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To my big, chaotic, wonderful family—six aunties, countless cousins, and friends who pretend they’re not emotionally attached to fictional characters (but I see you crying)... thank you for showing up and rooting for me.

And to my mbuya and sekuru, Jelda Moyo and Richard Ncube—thank you for the roots, the stories, and the fire in my blood. This one’s for you.
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Prologue: Regrets and Tears
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Smoke from the fire rose and formed a blurry cloud in the dimly lit night air. The thatched hut, plastered with thick red mud, sheltered three women clad in black on its uneven, dusty floor. Each sat in silence, seemingly lost in her own world.

From a distance came the sounds of wailing women...a signal of the tragedy that had befallen the land. The lady seated in the far corner lifted an elegant arm to ward off a fly from her well-made-up face. The shiny bangles on her arm chimed, filling the silent void, but the other women neither stirred nor paid attention to the sound. With her hand, she began twisting a gold-encrusted ring that adorned her well-manicured finger as she scrutinized the other occupants of the room.

The first woman, who sat near the door, was young...one whose mother's milk had not yet dried on her lips. Though clearly light-complexioned, long periods in the sun had given her an unintended tan. In her arms lay a sleeping toddler. 

The sight caused bile to rise in the other lady's chest. She felt hot tears burn her eyelids and quickly blinked them away with annoyance. 

The woman sat with her head bowed, rocking her body back and forth while patting the child's bottom gently in a motherly gesture of assurance and comfort.

The lady in the corner felt pain grip and twist at the very core of her heart as she watched this picture...mother and child. 

A child: something she had longed for with every cell in her body, something she had prayed for in every way she knew how. A child she had meditated for day, noon, and night but had never had. Her husband, bless him, had stood by her, comforted her, and never left her side nor made her feel any less of a woman, even when she failed to do what other women did naturally.

"I am the luckiest woman in the world to have Mose as my husband!" she had bragged to friends, comforting herself in the process.

How quickly everything had turned from dream to unending nightmare. She pinched her finger hard for the umpteenth time, hoping against reality that she would awaken to a brand new dawn and escape this horror.

The woman's head rested against the wall behind her, her eyes shut...perhaps in prayer, meditation, or memory.

The lady brought her gaze back from scrutiny and focused on the fire pit in the middle of the room. She wished the same fire would consume her and reduce all her grief, pain, and sorrow to ashes, or better still, burn her completely out of existence from this world.

Her vision blurred as fresh tears escaped her eyes. She wiped them away urgently, bangles chiming. She could not cry...she would not cry! This would be a sure sign of weakness. She was a widow now, and though this was, under normal circumstances, her time to mourn her departed love, instead she had to fight for her life, her freedom, fight for her very right to mourn.

She was labeled by the law of the country as a murder suspect, branded as a witch and murderer in the eyes of the law of the land.

The ceremony to prove whose hands dripped with blood and whose heart was corrupted with guilt was tonight. 

The village chief priest, prestigiously crowned "Tsikamutanda" by the locals, was preparing the herbs, idols, and tools to be used in the ritual. The three women in the hut were all suspects in the ruthless murder of Mose.

Oh Mose! Her precious and beloved husband. Who would fight on her side now that he was gone? How had it all gone wrong? How had the journey that started like a fairy-tale dream led them to this day and this time? 

She closed her eyes in remembrance.
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Chapter One: The Unannounced Visitors
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"Mose, should I wear my hair up or down for Tinashe's wedding?" Fadzi asked her husband as she faced the mirror on her dressing table in their bedroom.

Mose looked up briefly from his laptop before continuing his typing.

"Huh, mudiwa (beloved), I am talking to you," she made a pouting face and blinked her long lashes playfully.

"Shave your head, my love—it doesn't matter. You will still be the most beautiful woman there," he said as he continued tapping on the keyboard of his laptop.

"Oh my love, you flatter me," she blushed as she stood up, grabbed her mobile phone, and headed downstairs to start on dinner.

They lived a very patrician existence. Their house was a three-story building situated on a small, quiet plot in the small conservative town of Masvingo.

They had hired help to wait on their every need; she did not have to lift a finger. Her degree sat in her portfolio—she had never had to use it since she had never worked following her completion of her studies.

Fadzi was a blessed woman, with a rare combination of astounding beauty, humility, and brains. She had gotten married to her high school sweetheart, Mose, soon after college.

Their wedding, which had transpired more than five years ago, was still the talk of the whole province. It had been an extravagant affair—grand in glamorous splendor and magnitude, graced by the attendance of all the who's who of the country.

Five years on, and Mose still doted on her like the first day they met. They were like young lovebirds rather than a married couple. Since the death of both her parents, Mose made sure she lacked nothing. He was her best friend, her lover, her brother, and both mother and father to her.

