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A SHORT HISTORY OF
RWANDA AND DEMOCRATIC
REPUBLIC OF CONGO


      
      Zaire/Democratic Republic of Congo

      
      Established as a Belgian colony in 1908, the Republic of Congo became independent in 1960.

      
      Colonel Joseph Mobutu seized power and declared himself president in a November 1965 coup. He subsequently changed his name
         to Mobutu Sese Seko and the name of the country to Zaire. Mobutu held on to power for thirty-two years. He was a brutal and
         corrupt leader.
      

      
      When Mobutu was driven out of government, the country became Democratic Republic of Congo.

      
      Rwanda

      
      In 1959, three years before the creation of Rwanda (formerly part of the Belgian colony of Ruanda-Urundi), the majority ethnic
         group, the Hutus, overthrew the ruling Tutsi king. Over the next few years, thousands of Tutsis were killed, and approximately
         150,000 driven into exile in neighbouring countries. The children of these exiles later formed a rebel group, the Rwandan
         Patriotic Front (RPF), and began a civil war in 1990.
      

      
      Paul Kagame, who went into exile in Uganda with his family at the age of two, became leader of the RPF.

      
      The war, along with several political and economic upheavals, exacerbated ethnic tensions, culminating in April 1994 in the
         genocide of roughly 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus. The genocide was triggered by the shooting-down of Rwandan President
         Habyarimana’s plane on 6 April 1994, as it came in to land in Kigali Airport. Extremist Hutus are thought to be behind the
         attack.
      

      
      A resolution by the UN Security Council condemned the mass killings but did not use the word ‘genocide’. If this term had
         been used, UN troops would have been legally obliged to ‘prevent and punish’ the perpetrators. Instead they stood by.
      

      
      Rwanda/Democratic Republic of Congo (formerly Zaire)

      
      The Tutsi rebels defeated the Hutu regime and ended the killing in July 1994, setting up an interim government of national
         unity, but approximately two million Hutu refugees – many fearing Tutsi retribution – fled to neighbouring Burundi, Tanzania,
         Uganda and Zaire.
      

      
      Many have returned to Rwanda, but several thousand remained in refugee camps in Zaire and formed an extremist group, determined
         to win back power in Rwanda. In 1996 Rwanda moved against the camps and invaded Zaire, eventually taking the capital, Kinshasa.
         This led to the toppling of the Mobutu regime and Laurent Kabila took power. He renamed the country the Democratic Republic
         of Congo (DRC).
      

      
      In August 1998 Kabila’s regime was challenged by a second Rwandan invasion, backed by Uganda. Angola, Zimbabwe, Chad, Namibia and Sudan all supported the DRC. A ceasefire was signed
         in July 1999 by the DRC, Congolese armed rebel groups, Angola, Namibia, Rwanda, Uganda and Zimbabwe, but sporadic fighting
         continued.
      

      
      Laurent Kabila was assassinated in January 2001 and his son Joseph succeeded him as President of the DRC. A transitional government
         was set up in July 2003, with Joseph Kabila continuing as President and four vice-presidents representing the former government,
         former rebel groups, the political opposition and civil society.
      

      
      Kabila was successful in negotiating the withdrawal of Rwandan forces occupying eastern Congo, although rebel groups allied
         to the Rwandan government remained there. Hutu extremists then launched a new armed group, the Democratic Forces for the Liberation
         of Rwanda (FDLR), many of whose leaders had overseen the Rwandan genocide. Laurent Nkunda, leader of a Tutsi-controlled rebel
         faction, the National Congress for the Defence of the People, said it was protecting Tutsis in eastern Congo. But the Congolese
         government viewed Nkunda, who has been accused of war crimes, as a tool used by Rwanda to continue to destabilise eastern
         Congo.
      

      
      In 2009 Kabila and the Rwandan President Paul Kagame overcame their past enmity to launch a joint military operation to destroy
         the FDLR. This initiative was backed by the UN force in Congo, MONUC.

      
   
      
      
PROLOGUE


      
      I held my breath: almost at the border now. I had crossed this part of the border from Rwanda into Zaire so many times before
         without any problem. Just a couple of years ago, when I was still a carefree child, I clambered up the brilliant green hill
         behind my uncle’s house in Gisenyi and skipped from one country into another, nodded through by smiling border guards. But
         that was before the killing started.
      

      
      Slaughtered bodies, some without heads or limbs, were strewn around us. Their blood had pooled and crusted on the rich earth
         beneath them. The expressions of horror as the machetes rained down on them were frozen for ever on to their faces.
      

      
      And the smell was everywhere. After three weeks of hell I had not managed to accustom myself to this terrible, acrid smell
         of rotting corpses. Where was the beautiful Gisenyi I knew, with its fragrant flowers and cooling trees? I glanced at the
         carnage all around me, certain that my Gisenyi would never return.
      

      
      Just keep going, just keep going, not much further, almost there, I kept repeating to myself, over and over again, trying
         to brainwash myself that we were going to make it. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to survive after all this but somehow I did.
         Everybody told us that we’d never make it as far as Gisenyi alive, but miraculously we had. Ten minutes more and we would be safe. Our plan was to cross the border from behind Gisenyi’s St
         Fidel’s University.
      

