knows the background to why Ambuya and I felt this house was necessary. She knows from her own experience what people are capable of. And she knows that in my case, it was Frank Broderick," I replied to Daniel's questioning look. "Yes, if anyone has painful expertise in the field, it's Martina," he summed up. Daniel stood up, took me in his arms and said, "Everything will be fine. And I'll cook something nice tonight. You'll get to the bottom of everything, if it contributes to the well-being of mother and child. Whatever else comes to light will also be sorted out, as long as mother and child are healthy and have a roof over their heads here for now." He kissed me and waved to the crowd of women in the garden.


Just as he was about to leave the kitchen, Josephine came towards him with the baby in her arms. "Thank you for the beautiful roses," she thanked him in German. In his somewhat broken German he replied, "May you and Emma only suffer the thorns that grow on roses!" He was handed the child by Josephine and Daniel held the little one as surely as if it had been only yesterday and not twenty years had passed that he had carried a child in this position. You never lose that feeling and the body language that goes with it, I thought as I watched him.


After Daniel had left us, Josephine sat down at the table with me and nursed little Emma. "Do you know Emma's father's family? ", I asked cautiously, but Josephine's body language told me she either didn't have a clue or didn't know enough to wince here. "I know that Tendai has a white father who owned a tobacco farm that he lost through the government's eminent land reform process. Tendai's mother had worked on the farm in the office at the time. Tendai believes that the farmer thought she was European because she came from a large family of mixed marriages, as they say. He also believes that the man would never have started anything with her if he had known that she was anything but European. She was always proud of her origins. I guess he was and still is a racist. He doesn't have an elevated opinion of his father, but probably respects him for family reasons. Well, you can't choose your family," he often said. Tendai's mother had an affair with the farm owner and the result was Emma's father. But who he is exactly and what his name is, I don't know and I don't care at all. Neither mine nor Tendai's family will have any influence on our lives," she concluded and turned her attention back to the warm little bundle in her arms.


I thought about this news for a moment and hoped not to reveal what made me being so open. Frank had a son that probably no one knew about. Because I was sure that an affair with a coloured woman would have caused more than consternation in his circle. More like a landslide. Frank, who despite his seemingly oh-so-tolerant basic attitude towards the black population, would rather chase them all back to the field sooner than later. There they were to work under his thumb with fear on their necks and be grateful for it. This did not only apply to the blacks in the field. It was a questionable fact that everyone in his haze felt a certain fear of Frank. There was no difference between the field worker, daughter or life partner. But that this feeling now once again rose in me above an infant was frightening.


