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How did you get here, Patson?


Sometimes the simple questions are the hardest to answer.


My tongue lay like a chisel in my mouth; my eyes leaden. I was swimming from a place of no feeling, moving steadily upward into a world of sensation to the dark, throbbing pain that lived in my leg. My old companion had not left me in this new place, waiting for me as I drifted to the surface, sharpening its teeth.


“Patson, how did you get here?”


Could it be the voice of my baba? I still feel his hand resting on my arm; hear his answer to a question, always far longer than it needed to be. Arguing with my father was futile. He would talk until your head spun with new ideas. Then, just when you were exhausted from the journey of his words, the answer you needed would surface, like a small cut diamond, sparkling with clarity.


The room had too many shades of white. The bed too high off the floor, the sheets starch-stiff, and the pillows too big. But I was grateful for everything, grateful to be alive. I rested my head against the oversized pillow and turned to the window. The enormous flat-topped mountain loomed over the city. A huge cloud rode the faraway cliffs, racing down the gray rock face as if being chased, whipped and driven by an invisible force.


“Where’s Jesus?” I mumbled. “Is he here? And Grace? I must look to Grace.” I struggled to rise but I was too weak. My head was far heavier than I remembered. My body pressed down into the bed.


“You’re safe, Patson.”


Can’t it be any easier, Baba? Isn’t there a shortcut I can take?


You have to tell everything, son. You have to tell it all. The story you tell makes you who you are.


“Shhh. Rest now. We’ll speak again later.”


Yes, rest now, son. That’s the most sensible thing to do in these circumstances. The body needs time to recover. You will be strong again, but first you must rest.


You’re right, Baba. You were always right.
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Wake up, Patson,” Grace whispered into my ear. “The diamond fields are close now. Just over that elephant-head mountain.” My eyelids were gently prised open, and my sister’s face came into focus. For a brief moment, I saw hints of my mother in her eyes. But then it was all Grace, poking my cheek with her finger, her breath warm and soft on my skin. “You’ve been sleeping too long, big brother.”


My disorientation ended when my head bumped painfully against the window as the driver swerved to avoid one pothole only to hit another. Here in Zimbabwe everyone says that if a man drives a straight line down a road, he must be drunk. Outside, the sun rested above the thorn trees and the air filled with amber dust. I must have been asleep for a couple of hours. I remembered closing my eyes and wishing we had never left home, angry with my father for having no money, hating the Wife for the power she had over him. Even my perky sister’s positive nature had irritated me. We had been driving for fourteen hours across the dry plains of Matabeleland, over the Runde and Munyati rivers and through the hills of Masvingo Province, and I longed to get out of this cramped car and go for a heart-pumping run.


My father says that a journey should always change your life in some way. Well, when you have nothing, I suppose a journey promises everything. As long as we arrived at a place better than the one we had left, I would be happy. I had known for some time that my family was heading downhill and something had to change. I could see it in the drawn, worried face of my father as yet another day passed and there was no food in the house. I could hear it in the shrill, hysterical voice of the Wife, who ranted and wept as she hid from the neighbors out of shame. And I could feel it when I hugged my little sister, with her bones now so fragile in my embrace. I knew we were poor but what I couldn’t understand was why, after every month that passed, our situation only got worse.


My father leaned over from the front seat and handed me a water bottle. “Grace is right, son. We’re almost at Marange.”


Before I had a chance to drink, though, the Wife snatched the bottle away. “I’m thirsty,” she said. “Joseph, ask the driver how much longer before we get there. My legs are stiff and my back is in a knot. I want to pee. Tell the driver to stop. Tell him to stop right now.”


“Yes, Sylvia, but I don’t think—”


“I mean it, Joseph. Tell him to stop now.”


The driver looked at my father’s wife in the rearview mirror and shook his head. “We can’t stop here. In another thirty minutes we stop.”


“You stop now. Or I mess in your car.”


The driver was no match for the Wife. He was about to protest, but my father turned to him and shrugged his shoulders. The driver understood.


“Two minutes. Okay? Just two minutes. It’s dangerous here,” he warned, checking the road behind him before pulling off the highway. “The police check every car that stops on the side of the road.”


The Wife insisted he open the trunk of the car.


“Joseph, I asked you to pack toilet paper,” she berated my father, her hands on her hips. “Did you pack it? I should have done the packing myself. I can’t trust you to do anything. This bag is a mess.”