      
      I knew the Interahamwe could not be far away. They were like human landmines that we were desperately trying not to step on.
         If fear had a smell they would have been able to sniff out our bedraggled little group from ten kilometres away: Donata, my
         son’s loyal nanny, who was just a couple of years older than me; Jean-Luc, my precious baby, who was just six months old;
         a small group of abandoned children and babies we had collected on our journey through hell; and my Uncle Jean, an important
         member of the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front, whom I had just pulled out from under a bed in his home where he’d been hiding.
         He was too weak to lift the heavy bed off himself and would have slowly died there had we not arrived and discovered him.
         If only I had left him to die under that bed.
      

      
      We crept along the path, desperately trying not to draw attention to ourselves. We had barely eaten or drunk since the killing
         began on 6 April, and had not been able to wash our bodies or our clothes. But now I knew that the stink of unwashed living
         bodies is infinitely pleasanter than the smell of the dead.
      

      
      All of us were suffering from a depth of mental and physical shock and exhaustion that we had never experienced before.

      
      Then we saw them, a collection of dark, glaring shapes moving slowly and deliberately towards us. I was sure that all of our
         hearts momentarily stopped beating. They weren’t wearing their uniforms but we knew immediately who they were. They were brandishing
         clubs studded with nails and smiled terrible smiles when they saw my uncle, whom they recognised immediately. Because he was
         an important figure in the RPF he was a great prize for the Interahamwe.
      

      
      Their smiles broadened into grins as they surrounded their prey. We stood frozen and helpless as they started beating him
         all over with their clubs until his skin was so punctured by the nails that he changed from a black person to a red one. Again and again they battered him. I was horrified to see that my poor uncle
         was still alive. He was dying in agony and his eyes were still open, aware of everything that was happening to him.
      

      
      ‘Please, please just shoot him. Hasn’t he suffered enough?’ I yelled at the Interahamwe.

      
      ‘No, we can’t do that, we can’t waste a bullet on a cockroach like him,’ said one of them, smirking at the suffering he was
         causing. Then he pulled something out of my uncle’s opened chest; I don’t know which organ it was. I looked away, covering
         my eyes and screaming.
      

      
      ‘Please let me shoot him myself then, if you won’t do it yourselves,’ I begged. Even slitting his throat would have been kinder.

      
      The man slowly shook his head and walked towards me as my uncle’s massacred body finally fell into a useless heap on the ground.
         I prayed that his soul had flown somewhere peaceful.
      

      
      I had seen many terrible things in the last three weeks but I had remained silent, partly to keep Jean-Luc calm and partly
         so that we could avoid detection as we ran from one place to the next. Jean-Luc and the other babies Donata and I had collected
         along the way all knew instinctively that to make a noise was dangerous and miraculously none of them had so much as whimpered.
      

      
      But what I had just witnessed was too much. This was the first time I’d seen the slaughter of my own flesh and blood. All
         my last shreds of composure shrivelled and I screamed louder than I had ever heard myself scream before. The children and
         babies followed my lead and started screaming too. Donata collapsed and vomited. There was no food in her stomach; only blood
         and bile came up as she retched.
      

      
      The man who had taken the lead in battering my uncle came closer; the odour of sweat and killing overwhelmed me. I looked
         into his dark eyes, shining with adrenalin and dead to any of the emotions I recognised as human. I smelled alcohol on his
         sour breath. With one deft slash he cut my stomach open. I felt sticky blood running down my thighs but was too shocked to feel
         pain. I kept saying to myself, I must pick up Jean-Luc, I can’t be separated from him.
      

      
      I fell to the ground, too weak to move. I felt arms lift me and knew from the putrid smell and the feel of soft flesh and
         hard bones that I had been thrown on to a pile of dead bodies. Then everything went black.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER ONE


      
      The sun always shone on my childhood. I was born in Rwanda but at the age of two we moved next door to eastern Zaire, a lush,
         green place blessed with trees heavy with mangoes and papayas and dense forests of scented trees. It was also the place with
         the best schools in this part of Africa, built by the Belgians who had colonised us.
      

      
      I grew up with my parents and my nine brothers and sisters in a state of more or less perfect happiness. We had comfortable
         homes in Goma and Bukavu, the two largest towns in the region. My parents were both Tutsis. They loved each other very deeply
         and made a good team. Both worked very hard, began their adult lives as teachers and then became wealthy, successful coffee
         farmers.
      

      
      I was born in 1974, during the reign of the dictator Mobutu Sese Seko, fourteen years after Zaire proclaimed independence
         from the Belgians, who had treated so much of the population cruelly and plundered so many of the country’s mineral riches.
         I was blissfully unaware of the politics of my country, both past and present, and lived in a happy bubble, protected by my
         parents’ wealth and love. Maman was a very intelligent woman and like Papa she had a real eye for business. Her mother died
         giving birth to her and she was raised by Belgian nuns in eastern Zaire. As a result she had a different perspective on life from many
         other people in the area. The nuns instructed her in the ways of well-bred Europeans, teaching her how to write in a precise,
         flowery script, how to do dainty needlepoint and how to cook traditional European dishes like omelettes and spaghetti bolognese.
         She sang the Latin mass in the sweetest voice and the nuns taught her how to sing opera too. Her surrogate mothers were unable
         to import statues of the Virgin Mary into their Zairian church and instead chose my mother when she was a young girl to be
         a living, breathing, walking representation of her. She was paraded up and down in a flowing robe and worshippers threw flowers
         at her as a mark of respect.
      