Marcy rushed into the kitchen, filled a mug with coffee and ran out as abruptly as she came in. "I'll be right back to explain," she called on her way back to her office. I watched Josephine feed little Emma her fill, give her a kiss on the forehead contentedly and then hand her over to me. She draped her top, took Emma back from me and said, "I'm going to lie down with her for a bit." After sitting alone in the kitchen, I tried to sort out all my thoughts. I still didn't quite understand why Martina thought we should get into trouble with Josephine's father-in-law-to-be. Frank would be the last person to make contact with another offspring from his dark past, so that everything would come to light. I hadn't finished spinning the thought when Marcy stumbled over me again, shaking her head. "You won't believe what I found out this morning, on the way here. But you'd better come to my office, it's about to get crowded here. "At the same moment, the door behind me to the garden opened and the group of mothers with their children besieged the kitchen to prepare their breakfast. Once in Marcy's office, we sat down across from each other at a small conference table that reflected Marcy's fondness for English furniture and lifestyle. "Let me guess? You were told this morning that sweet Emma's grandfather is our old adversary Frank Broderick," opening up to Marcy. The news instantly caused her to slump in her chair. "No that wasn't what I was going to tell you. My news is of an entirely different calibre. But how do you know that?", ended Marcy whilst searching for something on her phone. "Martina told me this morning on an empty stomach and warned me about trouble at the same time. Which doesn't make sense to me though, since Frank certainly isn't going to claim that grandchild," answering her question. Before we could discuss the idea further, Martina came into the office and asked if anyone needed anything because she had to buy petrol for the generator. The power supply was still a problem. One always had to be prepared for the power to go out. And not just for several hours: the longest we ever had to go through was six days. "Yes, please bring me cigarettes and stop by the bank on the way back. I'll let them know you're coming to pick something up," said Marcy answering Martina's question and handing her five dollars. Martina left the room and Marcy continued to look for something on her phone. "What's going on now? ", I asked slowly now a little impatiently. "Hold on, I'll just have to call the bank and say that Martina is coming, because the much vaunted internet is more of an "InterNot". But their website is also from the stone age. We should change banks, if I knew which one. After all, they are all expensive, flawed and corrupt institutions, if you hear others moaning." With that, she scurried to her desk, did the announced talking and re-joined me at the table. Then she jumped up again, yanked open the door to the hallway and called for Martina. Martina was already on her way out, returned and stood in front of Marcy a bit rushed: "What else did they think of? " "Please hurry up and later we have to talk about the thing with Emma's grandfather. Remind me if I forget again," she returned in a hurried tone with a twinkle in her eye. It was all a bit too dramatic for my taste now, plus Marcy seemed more exhilarated than I had ever seen her. As Martina moved away, Marcy sat back down with me. The excitement over the news seemed to fuel the air. "I got a call on my way here this morning from …" she spoke and was interrupted by the ringing of her phone. She looked at the display and shook her head. She pointed to the phone with her hand and said, "This will take a while. I'll let you know when I'm through with this". And she was already engrossed in the jungle of paragraphs.


My hope of being kept from my workload today by news or at least gossip was hereby nipped in the bud. So I had no choice but to face the financial world of our little aid project. And that was so difficult because our situation looked very bad indeed the first time. Ambuya and I had been racking our brains for weeks about where we could raise money. Thank God we only had seven women in the house with eight children. However, three women were pregnant. Daniel used to say, "Just imagine what you would do with the money, if you have it, it will come." There weren't really any big purchases on our minds, but the running costs of food, gas, petrol, medicines and so on were strain enough. There had been no regular donations for small projects like ours for a long time. Money was hard to come by. But freely following Daniel's suggestion, Ambuya and I made plans for a solar-powered house. Ambuya prayed to God, I to someone else. We wanted to be as independent as possible. We were doing well with our two wells until everyone in the neighbourhood started drilling for water and the water level dropped accordingly. This meant that we had to buy water from time to time, which in our case was fortunately donated. I watched the women making themselves useful in the vegetable garden. And that what we were harvesting here was a great help with the many mouths we had to feed. Martina had staked out the vegetable garden on her second day here. At that time she wanted to distract herself and at the same time make plans for her future, which then became our future. For today, her efforts in the garden brought fresh tomatoes, cabbage, peppers, carrots, potatoes and herbs to the table.


My phone rang and at the same time I received a text from Marcy on my mobile asking me to come over to her office. "Gloria," I answer the call first. "Good afternoon, am I speaking to Gloria Desor? ", an unfamiliar voice asked. "Yes," I replied, hoping this didn't turn into too long a conversation so I could get over to Marcy. "My name is Ignazio Mavino from the law firm M&M and I'm calling on behalf of a client who has included them in their inheritance. When do they have time to come by so I can discuss this with you? ", I was lectured in a professional lawyer's tone. In my mind's eye, I pictured old chairs, antique worn furniture and debts waiting for me. "Oh, I hope this isn't one of those inheritances I would have been better off turning down if I had known about it earlier," I replied in a smug tone. There was a charming laugh in the answering voice: "I can tell you this much, I don't know anyone who would turn down such an inheritance. So, when do you have time? " I briefly looked at my calendar and said, "This week is bad, but next week Monday morning I can come by." "Well, earlier would be better, but fine, let's say Monday at 9:00. Give me your mobile number and I'll send you the location. Then it will be easier for you to find me." So I gave the good man my mobile number and we said goodbye to next Monday.