Because you’re not looking, I wanted to say, and you do nothing but complain. Instead, I got out of the car and left them to fuss over the Wife and her toilet.


“I’ll help you, Amai. I know where it is.”


As always, Grace came to the rescue. My sister seemed to have a built-in early-warning system when it came to the Wife’s moods. She would appear, sometimes magically, when the Wife was about to lose her temper, to smooth out an awkward moment or distract her from turning on my father. Somehow Grace was always able to restore the peace. As she did now by pulling out a small bag from the back of the car, quickly finding the toilet paper, handing it to the Wife with a smile. The driver, meanwhile, swore under his breath, anxiously glancing up and down the road, while my father fussed and fretted, doing the Sylvia-dance to keep his wife happy.


Grace’s elephant-head mountain was really only a mass of boulders that rose above the distant flat-topped fever trees and towered over the surrounding smaller hills. I imagined myself running to the top to look out over the bush, east to Mozambique, at South Africa to the south, and back toward Bulawayo in the west. Inviting wisps of cool clouds hung below its highest point.


Something moved in the grass on the other side of the road. At first I thought it might be shy impala darting through the bush, but three boys cautiously emerged. They stared straight through me. Had they been there the whole time, watching? Perhaps it was the trick of the fading light, but their legs and arms, and even their faces, appeared to be dusted a light gray. We stared silently at each other, the tarred ribbon of the road between us. Then one of the boys lifted both his hands and slowly moved them together until his index fingers and thumbs met to form a diamond shape in front of his face.


Was he signaling me? I could not read his expression framed by the tight space between his fingers. Did he want me to do something? I shrugged and lifted my arms, not knowing what to say. He nodded abruptly at the space he had shaped with his fingers. Then the boy to his right pulled something out of his pocket. He was offering it to me, as he gently tapped his outstretched palm with two fingers of his other hand. The third boy stepped back a little, glancing furtively around. His eyes seemed to be pleading, as if I was his last hope.


“Where did those boys come from, Patson?” Grace was at my side, her hand slipped into mine.


“I don’t know.”


“Why are they so gray?”


“I’ve got no idea.” I stepped forward to speak to them.


“No! Get back in the car. Now!” The driver grabbed my arm, pushed me back to the car, shoved me into the backseat, and slammed the door. He scooted Grace back to her seat and shouted at the boys across the road, but they had gone, disappearing into the tall yellow grass.


“Who are they?” I asked as the driver started the car and pulled away in a cloud of dust, gunning down the highway.


“They are mailashas—smugglers—signing their death warrants by sticking their necks out like that. They’ll be dead in a week. This road is littered with their bones.” He drove fast, straight over the potholes, fleeing this place of gray ghost-boys.


“What did they want from me?”


“Money. Money for diamonds.” He lifted his hands from the wheel to make the diamond shape with his thumbs and index fingers pressed together. “Now is the safest time of day for them to sell their stones, when army patrols are blinded by the setting sun.”


“But they were just boys,” said my father.


The driver nodded. “Gwejana. Children diamond miners trying to sell their stones. They are gambling with their lives by becoming thieves and smugglers.”


“I didn’t see anything. Why doesn’t anyone ever tell me what’s going on?” complained Sylvia. “What are you talking about?”


I opened the window and the Wife’s words were lost as I leaned out to study the bush flitting past. The orange glow in the sky sank slowly behind the distant hills but I could no longer see the boys. The driver was talking quickly, strangling the steering wheel.


“The closer we get to the mining fields, the purer the stones become and the more we are in danger,” he said. “Those mailashas take the diamonds they find and try to sell them outside of their syndicate. They think they can fool the members and take the money for themselves. But there are spies everywhere and if those boys are reported to the syndicate bosses or the police catch them selling diamonds… well, let’s just say that I’ve heard some terrible things.”


“My brother, James, says there are diamonds for everyone,” said the Wife. “And he runs the best mine in Marange, so he should know. I’m sure you are exaggerating.”


“James Banda hates mailashas,” muttered the driver, glaring at me in his rearview mirror. “You don’t talk to these boys. Ever. You understand?”
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Diamonds for everyone. Those were the exact words that had drip-dripped like a leaking tap into my father’s ear at breakfast, after school, even late at night when the lights were out and I could hear the Wife’s needling voice through the thin walls: “Why must I suffer here with a man who cannot provide for his family? Should I be poor the rest of my life? I could have had any man in my village and all I got was you. A poor, useless teacher. There is money to be made in Marange, Joseph. People all over the country are traveling to the diamond fields to make their fortunes. And we sit here with no money, no food, and no proper job. James says that in Marange there are diamonds for everyone.”