      
      When Papa came across Maman as a beautiful, accomplished teenager he was too shy to approach her. His older brother was forced
         to play matchmaker and introduced them to each other. Maman was her poor mother’s first- and last-born and she had always
         longed for a big family, something she managed to achieve with the ten of us. My oldest sister Brigitte was born nine years
         before me, followed at regular intervals by the rest of us – Micheline, Christine, Pauline, Timotei, me, Jean-Claude, Henri,
         Sans Souci and Alice.
      

      
      Many Belgians remained in eastern Zaire, pursuing their businesses extracting and exporting Zaire’s minerals. Some of these
         Belgian businessmen came to our home in the evenings to drink, smoke cigars and do business deals with Papa. Maman and I both
         hated having them in the house. I begged Papa to stop smoking the cigars because I couldn’t bear the smell of them on him.
      

      
      At one time Maman ran a European-style bar in Goma that was very popular with businesspeople and foreigners. Mobutu, who liked
         to vacation in the temperate climes of eastern Zaire, was a regular visitor. She was the first to import beer from Belgium.
         Most people in the area drank the bitter local beer, so the European variety was a real novelty for them.
      

      
      Papa had studied to be an accountant in Belgium and Germany before he became a coffee farmer. It was thanks to this training
         that he handled the financial side of his coffee business so skilfully. He told us that the Germans had treated dark-skinned
         Africans like him very badly. I didn’t really understand what he was saying to me. I was used to seeing people from many different
         backgrounds with a variety of different skin colours in our home. Racism was beyond my experience.
      

      
      Maman was equally at ease as a refined woman of sophisticated European tastes and as an African village woman. I remember
         she used an expensive cream in a lilac bottle called Ladies Day Cream that Papa bought for her on his regular business trips
         to Europe, along with all the latest fashionable clothes for us children. But Maman also visited women in the nearby villages,
         sometimes spending a week or more with them, arriving laden with the traditional Tutsi gift of milk or sometimes banana wine.
      

      
      I loved living in Goma as a child. The town rolls away from the shore of Lake Kivu and you can see many beautiful birds nesting
         and swooping around the lake. If you walk past the big Roman Catholic church, there are many elegant houses on both sides.
         At the roundabout is the post office, which once so efficiently delivered letters. Now it is silent, without post or postmen.
         The streets were once lined with cooling trees and cacti, and roads were made of smooth, white concrete. Now everything is
         broken and spoiled, as if a giant gorilla has marched through the streets, trampling everything underfoot.
      

      
      Everybody loved Goma because it never got too hot. We enjoyed the rain and unlike in so many other parts of Zaire we never
         got the thick red dust which the earth spat up lodging in our hair and our clothes and up our nostrils.
      

      
      Children played football freely in the street, and rode their bicycles near the town’s pavilion. Every house had a beautiful
         garden. Ours was full of roses and lilies; Papa was very good with his hands and he loved gardening. Whenever you walked into
         our compound the heady scent of lilies greeted you. Papa built a pond on which floated yellow and white water lilies; flowers
         were one of his passions in life. He never worked at weekends and liked nothing better than pottering around in the garden,
         working alongside our gardeners, teaching us all the different flower names. We had big trees in our garden with small yellow
         flowers that had a powerful perfume, as well as beautiful papaya and mango trees. Not everyone had papaya trees and ours were
         famous for their juicy fruit. We also grew strawberries, bananas, passionfruit and avocados as big as your head.
      

      
      Although we children were many we never had to crowd together, as our house was a large villa with eight bedrooms. My four
         older sisters were often closeted together, whispering about things like periods and nail varnish that I was too young to
         understand. I was a tomboy and played mostly with my brother Jean-Claude, who was two years younger than me. Together we got
         ourselves into all sorts of scrapes. One Saturday morning when I was six we woke up while the rest of the household was still
         sleeping. Feeling hungry, we tiptoed into the kitchen and decided to make ourselves an omelette the way we had seen Maman
         do it. We got out the heavy frying pan, poured some oil in and then broke every single egg we found in the fridge into the
         pan. Then we waited and waited but nothing happened. We didn’t realise that the stove needed to be switched on before the
         eggs would transform themselves into an omelette! Worried that we would get into trouble for using up all the eggs for nothing,
         we crept into the henhouse to get some more eggs. But one of the hens attacked my brother and we fled screaming. After that
         Jean-Claude completely went off omelettes.
      

      
      The house was full of pets and I adored our dog, Max, and three cats. My favourite cat was called Irma. She was unusual-looking,
         a beautiful grey and white with flashes of ginger on her forehead. She particularly loved the local fish, tilapia, fresh milk
         and sweet potato.
      

      
      As well as the dog and cats we had a monkey with a pale face called Kiki. ‘Close the doors, close the doors,’ Maman was always
         calling, because Kiki liked nothing better than to sneak into the kitchen and steal bananas from the bowl.
      

      
      Those times, long gone, are imprinted on my memory for ever: the heady perfume of the roses mixed with the aroma of meat –
         from one of our cows, goats or sheep – grilling on the barbecue, and the piercing calls of the many birds that perched in
         our trees, the sounds of children laughing and Papa’s deep-throated chuckle as he listened to our stories about school.
      

      
      Although I wasn’t the youngest I was called Bébé from an early age and the name stuck. Friends and family cooed over me when
         I was little, calling me ‘joli bébé’, and even after the younger children were born I was determined to hang on to this flattering pet name. Whenever my parents
         referred to the little ones as Bébé I defended the title as mine and mine alone.
      