Before I could even begin to process the second surprise that morning, there was a knock on my door and Marcy came in. She saw my puzzled and surprised expression and whispered, "Do you want me to come over later? " Without another thought about the strange phone call, I shook my head, got up and followed Marcy into her office. Marcy poured us tea into what was, for that moment, far too precious a tea set. Then she got up, fetched three champagne glasses and placed a chilled bottle of champagne on the table. Real champagne, mind you. "Tea first, the champagne will have to wait until Ambuya gets here, but she just said she was on her way," Marcy explained, rearranging the table. She ceremoniously poured tea for both of us, handed me a cup and offered me pastries. This all had a grotesque effect on me, making me suddenly laugh out loud. Now Marcy began chattering in a conversational tone about her garden, as if that was exactly what we had planned for this moment. I knew she was doing this on purpose to build tension. And she succeeded perfectly. "I'm going to plant roses in the garden. Tea rose bushes, I have been advised, are the most beautiful and are supposed to grow very old. And I am getting these bushes from England. I have some photos of roses here, maybe you can help me choose the right ones. " She chatted without full stop about the perfect planting, raising and care. Got up, came back with an envelope and put it on the table. Just as I was about to enquire if it contained the photos of the roses of her choice, the door opened and Ambuya came in. "Well, what are we celebrating here? ", she greeted us. She first hugged me and then Marcy and poured tea. Marcy caught her thread again from growing roses. Ambuya looked at me and whispered in my direction, "What's in the tea? Or did she make the biscuits? " She winked her eye. Ambuya and I made our comments about the roses, laughing to ourselves between lines. Then Ambuya put her hand on Marcy's arm and stopped her flow of words by saying, "Well, if we don't open the champagne soon, it's going to get warm!" "Thank God, and I was beginning to think that none of you were going to stop me. But just a moment!" was Marcy's relieved reply and she left the room with the envelope from the table.


"What's this all about? I don't understand a thing she's doing here. First the Frank Broderick thing, then this, and to top it all off, a lawyer called me this morning. Ambuya, please tell me that at least you know what all this means. Or is today just some spiritually important day and the stars are going crazy?", I asked for explanation from the only woman who always kept calm and on top of things. "I'm sorry, Gloria, but I have to disappoint you. I'm just as irritated as you are. No, actually more so. What do you mean 'the Frank Broderick thing' and why is a lawyer calling you? Is there some trouble? ', she replied worriedly. Then I was bringing Ambuya up to date when we were interrupted again. This time by Martina and Marcy. Both cleared the table. Martina came with another champagne glass and the bottle and now filled the four glasses with champagne. We all sat together at the table and waited for the explanation for all this.


Marcy held the envelope in her hand and handed it to Ambuya. She opened it and took out a sheet of paper. Silently she read the lines and then grabbed a glass without another word. "I still don't understand it, but since you, Marcy, have checked it as a lawyer, it must be genuine. To our new account balance then," with that she rose. We clinked glasses and all but Ambuya emptied the glasses in one gulp. "Now may I also please know what there is to celebrate about our account balance, because the last time I saw that one, it brought tears to my eyes," I informed those present. Everyone but me actually seemed to find it funny. Ambuya stroked my arm, Marcy refilled the glasses and Martina winked. Then Ambuya handed me the sheet of paper. I skimmed over various lines about the last account transactions, all of which had a minus in front of the number, and at the top I saw the last account balance, which was indeed enough to make me cry. At the bottom in the right-hand corner was a number that didn't match what I remembered, let alone ever expected to read. We had a balance of US$570 250. Five hundred and seventy thousand two hundred and fifty. "Cheers," was the first thing that crossed my lips. Now that we all had smiles on our faces for the same reason, we raised our glasses again ceremoniously. I then told those present about my strange phone call and that it was now beginning to make sense to me. Who the noble donor was, however, I could not answer. But I would probably find out from the lawyer I was meeting on Monday. We all agree that I should bring the meeting forward, because the curiosity and impatience to know who had given us such a rich gift could not go unquenched for days. Marcy filled the glasses again, raised hers saying, "Whoever it may have been, he's certainly my friend already. "