I had never met Uncle James, but I knew I wouldn’t like him. He was the one who told the Wife, “There is money to be made in Marange and all you have to do is pick it up off the ground. You don’t need to stay a poor teacher’s wife. If your husband were more of a man, he could become a rich Marange diamond miner.”


My father did have a proper job. He was one of the best teachers in Bulawayo and had won the Outstanding Teacher Award at Milton High School for four years running. The Wife claimed it was not a real job because he made no money. That wasn’t true either. He did make money. Suitcases full. Millions and millions of Zimbabwean dollars.


It was not his fault that the money was worthless.


I remembered him coming back from the government office, after being promised three months’ back pay, and placing a large suitcase on the kitchen table. He opened the case and we all stared at the thick elastic-wrapped bricks of Zim dollars stacked in neat rows.


The Wife glared at the contents of the suitcase. “And what are we supposed to do with all this money? Eat it? Do you want me to make soup from this? What do you think this will buy us, Joseph? Nothing. Do you hear me? Nothing,” she shouted, digging her hands into the suitcase and throwing the stacks of money at my father. “This is not worth more than two American dollars. Three months of back pay and they give you this? And you are mad enough to gratefully accept it?”


My father just sat at the table, cleaning his glasses, as Grace built a small house with the bricks of cash. The Wife ranted on about how ashamed she was to beg for food from the neighbors, how she hated wearing two-year-old clothes, how there was hardly enough money for even her cell phone. “I thought that when I married a teacher I would be someone important, but every year we become poorer and poorer and people stare at me and feel sorry for me. I would have done better marrying a beggar.” Then, looking at Grace, she added, “That’s all your back-pay money is good for, Joseph Moyo—child’s play.”


“There will come a day when our economy will recover,” my father replied. “When Mugabe dies, things will be better. We just have to be patient.”


“Patients in a madhouse, you mean,” retorted the Wife. “And how are things going to get better when the old man dies? You’re still going to be a teacher earning no money, and I’m going to be laughed at as the-girl-who-married-a-poor-simple-teacher.”


My father always met every problem with thoughtful composure. He lived in a world of books, and was at peace with the life he had chosen. This inward contentment often infuriated the Wife, who, if she wasn’t afraid of the power of his beloved books, would have thrown every single one of them at him. I watched how he gracefully bore his young wife’s taunting, and how he smiled at his friends who teased him about who wore the pants in his house. And he never, not once in the three years they were married, ever said anything bad about the Wife to Grace or me. But there was one subject that even his pretty wife knew was sacred, and that was his occupation as a teacher.


“Teaching is not a job, son,” he said to me once. “It is a calling. When you are born with a gift, God instructs you to use it carefully. You have been given a gift, too, Patson, and you may not allow it to lie fallow. Even though you don’t know what your gift is yet, when you find it, you must nurture it, let it grow inside you, and let it become your life’s work.”


Sometimes my father sounded like he was reading from the Bible, like it was his way of tuning out his worries and the Wife. He said he loved her but surely no ordinary man could bear the tongue-lashings he endured.


So, without telling any of us, he phoned the inspector of education in the Chiadzwa district outside Marange, and offered his services as a teacher of mathematics and English. Two days later he proudly announced that he had received a fax from Mr. Ngoko, the headmaster of Marange’s rural Junction Gate High School, and that there was an opening. And best of all, that he should come at the beginning of the next term.


“And did he say how many trillions of Zim dollars they would pay you at this Junction Gate High School?” the Wife asked scornfully.


“We will sort that out when we get there,” my father replied, and quietly retreated to the sanctuary of his desk.


“You might have plenty of brains, Joseph, but you’ve got no sense,” she called after him, and rolled her eyes at us. “You see what I have to deal with?”


I hated the way she turned us into her accomplices. We were expected to agree with her and sometimes it was hard not to. I wished my father would do something to make me proud of him. He might be a good teacher but it counted for nothing in Zimbabwe. If only he would stand up against the Wife and tell her not to shout at him. He always told me not to raise my voice, but rather improve my argument, but the problem was that as much as I was loath to admit it, there was a part of me that agreed with the Wife. My father could be very impractical. Junction Gate High School? What kind of name was that for a school?