      
      ‘I’m the one to be called Bébé, not the others,’ I protested.

      
      The children who came after Jean-Claude were much younger than me and I didn’t have a lot to do with them when we were growing
         up. As children we more or less divided into three groups: the older girls, the tomboys in the middle, and the little ones.
      

      
      Maman used to tell me that I was different from the other children in the family because from an early age I was interested
         in adult matters. She sometimes invited her female friends round to sew and chat together, and I always liked to creep into
         this circle of lively women and absorb their conversations about the births, marriages, deaths and other life-cycle events
         in the neighbourhood. Whenever there was bad news to report about somebody my eyes welled up with tears. None of the other
         children showed this interest or concern, and Maman often commented on it.
      

      
      ‘Leah, you have a big heart. You should look after it,’ she said. ‘Don’t ever let any obstacle get in the way of who you are.’

      
      From the age of four I was also given the nickname Mukecheru, which means ‘old person’, because I loved spending time with old people and listening to their words of wisdom.
         I wondered how I could be Bébé and Mukecheru at the same time, but was just happy to have two pet names rather than one.
      

      
      I started my education at a kindergarten run by nuns in Goma, followed by Chipuko primary school. Papa had a long, yellow
         Volkswagen imported from Germany and I and my cousins who lived near by piled into it every morning so that he could drive
         us to school. We were always laughing and chattering together. My older sisters either attended a different school or had
         finished school, and my younger siblings also attended a different school; so apart from Jean-Claude I didn’t see much of
         the others during the week.
      

      
      I was always trying to find ways to spend more time with my beloved Maman, and sometimes I used to hide in her little red
         Mini and beg her to take me to school instead of Papa. Now and again she relented and took me herself, but at other times
         she was too busy and sternly told me to climb into the Volkswagen and to stop making a fuss. ‘Bébé, you must do as you are
         told. Get into the car with Papa now and stop being such a silly girl.’ Morning school was from 7.30 a.m. until 12 noon. Maman
         always came home at lunchtime to cook for us. We ate vegetable soup, meat, cassava leaves, rice and potatoes, slept for half
         an hour and then went back to school. My parents were very hard-working but they always made time for their large brood of
         children.
      

      
      After primary school, I attended one of the best schools in the country, College Al Fajire. Most of the teachers were Belgian
         or Belgian-trained and standards were high. Papa was passionately committed to ensuring we got the very best education. My
         parents were very keen that I spoke good French and arrangements were made at school for us to have French pen friends so
         that we could improve our use of the language. For many years I corresponded with a boy called Philippe, who lived in Paris.
         He was a similar age to me and we exchanged stories about our school lives and our families. Teachers at the school commented on my flair for languages. I picked up French much more quickly than
         the other students and they noticed that I could move effortlessly and accurately between Swahili, Lingala and Kinyarwandan,
         while some of the other children struggled to do this. ‘She’ll have to get a job as a translator at the United Nations,’ one
         teacher joked to my parents.
      

      
      Maman paid regular visits to sick people in the local hospital. When I was seven I begged her to take me with her in the hope
         that I could cheer them up with jokes and funny stories from school. But she always refused to let me go with her.
      

      
      ‘No Bébé, you’re too young,’ she would reply firmly.

      
      But I was a stubborn child and one day when Maman set off for the hospital I hid behind a tree and followed her from a distance,
         only announcing my presence when she had almost reached the hospital and I was too far from home to be sent back.
      

      
      ‘Bébé, you really are the limit,’ said Maman, half laughing, half cross. After that she let me accompany her, or sometimes
         she allowed me to go with one of her female friends. I could see that some of the patients didn’t have many visitors to talk
         to them and bring them food and I felt sad for them. (Our hospitals did not provide food or drink for the patients, and they
         relied on family and friends to bring in whatever they needed.)
      

      
      When I visited the hospital with Maman’s friend I raced home to give Maman a report about the condition of the patients. I
         remember one young girl of eighteen had an ectopic pregnancy. She was screaming in agony and didn’t know what was going on.
         Maman was very surprised when I relayed her problem in precise detail and managed to remember and pronounce the word ‘Fallopian’
         properly.
      

      
      ‘Leah, you should be a doctor when you grow up,’ she smiled.

      
      ‘Yes, Maman,’ I replied. ‘That’s exactly what I want to be.’ 

      
      She cooked vegetable soup for the young girl in the hospital, and I also took milk and sugar for her from our kitchen so she could have hot tea in the morning.
      

      
      Maman was very generous and was always giving food to children who were hungry. She often told people who didn’t have much
         to eat to come to the house and pick up any surplus food. ‘The food you don’t share with your neighbour becomes poison,’ she
         always said. We had lots of fat, sleek cows and they produced large quantities of milk. Maman made sure this was distributed
         widely. We used bamboo containers called ingongoro to give gifts of milk to friends and neighbours. In our culture to give somebody milk is to show them courtesy. In Tutsi
         culture cows and the milk they produce are greatly respected.
      

      
      Our parents encouraged us to study, to be good children and to respect everyone. The golden rule was to treat everyone equally,
         no matter what background they came from or how rich or poor they were. Maman was a very humble person and she would sit and
         talk to anyone. It didn’t matter who they were or where they came from.
      