Sitting in the garden hours later with a mug of green tea, I watched Martina filling petrol into the generator, as we had been without electricity again for four hours and since then the noise of the engine reminded us all what the first investment should be. "Hello, my darling," I was brought out of my thoughts by Daniel. "What else has today brought you?" He was picking me up today as I had lend our car to Martina for the day. "Hi, my darling," I greeted Daniel and kissed him with a long hug. Again it went through my mind: what would I do without this man? I didn't have to worry about that because I had him. "Well, this morning's news has been surpassed by quite a bit. But you better sit down for this because it's going to blow your mind," I replied and took him by the hand to our big swing. I wanted a Hollywood swing when I was a kid, and I never got it. But here I had it. Only much better, because this one was hanging in a tree in Africa. Daniel had found the good piece rusting away in the neighbourhood and refurbished it so that it was now swinging with new cushions in this over 100 year old Jacaranda tree. We made ourselves comfortable, I snuggled up to his shoulder and asked: "Can you help us find the right company to build a solar roof on the house? "Hmm, that shouldn't be a problem if you have the necessary change," Daniel said with his typical twinkle in his eye. "Yes, and so here comes the other big news of the day. You know that Ambuya has great faith in God and His power and that she never fails to remind me. But you also know that I have more faith in the universe as a whole and that the power of faith should never be underestimated without referring to any particular religion. Well, I guess we're both right!" With those words, I took the bank statement out of my pocket and handed it to Daniel.









The sun roof


Two weeks after we received the fabulous sum of six hundred thousand dollars from an unknown donor and our negative account was turned into a joyful plus, the rebuilding on the roof began. Marcy pulled all strings to find out who had so generously given to us, but all to no avail. Ambuya and I didn't worry about it. We needed the money and we used it. Carefully and under Daniel's guidance, we first tackled the power supply problem. The companies that came to us to give their knowledge and offer were not of the standard one can expect in Europe. Either the offers were too expensive or they simply did not expect us to ask questions. And from the answers we quickly realised that our counterpart lacked the expertise that one could simply get from the internet today. Martina and Daniel knew enough to quickly get to the bottom of some people's lack of competence. Those who thought they could make a quick buck here because there were only women in the house to be equipped with solar panels. It was normal to keep an eye on the well-paid team of craftsmen so that everything was connected properly and we were spared any unwanted surprises later. The handling is accepted by most and even perceived as completely normal. That's just Africa, was the succinct explanation. Not so for Ambuya, Martina, Daniel, me and not to forget our representative in the legal sector, Marcy. We were paying first world prices here, but the service that came with it was anything but first world standard. It is quite easy to raise the bill, but to raise the know-how and the quality of the service to an appropriate level requires more initiative. But wishes of this kind also need to be expressed. Don't just dismiss it as the usual African style and accept the unprofessional handling of such projects as a given, because it always takes two sides when it comes to improving things. Those who do not express themselves accordingly should not be surprised if everything remains the same. With our demands, we are certainly new and unpleasant customers for most companies. In our experience so far, the cooperation with construction companies that met our standards was always very fruitful, because we were in constant communication and learned from each other. For some people observing this, it was quite strange, because we didn't just accept the process, we wanted to be part of it. We paid a good price and wanted good work in return. And that came through because everyone benefited from it. The builder already had this attitude and so we approached his former contractors who built this house eight years ago. They helped us because Ambuya - the widow of the builder - was involved. And because they had experienced that equal cooperation is the best basis for a good working relationship. And satisfied customers are the best advertising everywhere.