“We are going to Marange. You got what you wanted,” said my father, opening a book and closing the conversation with the Wife, who merely glared at him and stormed out of the house, slamming the front door.


“Shall I ask her if she wants some tea?” Grace said in the silence that followed the Wife’s departure.


“That’s a good idea, Grace,” said my father, cupping her cheek. “I’m sure she’d appreciate that.”


Grace and I exchanged glances as she left: Even when the Wife got her way she still wasn’t happy.


“But can there really be enough for everyone?” I asked once I was alone with my father. He looked up from his book, puzzled. “People are going to Marange for the diamonds, Baba. At school, everyone knows someone who has packed up and left for the diamond fields. I read in the paper how the government is inviting people to come. How can there be enough for everyone? It just doesn’t seem possible.”


Though my father was a slight man with the hands of a piano player, his long straight neck gave the impression of him being taller than he really was. This was useful in the classroom, where he towered over his pupils, particularly those who, in the way of students, thought they could get the better of him. He was the owner of a formidable voice, capable of every nuance required from a teacher. He could bellow instructions across a soccer pitch, but also gently console a disheartened eighth grader.


“Patson, we are not going for the diamonds, son. We are going to start a new life. We are going to be part of Sylvia’s family.”


“So we’re leaving because she doesn’t like our family here in Bulawayo? Why do we have to listen to that—”


“Patson, I won’t have you speaking badly of Sylvia. Remember, you must always keep your words soft and sweet…”


“Just in case you have to eat them,” I said, finishing the old Shona proverb he was fond of quoting. “I know, Baba, but sometimes, well, she irritates me,” I said, and immediately regretted how petulant I sounded.


“When your mother died, Patson, I knew I had to find another wife. I had hoped that you would like Sylvia, that she would be a friend to you and a good mother to Grace. But what you have to understand is when you marry your partner, you are also marrying a whole new family. We have to think of the Bandas as our new family, Patson. They will look after us and help us to settle into our new lives in Marange. You will meet your cousin Jamu. He’s your own age, and you’ll probably be classmates at school. And despite what Sylvia says, I’m not going to Marange to become a diamond miner. I am a teacher. I will always be a teacher, only now at a different school. The change will be good for us all.”


I hated the faraway look in my father’s eyes when he struggled to explain why we were so poor. This was not the future he had planned for himself when he was a young graduate fresh out of the University of Zimbabwe at Harare, and he was puzzled at how the mundane practicalities of food, money, and rent seemed so unattainable. It was one of those rare moments when my father gave me his complete attention. It was also the perfect opportunity to ask him why, of all the women he could have chosen, why he chose her. Did he truly love her? Didn’t he see how she made him less of a man than what I knew him to be? But I let the moment pass.


For a while, there was peace in the house as we packed up our things, selling what would not fit in the trunk of the car Uncle James organized for us. Then, at the end of the term, we said our good-byes to our neighbors, and drove east for fourteen hours toward our new lives.


We sped past a donkey-cart clattering along the side of the road, a sign that read MARANGE 20 KILOMETRES, a burned-out shop advertising Coca-Cola, and an old woman selling pecan nuts from under a grass hut. On the road ahead, soldiers in olive-green fatigues jogged in formation, bearing down on us until the driver had no choice but to pull off the road to avoid plowing through them. They were singing a Chimurenga war song and the beating rhythm from the throats and feet of fifty men filled our car—until it faded away when we returned to the road heading toward the hump I had named Elephant Skull.


I reached for my mobile. There were two messages from Sheena:




How far are u? [image: image] Running this afternoon. Wish u were here. [image: image][image: image] I hate to do Uggy’s Hill alone.





And:




Back from my run. What’s up?? How many bars u got!? Wanna Mxit!!





I was disappointed, and a bit relieved that she didn’t mention what had happened between us in her bedroom a few days before I left Bulawayo. If she wasn’t going to talk about it, then neither would I. I had kissed my best friend, and although a part of me wished I hadn’t, another part wanted to kiss her again. I had known Sheena since primary school, and she was my running partner on the Milton High cross-country team. After we kissed, though, it suddenly felt as if we were strangers, embarrassed to be alone with each other. I knew if we could go for a good, long run up Uggy’s Hill, we would sort out the huge question mark that hung between us. During the last few days of term Sheena and I had circled each other, making sure that we were never alone and always in the comfort of a crowd. And then term ended and I left without really sorting anything out. My thumbs flew over the keypad but the reception was patchy and the message didn’t go through. I groaned. If connectivity in Marange was bad, I would be stranded in off-line oblivion. Sheena would not be happy; she had to know everything.