      
      The first thing Papa said to the children when he got home from work was ‘Have you eaten, taken a bath and studied?’

      
      We always nodded dutifully in response to all three questions. Even if we had been playing rather than doing our homework
         we all raced to the long table in the dining room and buried our heads in our books as soon as Papa walked through the door.
         Although there were a lot of us our parents always wanted to hear from every one of us what had happened that day at school.
      

      
      Maman always tried to teach me that while we were lucky to be wealthy, money was ultimately a useless commodity. One day she
         said, ‘Do you know what, Leah? You can wear a watch or bracelet and it can leave a mark on your wrist, but you mustn’t go
         to people and say you used to have it because it doesn’t matter any more if you don’t have it now. You have to live with just
         what you have at the time and make the best of it.’
      

      
      Maman had had a beautiful red Mini. But she had an accident in it and it couldn’t be repaired. I used to love that car and for years afterwards I said, ‘Do you remember that car of yours?’
      

      
      ‘What you don’t have any more you shouldn’t talk about,’ Maman said firmly. I knew the subject was closed.

      
      Maman was always full of fun. Sometimes I shortened her name to Ma. There was a popular song called ‘Ma ta ra’, and whenever I called out, ‘Ma’ to her she slapped her hip and sang ‘Ta ra.’
      

      
      As far as I was concerned Maman was the cleverest and most talented woman in the world. She was wonderful at sewing anything,
         from dresses to curtains, taught me the way to cook chicken perfectly and showed me how to bake bread. Even though Maman worked
         hard she always found time to bake bread every evening so it would be fresh and ready for our breakfast the following morning.
         I always drifted off to sleep with the delicious scent of baking bread filling my nostrils.
      

      
      I grew up without seeing people falling ill with malaria and illnesses from bad water. Everyone had electricity, even in the
         small dwellings, and a good sewage system. I really did have a very lucky childhood.
      

      
      Most of our servants lived with us during the week, going home to visit their families at the weekends. Maman loved to clean
         our house when the servants had gone – she was particularly fond of polishing the windows. While she was cleaning I used to
         trail round after her, chattering about what had happened at school.
      

      
      We tried our best to keep up to date with European culture, which we considered much more fashionable than our home-grown
         Zairian equivalent. I had a Walkman in the mid-1980s that one of my friends who grew up in Belgium brought for me. Whitney
         Houston and Madonna were my favourite singers and my friends and I made up dances to all their songs. We couldn’t speak English
         so we adapted the words of Michael Jackson’s songs into Swahili, Lingala and French. Some of the lyrics we reinvented in a
         mix of the languages we did know went something like this:
      

      
      ‘Be careful of what is in front of you before you put your foot in shit.’
      

      
      I’m sure Michael Jackson never sang of any such thing, but at least the words we invented fitted in with the tune.

      
      I was always trying to run out of the house to avoid the house rules of a siesta and the after-lunch milk because I hated
         both. I wanted to play, not sleep. I used to sneak out to my friends’ houses and came back covered in dust. I was constantly
         grounded for running off during the siesta. When my big sister Pauline was sent to bed she didn’t want to sleep either and
         in the end my parents gave up and let her play in the compound.
      

      
      As well as my little brother and partner in crime, Jean-Claude, I spent a lot of time with a group of friends from my school
         and neighbourhood. Often one of my friends would come over and say, ‘Let’s go and buy some bread and sausages on the street
         and go up into the hills for a picnic.’
      

      
      I always jumped at this suggestion. ‘Bravo,’ I cried. ‘What are we waiting for? Let’s go right now.’

      
      We had to keep these purchases a secret from our parents, who banned us from eating street food, which they declared unhygienic.
         We were instructed to eat only at home or at the homes of friends that our parents approved of. Of course we ignored them
         and continued buying street food whenever we could get away with it. My favourite dish was rice and delicately spiced beans.
         Sometimes this dish was made for us at home but it never tasted quite as good as the street version.
      

      
      Our home in Goma was very close to the airport, and one of our games was creeping through the perimeter fence. In those innocent
         days there was almost no security at this tiny African airport. Plastic cutlery from the flights was a big novelty for us.
         We fished the used cutlery out of the bins and then used it to furnish our pretend houses. We had to make sure our parents
         didn’t find out what we were up to but often they were very busy at work and didn’t see us.
      

      
      I developed a passion for tennis and spent many happy Saturdays and Sundays playing tennis at Hotel Karibu, built during the
         colonial period with beautifully landscaped rolling lawns overlooking Lake Kivu. I started playing at the age of eight, after
         I got chatting to a student who played and successfully begged him to teach me.
      

      
      One of my favourite outings was to the beautiful Parc de la Rwindi. There we saw monkeys jumping freely along the paths and
         swinging through the trees without a care in the world. Later, when war blighted Rwanda and Zaire, some of the Interahamwe
         killed the monkeys and ate them. There were big lions and tigers roaming the park and you could see elephants, antelopes,
         giraffes and zebras passing. It was very exciting for me to have such magnificent creatures on our doorstep. I never tired
         of seeing them.
      

      
      The keepers looked after them very well and loved them as much as members of their own family. Sometimes we went there during
         our summer holidays. Mobutu loved to stay in the park when he holidayed in eastern Zaire.
      