So a troop of six men set to work on our roof. First it was explained to the workers that they were only allowed to go upstairs and under the roof in the company of Martina. For the sake of simplicity, it was explained to the women in the house that the house rules had to be relaxed a little for the time of the renovation, so that they had uncomplicated access to the roof. Which didn't seem to be a problem until one of the mothers mentioned the fact that Martina was a man. A commotion that almost bordered on mutiny took place in our front garden. The flower beds, lovingly tended by the gardener and Martina, were not only affected by the building material lying around. Now it seemed that due to the outraged emotions, the six workers were gaining mass and in the process everything was crumbling into dust under their boots. After a brief but loud exchange of words between them all, Steve, the site manager, emerged from the crowd and walked towards the house. Shortly after, there was a knock on my office door. "Good afternoon," was his somewhat dry greeting. "I have just learned that we have a problem here. Well I think you know what it is. So my people don't want to continue working here," the company owner announced. "I'm sorry your workers feel that way. It's just that unfortunately we have a contract with you and they can't terminate it because of such a case as this," countered Marcy, who was just in the room with me and Ambuya. "Well, you must know I don't have a problem with that either, my daughter lives in England and has a girlfriend," he whispered, rolling his eyes. "You know what I mean. But I don't know how I could get my people to pick up the tools again despite this man here. If you know, out with it!" he informed us, looking at Martina standing in the doorway. Then he shook his head and went out to his staff.


Ambuya, Marcy and I stood there confused, gazing after Steve. This seasoned man in his mid-fifties, who had certainly fought in the bush for Robert Gabriel Mugabe in the War of Independence, left it to us women here to decide what to do next. Which actually impressed me. For a man to throw in the towel so easily and leave us women to solve the problem has real rarity value. No typical male childwish of the 'I'll do it' variety. And that was particularly unusual because Steve was a very proud African, yet had learned over time when it was better to leave the field to others. Steve was just his name to us Europeans, his real name was Chiedza, which translates as 'morning sun' and that he was the first born of the family. In Zimbabwe, this familial position augured well for taking on a lot of responsibility, especially overcoming problems without the help of others, and certainly not with female help. But Steve or Chiedza made off and left the situation to us. We all looked at each other silently. Before any could put a thought into words, Martina joined us. "Let me guess. He will persuade his people if we double the fee? ", was her first statement on the dilemma. This in turn triggered a slightly more relaxed expression on the faces of all of us, but it immediately turned back into frowning and shaking our heads. No, compensating for such an attitude with money was out of the question.


We sat down in the kitchen over coffee and tea to discuss a solution. "We'll look for another company," was Ambuya's suggestion. "Where we will definitely have the same problem," Marcy answered the idea. "I'll ask Daniel. Have him look into it," was my contribution to the problem. Which didn't seem particularly promising to me, however, as even Daniel had more than once in the past reached the limits of his logic as well as understanding in challenges with his workers. "The company made a contract with us and can't just throw everything away. I'll have to explain the rules to the good man," Marcy spoke, making moves to leave the kitchen to retrieve the document from her office. "No, leave it Marcy," Martina interrupted her exit, "sit down. I have a much better idea!" Now we were all quite excited to hear what Martina had to propose. The fact that she was leaving the house for the time of the remodelling had already been rejected by all of us before she continued speaking. "I will stay in the house for the time of the renovation and also help with the renovation, but as Martin and not as Martina," she ended her short speech.


As if thunderstruck, we stared at her. I didn't want to congratulate her on her grandiose solution, because it was actually wrong that she should slip back into her old hated role because of the narrow-mindedness of some men. But she was right. "Let's be honest. If I hadn't met you, if you hadn't welcomed me with open arms, I wouldn't be where I am now. I wouldn't even be who I am today. Putting that aside for a few weeks now is the least I can do so that we soon have a roof over our heads here that will keep us more than dry," she rebutted counter-arguments. "I hate to admit it, dear Martina, but you are right. Of course, we would all prefer that such a role reversal was not necessary. But with the advent of 21st century technology does not come societal advancement at the same time," I countered, giving her a quick hug. Marcy and Ambuya also stood up to hug her. "Martina, you have more courage, overview and stamina than any man out there, or men in general, who think they are better than you or us women. My late husband would have loved to read the riot act to the men of Bau," she finished her speech. "Don't let this little interlude discourage you!" Ambuya had summed it up for everyone. That Martina was a woman with us today was fortunate for her and for us. None of us could imagine what she had gone through in a society where homosexuality is punished with imprisonment. And until now, she had only been able to tell our psychologist Ann all that had happened over the years. After her diagnosis, Martina literally blossomed. Now, with Martina's idea, a slow learning process was initiated for the team of craftsmen. Even though the employees of the solar company had a somewhat alienating mission ahead of them, they would now realise with time that there were still many things where they had gone wrong. Because when someone is happy, it is very rarely because of the why, but perhaps rather because others often do not recognise happiness in it. It doesn't have to be. As long as we are all happy, the reason is unimportant.