Around the next bend the driver swore at the sight of a police checkpoint in the middle of the highway.


“Nobody say anything.” He slowed down as a policeman stepped out onto the road and stopped us.


“I have my letter of appointment,” my father reassured the driver, reaching inside his jacket pocket.


“What use will that be? Let him do the talking, Joseph,” the Wife snapped. “He knows what he’s doing. Remember what my brother said about the security around Marange? We will be fine if we do what the driver says.”


The Wife took out a mirror from her handbag and refreshed her hibiscus-red lipstick. She grinned at herself, dabbed a tissue in the corner of her mouth, and polished her teeth with her finger. The policeman peered into the car, taking in my father in the front seat, Grace sitting in the middle of the backseat, me, and the Wife, who straightened her back, fluttered her eyelashes, and gave him her most radiant smile. The policeman stared longer than needed at the curvy outline of the Wife’s breasts, before turning away.


Our driver spoke politely; the policeman officially. My father started cleaning his glasses with his handkerchief—a sure sign that he was worried. The policeman ordered the driver to open the trunk. He turned off the engine and together they walked around to the back of the car.


On the other side of the road, policemen were searching three women whose arms were lifted above their heads while the men ran their hands over their breasts, down their backs, and between their legs. One of the women caught me staring as an officer half her age snapped her bra strap and made a crude joke about where else she might be hiding her jewels. I quickly looked away, embarrassed by her humiliation. All around the checkpoint were the stains of police at work: cigarette butts, empty whisky bottles, bullet casings, and the scorched earth from cooking fires.


The trunk was slammed shut. The policeman walked slowly around the car, to peer one more time at the Wife’s breasts.


Then he turned to the driver. “Kill yourself,” he said, “before I kill you.”


The driver nodded up and down. “Okay, okay. No problem,” he said, climbing back into the car. “This is not good, not good at all. We must pay him.”


“He’s going to kill us?” I asked my father, bewildered at how calmly he had reacted to the policeman’s statement.


“It’s a code, Patson,” he reassured me. “He wants to be bribed but cannot say it out loud. Instead he is asking the driver to make him an offer to let us continue to Marange.”


My father’s dollars quickly went from his hand to the driver’s and disappeared into the policeman’s pocket.


Once again we were speeding down the highway. “The police have begun Operation End to Illegal Panning,” the driver explained. “There are too many people going to Marange to look for diamonds. They are trying to stop them from coming to this area. We were lucky to find one who could be bribed.” He angrily punched a number into his phone, and then spoke so rapidly I couldn’t understand anything of what he said.


“This is not good,” he muttered again, stuffing the phone into his shirt pocket. “You will have to walk. I can’t take you all the way. It’s too dangerous.”


Suddenly we were off the highway, bumping and jostling along a dirt track heading deep into the bush. The Wife shouted at him to slow down, while my father attempted to find out what the policeman had told him and who he had phoned. Grace squeezed my hand tightly.


“I think there’s a problem, and no one wants to talk about it,” she said.


“We’ll be okay, Grace,” I whispered. “I’m sure we’re almost there.”


Twenty minutes later we stopped beneath an enormous baobab tree, its rootlike branches reaching toward the sky. When I was a child my father told me a story about Father Baobab, the Goddess Mai, and how the moon found its way into the sky, but I couldn’t remember the details. Under the enormous baobab’s outstretched limbs a group of men sat on their haunches upon mats laid out on the ground.


“Who are those people?” asked my father.


“They are diamond dealers. This is the Baobab Diamond Exchange,” the driver replied, stopping the car and shouting a greeting to the men through his open window. Two of the dealers hurriedly rolled up their mats and trotted off into the forest. “Diamond dealers are always nervous of strangers. Wait here.” He got out of the car and walked quickly over to the rest of them, talking rapidly and pointing back to us. Whatever he said had no effect, as all but one of them rolled up their mats and disappeared into the forest.


“Joseph, do something,” demanded the Wife as she got out of the car.


“The driver knows what he is doing,” my father soothed.


“Don’t just sit there!”


By now the driver had returned, opened the trunk, and was dumping our bags onto the ground.


“Now, wait just a moment.” My father got out of the car and watched helplessly as the driver emptied the trunk.