      
      There was great excitement in my primary school when the teacher announced that Mobutu would be visiting in a couple of weeks.
         A collective gasp of anticipation went round the classroom when the teacher added that the two best-behaved students would
         be chosen to be flower girls for our president.
      

      
      All of us wanted to be chosen and for the next two weeks nobody uttered a cross word to another child or teacher, everybody
         showed kindness to others and nobody handed their homework in late.
      

      
      I was overjoyed when I was chosen with another girl and for the next few days was too excited to eat or sleep. I was just
         six years old and it was a thrilling moment for me. I was shaking with nerves in the special white dress that Maman had bought
         for me and warned me sternly must be kept clean at all costs. My older sister Pauline was very good at styling hair and she
         put my hair into two bunches which swung behind me every time I moved my head.
      

      
      I trembled with awe and excitement when Mobutu stepped out of his fancy car. He looked like a giant to me, especially his
         hands. I had never seen such huge hands before. Nervously I handed over my bunch of flowers to him. All he said to me was
         ‘Merci beaucoup,’ and smiled. I felt very proud that I had given flowers to the President and that he had said two words to me. He watched
         a display of dancing, applauded politely and then got into his car and went off. I never saw him again.
      

      
      Yes, Mobutu was a dictator and did many terrible things. But when I was growing up everyone I knew, whether they were rich
         or poor, had water and electricity, and every child went to school. Zaire used to be one of the best places to study medicine
         and the treatment at the hospitals used to be of a very high standard. Now our country, which has had its name changed to
         Democratic Republic of Congo, is in a terrible mess and the gap between the rich and the poor seems to have grown much wider.
      

      
      My parents purchased part of Lake Vichumbi in Rutshuru. This purchase conferred the right to fish there for tilapia and catfish.
         I was too young to fish but enjoyed eating whatever was caught and freshly grilled.
      

      
      Sometimes we visited the volcano Nyiragongo. In the years before its devastating eruption in January 2002, which ripped deep,
         angry channels into the earth and spluttered toxic ash for miles, it was a lovely, tranquil spot. Now the earth around it
         is charred and barren and they say that if you cut your flesh on a piece of volcanic rock the cut never heals. When I was
         a child the land around the volcano was lush and green and peaceful.
      

      
      Although tennis was my favourite sport I was happy to join in with any sport or physical exercise that was on offer. One day
         we had come from Lake Tanganyika on the border of Burundi and Congo, where we often swam. You can stand up in parts of the
         water and I was used to being able to take a swimming break and stand up whenever I wanted to catch my breath. We moved on to Lake Kivu and I forgot that it was much deeper than Tanganyika.
         When I tried to stand up I was disorientated to feel nothing underneath my feet and almost drowned. I went down twice and
         came up again and started to cry out, realising that if somebody didn’t rescue me soon I would die. At that point my friends
         realised that I wasn’t just messing around and dived in to save me.
      

      
      Everything happened too fast for me to feel fear. I gasped and gulped as they pulled me out. My belly was swollen with lake
         water. I vomited it up and started to feel better. I made my friends swear not to tell my parents or my swimming days would
         have been over for ever.
      

      
      That was the first time that I almost died.

   
      
      
CHAPTER TWO


      
      Many Tutsis in eastern Zaire were involved in coffee-farming, other agricultural businesses or mining the country’s valuable
         minerals. Even as a little girl I was aware of undercurrents of bad feeling towards us Tutsis from Hutus, but nothing ever
         happened to threaten my sense of happiness and security. I knew that Hutus and Tutsis spoke the same language, shared the
         same customs, ate the same food and intermarried. The main difference between us was in appearance. Tutsis were generally
         taller and lighter-skinned than Hutus, with longer, thinner necks and noses.
      

      
      At school some of the Zairian children sang horrible songs in Swahili about Tutsis, saying, ‘Banya Rwanda bote barudiye kwabe’– ‘Go back to your country Rwanda.’
      

      
      I used to go crying to Maman saying, ‘They called me a Tutsi again.’

      
      ‘Well you are a Tutsi and you should be proud of that,’ Maman replied.

      
      One of my big sisters was always trying to widen and flatten my nose with her fingers, saying, ‘I don’t want you to be bullied
         at school because you have such a Tutsi nose, Bébé.’
      

      
      Sometimes we slept with plugs of cotton wool up our nostrils in the hope of widening our noses. Now and again people in the
         local markets shouted, ‘Tutsi get out.’ But we didn’t have too many problems and because life was so much fun I managed to
         push any unpleasant thoughts to the back of my mind.
      

      
      Unlike my sisters and brothers I didn’t have a maid to look after me when my parents were working because I had formed a very
         close bond with my cousin Euphrasie, who came to live with us before I was born because her parents were killed in a fire.
         When I arrived Maman asked her to care for me and we became inseparable. She was a kind, gentle young woman, always well dressed
         and with her soft hair tied up in a ponytail. From the day I was born she became my second mother. She fed me, bathed me,
         sang me lullabies and taught me so many things throughout my childhood.
      

      
      We grew pineapples and I was always eager to pick them as soon as they looked ready. ‘No, no, Bébé, you have to learn what
         they smell like when they are ripe. Until you smell that ripe smell you must not pick them,’ she warned me.
      

      
      She got married when I was three and when I was five she and her husband moved to Masisi and got jobs as teachers at the school
         there. I missed her but we visited each other regularly.
      