Martina and Ambuya went out to Steve to explain what solution had been found so that work could resume. While I was watching them, I heard someone in the house shouting, "Gloria, telephone, a lawyer Mavino needs to see you urgently!" And that triggered a spontaneous wave of heat in me, which I attributed either to my age or to the fact that the name reminded me of a phone call from a fortnight ago. I had had to postpone the appointment because everything was going haywire here in the house and had obviously neglected to get in touch with him for a new appointment. I ran into my office and picked up the phone. "Good afternoon, Mr Mavino. I'm so sorry I forgot to get back to you, but I just forgot. So how about I drop by your house tomorrow morning? " With my impromptu suggestion, I hoped to take the wind out of his sails. "Yes, we can do that, but I would rather come to them right now because unfortunately there is a problem with the inheritance," was his reply. More heat waves rose in me. Was this going to turn out to be a less pleasant inheritance after all, and my worst imaginings of old furniture or a junked car come true? Or did I inherit nothing but debts and miss the deadline to reject the inheritance? But then where did the money come from that we spent here with our hands full? "Yes, we can do that too," was my somewhat queasy reply. I gave him our address and he said, "See you soon!


"Marcy," I screamed at the top of my lungs. The next moment she was standing next to me ready to fight, fists clenched, to bring down the intruder she must have expected after that scream. "We're about to get a visit from Mr Mavino, the lawyer who claimed I inherited something. And somehow I have a feeling it might be an inheritance of the not-so-nice kind, because he said there's a problem now. Can you be here? " "Oh, I was just on my way out of the house. And can't stay a moment longer, I'm afraid. Don't worry about it. Nothing will be decided so quickly here, whatever it may be, we're already spending the money anyway, if it's from the inheritance. And anyway, nothing is eaten as hot as it is cooked," she said goodbye and was gone. Then she came back again, hugged me and left me just as quickly as she had come in. I went to the window, turned around and walked out of the office. In the hallway I heard some noises from the kitchen and the never-ending murmur from upstairs. I wondered what the women were talking about day in and day out. I opened the front door and stepped into the garden. I strolled back and forth between the building materials. Tried to understand what that pipe, angle or cable was there for. Where all these parts found their right place in order to give the superlative sun roof its function in the end. After a while, Tatenda joined me. He took my hand and walked with me to the back garden. We both sat down on the big Hollywood swing and watched everything around us, neither of us saying a word.