As she walked into the kitchen, she found Ndai, her maid, scrubbing pots in the sink. Fadzi loved her kitchen. She had designed it herself and had only the best materials imported to ensure the finished custom look was up to standard.

"Maswera sei mama?" (Good evening mama) her maid greeted her with a big smile.

"Hi, Ndai," she replied as she smiled at her maid who called her 'Mama' despite the fact that Fadzi herself was young enough to be her daughter.

"Ndai, what should I cook for dinner today?" She asked as she opened the fridge to see what she could use in her menu for tonight.

Although she had a maid, Fadzi always made sure she cooked all meals for her husband herself.

"Maybe you should cook your signature dish, mama—Sadza and muboora (Mealie pap and pumpkin leaves)," Ndai responded as she rinsed the pot she had been scrubbing.

"That's an idea. Mose likes that dish," Fadzi agreed as she set to start chopping the African delicacy vegetable she was to cook.

As she reached for the vegetable pot above the stove, the doorbell chimed, signifying a visitor. Fadzi walked to the lounge's front door to receive their guest. She hummed happily to a song about butterflies she had heard somewhere and had managed to be successfully recorded in her subconscious like a broken record.

She opened the door and when she saw who it was, immediately her heart sank and her spirits were chilled as though someone had injected ice water into her whole system.

"Mama titambire" (Welcome mama), she squeaked out the welcome, since her throat had suddenly become dry and clamped up.

"Fadzi, move away from the door, let us in! We have travelled from afar by bus yet my son has a fleet of cars. Kutambura shuwa isu takazvara" (Suffering yet I have a son).

"Move!" Her mother-in-law shouted as she pushed her way in and past Fadzi. In tow was her brother-in-law, Tinashe, and his wife, Bobo.

"Hello, maiguru" (Sister-in-law), Tinashe greeted her with his usual fondness, however masked with embarrassment at his mother's rudeness.

"Hi, T," she responded in an almost whisper.

His wife simply ignored Fadzi's presence altogether. Fadzi closed the door and silently prayed for strength before following her unannounced guests into the lounge area.

She found them already perched on her sofas comfortably.

Why had Mose not warned her of his family's visit? She could have been at least better prepared. She knelt down as a customary sign of respect and clapped her hands in greeting, "Makadii mama?" (How are you, mama).

"I see you still have a flat belly. Even with all the food my son buys for you, you can't even gain weight and look like a proper woman? Anyway, witches and greedy women like you can never gain weight!" Her mother-in-law responded to her warm greeting with a look of disdain and pure disgust at the very sight of her daughter-in-law.

"Ah mum. That's unfair and really uncalled for," Tinashe cautioned his mother.

"Eh Tinashe! Fair, fair kudii?" (What) "Don't say 'Ah mum!' She is a certified witch, busy feasting on her unborn children. Tarisa (Look at) Bobo—she joined the family merely six months ago, already she is beaming with the radiance of a pregnant woman. Uyu (This one)—five years, no cry of a child, only the barks of her irritating dogs! Are those children? Muroyi anazvo!" (Witch!)

She should have been used to such insults by now, but the words never failed to find and hit the right target. Fadzi felt a sharp stabbing pain ripple through her chest and abdomen. The words tore at her heart like a million sharp little razor blades. It hurt, and she knew her mother-in-law delighted in how her words could always hurt Fadzi to her very gut!

"This is my house and that is my wife! If this is the reason you came to my house—to insult and disrespect my wife—please do not bother to unpack your bags! Just get out now," a voice boomed from the staircase.

It was Mose to her rescue! Fadzi felt his firm grip grab her and bring her up from her knees.

"Are you okay, my love?" Mose asked as he looked at her tear-filled eyes.

"Wakadyiswa, Moses!" (You were bewitched, Moses), his mother shouted as she jumped up from the sofa.

"Go upstairs, my love," Mose said to Fadzi before turning to confront his mother, a murderous glare in his eyes.

Fadzi retreated to the kitchen on the brink of breaking down into a sobbing heap.

As she entered the kitchen, she was greeted by arms that pulled her and held her tightly in a motherly embrace.

"Shh, it's okay, Mama," Ndai, her maid, consoled.

In her arms, Fadzi lost all resolve...tears poured out as her body shook with both rage and pain. "Don't cry, mama. Hai mukadzi uyo anoshura chete!" (That woman brings bad omen!)

Fadzi wept in her maid's arms until only her body shook, yet neither sound nor tears surfaced.

Ndai released her and looked at her with eyes filled with so much love and pain for her employer. She had watched this family tear this girl's self-esteem and confidence to shreds. She had seen them reduce her from being a beautiful happy woman of class to nothing but a whimpering wounded animal.

"Go to your room, Mama. I will finish up dinner," she said.

Fadzi nodded and headed for the stairs.

As she got to the bottom of the staircase, she met Tinashe. He looked at her puffed-up face and red, swollen eyes.
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