      
      When I was ten Maman and Papa announced that they were moving to Uvira, another town in the area, to continue with their coffee-farming.
         Uvira was much hotter than Goma and Bukavu and because I was prone to nosebleeds if I went anywhere too hot Maman and Papa
         thought it would be better for me to go and stay with Euphrasie in Masisi, which was much cooler.
      

      
      Although I begged Maman to let me stay with the rest of the family I was also excited to be going back to Euphrasie because
         I loved her so much. Masisi is a beautiful, green, fertile area. It’s a bit like Scotland, with mountains and small, crystal-clear
         rivers. But unlike Scotland it has crocodiles and hippos and brightly coloured parrots flitting from tree to tree.
      

      
      I loved being in Masisi and settled in well there. Euphrasie and her husband owned twenty goats and gave all of them biblical names.
      

      
      I was sent to Lycée Kilimani, a school with a very strong ethos of discipline. It was a fine building in the countryside run
         by Belgians. We drank milk straight from the cows and grew our own beans. I learned how to be a country girl, fetching wood
         and building chicken houses. I also learned how to ride a horse and felt proud to be the only person in my family able to
         do this. We had to carry any water we needed from the stream. I was used to getting water out of a tap and at first I spilled
         it everywhere, but gradually I learned how to carry as much as fifteen litres of water on my head. I didn’t have such ready
         access to chocolate and biscuits there, the way I did at home, but after a while I found I no longer wanted to eat those things.
         We ate very fresh, natural food. It was organic long before people talked of such things.
      

      
      When it was full moon we danced to Kinyarwandan music and sang traditional songs. This was a Tutsi area and people said it
         was the place where you could find all the tall, beautiful girls.
      

      
      Euphrasie was still devoted to me. Sadly, she hadn’t been able to have children as she suffered from fibroids that made her
         womb as swollen as if she was eight months pregnant. I was her surrogate daughter and she lavished endless love and affection
         on me. One day at school I fell ill with a fever and terrible sore throat. Although I was ten years old and quite tall for
         my age Euphrasie carried me all the way home on her back and nursed me devotedly with bitter-tasting herb potions until I
         was better.
      

      
      I had a lot of independence in Masisi and, no longer surrounded by all my family, I got used to making my own decisions, something
         that, although I didn’t realise it at the time, would stand me in good stead later on.
      

      
      Masisi was a very safe area in those days and I was allowed to roam freely. One day I lost my way when I was walking in the
         hills and came upon a village of lepers. The roads around the village were well maintained and there were beautiful flowers and gardens everywhere. I had heard of leprosy but knew very
         little about it. I was startled by what I saw – people with no noses, ears or hands – and initially recoiled. At first I thought
         they had chopped their hands and noses off and was terrified they would do the same to me. But they approached me so gently
         that I soon realised they meant me no harm.
      

      
      I was curious about their condition and, encouraged by their friendly attitude, began asking them questions. ‘How can you
         do farming with no arms?’ I asked.
      

      
      They explained that those of them whose hands had been taken by leprosy had learned how to plant seeds with their mouths.
         ‘It is not only people with leprosy who plant seeds this way,’ one of them said. ‘It is the traditional African way of farming
         to spit the seeds into the earth. That way you don’t break your back from bending down all day.’
      

      
      Soon we were laughing and chatting like old friends and I promised to return and visit them again. It seemed that they had
         very little contact with the outside world apart from the nuns, priests and nurses who looked after them. I asked one of the
         nuns, Thérèse, to teach me how to clean their sores. She told me to put surgical gloves on and showed me what to do.
      

      
      They grew the best yams, cassava and sugarcane in the area and their produce was sold at the local market. I became friendly
         with one girl of my age whose parents had leprosy. She showed no sign of having the disease and I begged Euphrasie to let
         her come and stay with us for a while. To my delight she agreed. We shared a room with bunk beds; she slept on the bottom
         and I slept on the top.
      

      
      I felt happy when I spent time with the community of lepers. They were good, kind people who had adjusted to their imperfect
         circumstances with grace. I learned a lot from them about how life can be lived.
      

      
      When I was twelve my parents returned to Bukavu and I went back home. One day Maman came home from work to make our lunch. Her lovely leather purse which had a zebra design on it was
         full of money. She had planned to go to the bank in the afternoon to pay in the money, but was exhausted and decided to rest
         first. While she was sleeping I saw Pauline and Timotei covertly taking money out of the purse. I was horrified because it
         had been drummed into us by my parents that we must never steal. I felt very protective towards Maman and hid near by, watching
         what they were doing. They crept outside and buried some money in the garden. I was too scared to challenge them but when
         they had gone I dug the money up and put it back in Maman’s purse. She rubbed her eyes sleepily as I was stealthily putting
         the money back in her purse.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ she cried.

      
      ‘I’m putting it back in,’ I whispered.

      
      ‘Putting what back in?’ she asked, puzzled, her brow furrowing.

      
      I explained to her what I’d witnessed. Maman called Pauline and Timotei and smacked their hands. ‘Don’t you ever do that again,’
         she said crossly. ‘If I catch you stealing one more time I’ll be marching you straight down to the police station.’
      

      
      My brother and sister were furious with me for ruining their little enterprise. I prayed they’d forget about it and wouldn’t
         punish me for telling tales about them. My prayer wasn’t answered.
      