I woke up to a hand gently shaking me awake. Tatenda's hand. "There's a man here to see you," he said, pointing behind him to an older, slim, tall man with grey hair and a suave pinstripe suit. This had to be Mr Mavino. I jumped up and walked towards him. "Good afternoon. I hope I haven't kept you waiting too long. Come, let's go to my office," I said, shaking his hand. "No, I was just admiring this garden, a real treat," he said still with an open gaze, which he now directed towards the vegetable garden. He followed me into the house. A handshake says a lot, after all. This one from Mr Mavino expressed strength, almost power. I was not aware of any guilt, but immediately I tried to remember any offences that might have something to do with an inheritance. But the thought made no sense at all. We sat down and the next moment the lawyer opened a small briefcase and took out a folder. He laid it on the table in front of me without a word. "Dear Mrs Desor, in this folder is what I have been trying to speak to you about for weeks. Before I go into further detail, please read what is probably the most important document." He pulled a paper out of the folder, it was about eight A4 pages held together in a booklet with red ribbons and a large seal. The whole thing seemed very important and old-fashioned to me. But this was my first inheritance and that's how it is in general, I thought. After a brief cross-reading of the first page, I realised that it was a will. But I didn't find any names. The most important one was obscured by a thick black bar. Mr. Mavino saw my frown and said, "Turn to page three!" I did so and found my name there for the first time. It was kind of expected, but still felt strange. My wide-eyed gasp was followed by a long, noisy inhale. If I understood all this correctly, I had inherited an almost unbelievable sum by my standards. "You'll have to explain that to me in more detail. Do I understand correctly that someone has left me a small fortune? And that this someone wants to remain unknown to me? ", I asked my counterpart, who only nodded at me with folded hands and a broad smile. What should I do first? Call Daniel or call Marcy? Call someone simply to establish that I am indeed not alone in the room here and hallucinating. But Tatenda had spotted the man first, after all. "I can't tell you the client's name. That's just the way he or she wants it. But there was a little problem with the transaction of the money, for which I must apologise to you. In all these years, nothing like this has ever happened to me. And I can only hope that this will not cause you any trouble," was his sympathetic explanation, which made me a little uneasy. Was that supposed to mean that, apart from the inheritance, a much higher sum of debt was waiting for me? The problem of the construction crew from this morning and now this was somehow too much. But I hadn't eaten a bite all day either. So I stood up briefly and asked Mr Mavino if he would like some tea. "Yes, please," was his reply. I went into the kitchen where Josephine was having the same thought. Tatenda was playing with little Emma, entertaining her with a wooden ball on a string that was swinging back and forth in front of her nose. "Would you be so kind and bring me tea in the office. I have a lawyer sitting there, otherwise I would do it," I asked Josephine. "Yeah sure and some biscuits," she replied glancing at my hands greedily tackling the biscuit tin. "You're like a mother to me," I smiled at her and stroked Tatenda's head on the way out.


Back in the office, my visitor was no longer sitting in his chair, but standing by the window engrossed in a telephone conversation. I took the opportunity to devote myself to the papers for a moment unobserved. Here was a man or woman who had left me a small fortune that came with difficulties. The legal gibberish made little sense to me, especially as it was in English. So I sent Daniel a Whatsapp message to please come over just quickly. His reply came promptly, "On my way." I heard with one ear that the phone call was nearing its end. So I still had the opportunity to quickly write Daniel that there is a lawyer here with a problem-laden inheritance waiting for me, which was again answered with three question marks. Mr Mavino turned to me, apologised for the interruption and sat back down on the chair opposite me. At the same moment Josphine came in the door, put tea, cups and biscuits on the table and went out as quietly as she came in. "May I pour for you? Milk, sugar or lemon? ", I asked. "I'll have the tea black. Thank you! ", he replied. After pouring tea for both of us and sitting down, I noticed a hand come out from under the table and snatch a biscuit from the plate. "Don't worry, this is our bodyguard and taster. Meet Tatenda," I explained with a smirk. Tatenda came forward and extended one hand towards the lawyer. With the other, he led with the biscuit towards his mouth. "Good day to you, young man. We have already met in the garden. And yes he wouldn't have let me into the house if I hadn't been expected. He quickly made that clear to me. And that speaks very much for your qualities as a security officer here. And what about the biscuits? Can we eat them? ", Mr Mavino enquired and spoke in a very serious tone. "I think so, because I had already tasted the biscuits this morning and I'm still alive," was the answer from this three-year-old. With that Tatenda ran out of my office and we both laughed out loud. "Yes, that's how it is here. We never get bored because Tatenda always regales us with his wisdom, which in most cases is not only funny but also true," with that I handed him the plate with the biscuits.