      
      That evening the servants were grilling fish from the lake and sweetcorn on the barbecue outside for us. I was still feeling
         on edge in case my brother and sister planned revenge. They called me over to where they were sitting under a shady tree in
         another part of the garden and accused me of taking the money from Maman. My eyes widened. They knew that it was they, not
         me, who had taken the money.
      

      
      ‘You are so stupid,’ said my sister. ‘Maman only beat us instead of you because she feels sorry for you because you have no
         parents.’
      

      
      ‘What are you talking about?’ I said, aghast. ‘My parents are the same as yours.’
      

      
      My skin had always been lighter than my parents’ and suddenly I started to wonder about my origins.

      
      ‘Why do you think they sent you to Masisi? It’s because you’re not from our family. They found you in a bad home and brought
         you here out of pity.’
      

      
      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. In a state of total shock I ran into my bedroom in floods of tears, grabbed a few clothes
         and some shoes and crept out of the house.
      

      
      I can’t stay there any longer and keep taking things from those people if they’re not my parents, I said to myself, sobbing
         loudly. I wandered aimlessly down the street, stopping people and asking if they knew where I could find my parents. People
         looked at me as if I was mad, shrugged and walked on.
      

      
      Eventually I saw one of Papa’s friends. ‘Where are you going, Bébé? Your home is in the other direction.’

      
      ‘No, that’s not my home,’ I said, shaking my head sadly and wiping away my tears.

      
      ‘Don’t be silly. What sort of nonsense are you talking? I’m going to take you home right now,’ he said. He put his arm around
         my shoulders, swivelled me round so I was facing the other direction and led me back home.
      

      
      Maman and Papa were surprised to see me walk through the front door.

      
      ‘Oh, Bébé, we thought you were in your bedroom. Where have you been? Why did you leave the house without saying anything?’

      
      ‘See, that proves I’m not your child. You don’t even know or care whether or not I’m in the house!’ I cried.

      
      ‘What on earth are you talking about? Don’t ever say things like that again.’

      
      I blurted out what my sister and brother told me. Maman gave me a big hug and she and Papa assured me that I did belong to
         them. I breathed a big sigh of relief and my sobs subsided.
      

      
      I was keen to show the rest of the family how much I’d matured while I was away in Masisi, so one Sunday morning when most
         of the family were at church I decided I would kill a chicken and cook it for lunch. I wasn’t sure exactly how to kill a chicken
         but knew it involved cutting the neck. I called on Jean-Claude to help me and after a big tussle I somehow managed to cut
         off the chicken’s head. To my horror it continued running around after its head was severed. The rest of the family returned
         home to a trail of blood and thought a murder had been committed. I guiltily confessed to bungling the job of killing a chicken.
      

      
      ‘I think that next time you should leave this job to the cook,’ said Maman. ‘Poor Bébé, you’ve had a shock. Have you not heard
         the expression “running around like a headless chicken”?’ She was trying to look serious but I could see that part of her
         wanted to burst out laughing at my naïvety.
      

      
      My first experience of a human death was when my older sister Brigitte died from breast cancer when I was just fourteen years
         old. I wasn’t told much about what was going on but I caught sight of her once in the shower and was shocked to see she had
         just one breast. Nobody told me the truth about how seriously ill she was, fobbing me off with a story that she was suffering
         from malaria. She already had two young children, Vicki and Alida, when she became sick. My parents were very sad but they
         kept it to themselves. There was little talk at home of topics like sex or terminal illness. After Brigitte’s tragic death
         many people came to our house to offer their condolences.
      

      
      ‘Why are all these people here? Why did God call Brigitte to heaven?’ I asked Maman. She did not give me an answer.

      
      I kept on asking myself questions: How can God call someone who has children who need her? It just wasn’t fair. I wouldn’t
         be happy if someone took Maman away from me. As I tried to make sense of the loss of Brigitte, I had no idea how much more
         acquainted with death I would become and how many more unanswered questions there would be about why God allowed His children to suffer so much. My parents were devout Roman Catholics,
         and church played a central role in our lives. My favourite day of the week was Sunday. We always went to mass at the local
         church and afterwards friends and family came to visit us. The big people went in the first mass and the children went to
         the second mass. We killed a goat or chickens, were allowed to eat as much meat as we wanted that day, and to my delight could
         play outside until late.
      

      
      One thing I loathed though was Bible study. It was a condition of getting confirmed that we had to attend Bible study classes
         for several months before the big day. I got sick of repeating the ‘Our Father’ a hundred times, and one day when I couldn’t
         take the repetition any more I shouted out in the class, ‘No more, no more, I already know it so well.’ I got a severe telling-off
         from the nun who was teaching us.
      

      
      We weren’t supposed to have breakfast until after church on Sunday. ‘The body of Christ must be in you first,’ said Maman.

      
      For church we had special dresses and shoes, always white or light pink. Maman and Papa were always very smartly dressed too.
         The women from the villages relaxed their hair by laying a hot brick and oil on it on Saturday nights so that they looked
         their best for church. I had soft hair and I just tied it back.
      

      
      Maman’s grandpa, Nyadera, had a big influence on my childhood. He never wore trousers in his life, instead favouring traditional
         clothes, the kind the Masai wore. He would put a beautiful coat on top of his wrapper for formal occasions, but never trousers.
         He was too tall to pass through an ordinary doorway but he never leaned over, always remaining elegantly upright. The only
         language he knew was Kinyarwanda. ‘Don’t ever forget your language,’ he often said to me.
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