Just as Mr Mavino was about to speak, there was a knock on the door and Daniel came in. "Oh, how nice of you to come so quickly," I took the floor and jumped towards Daniel. Hugged him and introduced the two of them: "May I introduce Daniel van Routen, my life partner and this is Mr Mavino, who came to me with a somewhat difficult inheritance. If I may put it that way? ", I asked in the direction of the lawyer. "Well, before you worry too much, I'd rather clear it up real quick. The thing is that the money can only be transferred to an account of your choice after you have signed a document that I have brought with me. But unfortunately the office in the US acted a bit hastily and transferred the money already," he explained to us. I suddenly felt hot. I squeezed Daniel's hand and got the same squeeze back. "Are you saying it ended up in the wrong bank account? ", came slowly over my lips. "Well whether it is, only you can tell me. If you take a look at this account number, we'll know if it's yours or not," with that, the lawyer handed me a letter from the law firm in the US confirming a transfer to an account. Daniel and I first looked at the piece of paper and then we looked at each other. A lot was clearer now, but still just as unclear as it had been five minutes ago. How the bank in the USA had found out the account number, or who in the bank here had passed it on so uninhibitedly, was unclear to all of us. Mr Mavino explained that the guidelines at the banks in Zimbabwe are quite relaxed when it comes to collecting a large sum of money. And with that, Mr Mavino left us.


The money ended up in the Tatenda House account and was already being spent diligently. Which was perhaps a bit premature, but Marcy had signed off on it, giving us a free hand. After six weeks, two weeks later than planned, our house was completely independent of the public electricity grid. The celebration took place in the garden in glorious sunshine. Ambuya, Marcy, Dr Sita, Ann, Martina and I listened attentively to Daniel's explanations. Daniel had supervised the construction whenever he could. He had also checked the finished project at the end and with Steve the complete installation. "So far, so good. Let's hope there are no complications other than the usual minor glitches," Daniel declared, raising his glass with that. "We thank the noble donor," Ambuya said, looking at me with a smile, which was simultaneously punctuated with a questioning look, and likewise raised her glass. "From today onwards, never again loud engine noises from the front yard," was Marcy's contribution with her champagne glass raised high. Dr Sita and Ann, our two body as well as soul healers looked at each other and nodded at Marcy. "Yes, the silence will do us all more than good,'' we heard as if from one mouth. "I don't know how I can ever thank you for giving me my life. But maybe my small contribution to the miracle of technology here on the roof is a start," and with that Martina raised her glass too, showing off all her femininity in a beautiful summer dress. "The new roof is just the beginning of a series of changes for the better that we will put into practice with the blessing of money. Whatever suggestions each of you may have, we will listen to them all so that we achieve the best for all," was my contribution to the moment. We toasted each other and emptied our glasses. Then Ambuya waved to the waiting women who came out of the direction of the kitchen with various plates and bowls and now covered the table out here with everything. Under the direction of Josephine, a meal of a different kind was served. A typical African meal of sadza, fatty beef with tomatoes and other vegetables, which are cooked for hours. And for those with other culinary preferences, a four-course meal was served, which Josephine, with the help of the internet and Ambuya's active support, had been preparing in secret in the kitchen since this morning. The smell of the onion soup, which was served as a starter, made our mouths water. The soup was flavoured with white wine and served with thin slices of baguette topped with cheese. Some of the mothers helped Josephine with the serving and she was so happy about it that she wanted to shake each of our hands. The main course was cordon bleu with beans, carrots and potatoes from our garden. It was served with a white herb sauce. It was quiet at the table. Not only because we were all enjoying the meal, but also because none of us had suspected what a cooking talent Josephine had. She was beaming all over as she watched us eat and noticed how we enjoyed every bite. What she then served us for dessert, however, took our breath away. She had made a gable roof out of sugar threads on each plate, with little balls of fruit with apples, mango, bananas, blueberries and ice cream scattered colourfully underneath. "The scoops are us," she explained, "so just all different and yet all the same." I stood up, hugged her and kissed her on both cheeks and said, "This is the best gift you could have given us. Your cooking skills will go a long way beyond tantalising our taste buds. " Daniel came up to us with little Emma in his arms and handed her to Josephine. "And this is probably the most beautiful gift you've ever received," Daniel whispered, handing the sleeping Emma to Josephine, who woke up in an instant with a smile on her face. Everyone stood up surrounded Josephine with her child and Ambuya quietly said a prayer. It seemed to me that the words were meant for Emma as well as for the new roof over our heads. I decided to ask Daniel later what exactly she said.
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