“The highway is too dangerous. There are too many roadblocks. It’s safer for you to go through the bush.”


“You can’t just leave us here! We’re in the middle of nowhere! James paid you to take us to Marange. I’m going to phone him immediately—”


“That man knows the way,” the driver interrupted the Wife. “You can trust him.” He slammed the trunk shut.


“Now, listen to me,” said my father firmly, as if addressing a naughty schoolboy who was paying him no attention at all. “The arrangement was that you would take us all the way to Marange.”


The driver shook his head and opened my door. “Out, out! Quickly,” he instructed Grace and me. We tumbled out as my father continued upbraiding the driver, who got back into the car and slammed his door.


“It is not far from here.” The driver cut off my father’s protests. “You’ll go east, toward that mountain, and the diamond fields are just on the other side. Maybe half an hour’s walk. You will be there well before dark.”


The engine roared to life and he drove away, leaving us in a cloud of dust.


“Joseph, how could you let him drive away? What sort of man are you? There’s no reception out here. I can’t get hold of James. What are we going to do with all these bags? You are useless! A useless man!” shouted the Wife, her voice becoming harsher at each unanswered question.


My father arranged the pile of luggage in neat rows, dismissing her words as if they were no more than flies buzzing around his head. Grace looked up at me and sighed. We both knew that there were too many bags for us to carry any distance at all.


“Walking won’t be so bad,” said Grace. “We’ve been in the car for hours. I think we should go and ask that man to help us.”


Grace held out her hand to me, and together we walked over to the man standing at the foot of a massive baobab tree. As the dust settled, the orange glow slipped behind the faraway hills, leaving us with maybe two hours before dark. The baobab towered over the forest, its limbs glowing in the dying light of day, and the man watched our approach with as much interest as a buffalo showed a pair of tiny ox-peckers.


“He looks a bit scary.”


“Keep smiling, Grace, and let me do the talking.”


The man was tall, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. His head was bald and he had black eyes, a little hooded. His face seemed chiseled out of hardwood by someone with little talent, and his nose was bent completely out of shape. He wore a sleeveless maroon T-shirt and a white tie around his neck, neatly knotted and patterned with squiggly black lines. He was chewing slowly. The corners of his mouth were stained with the telltale flecks of red beetle-nut juice. He spat out a long stream of bloodred saliva and put another nut into his mouth. The closer we got to him, the smaller and more insignificant I felt. He was the ugliest man I had ever seen.


“I’m smiling, Patson, but it doesn’t seem to be helping,” Grace whispered, gripping my hand tightly.


In the face of his blank, hooded eyes, I tried to make my voice as strong as possible. “My name is Patson Moyo. We need to go to Marange.”


The man considered me silently, his bloodshot eyes never leaving my own. Both of his cheeks carried scars, ridged and glossy, like two frozen tear lines. I had heard of the initiation rites where the cheeks of fourteen-year-old boys were branded with a heated needle after they’d proven themselves as warriors. He dismissed me and shifted his gaze to Grace.


“Please could you show us the way?” Her voice trembled.


My father joined us; the Wife followed, still swearing loudly.


“Why you want to visit the eye?” the man asked my father, in a deep, foreign-sounding voice, looking down at us as if we were prey not worth eating.


“I’m Joseph Moyo.” My father offered his hand. “My family needs to get to Marange before dark.”


The man spat another stream of red saliva at my father’s feet and ignored his outstretched hand. “I can’t help you. If you love your family, Joseph Moyo, follow that track to the highway and go back to where you came from. The eye is not for you. Once you go in, you will never come out,” he said, and walked away.


My father did nothing to stop him. I knew that if this man left us, we would be alone in the bush and would have to walk back to the main road. I had noticed that he had glanced curiously at Grace, and I was sure I had seen a spark of compassion.


“James Banda will pay you lots of money if you take us to him,” I said.


The man stopped at my words. He turned around and his black eyes bored through me. “James Banda? You know Banda?”


“James Banda is my brother,” said the Wife, producing her most luscious smile. “The boy is right, my brother will pay you.”


He glanced at the Wife, at our pile of luggage, and then back at Grace and me. I could see his brain ticking over, weighing up his options. If he left us and we managed to get to Marange and told James Banda that he had abandoned us in the bush, it could be very bad for him.


“Take only what you can carry,” he said finally, clearly irritated with the decision he had made. “Hurry. You have a long walk ahead of you.”


The Wife protested immediately, but for once in his life my father spoke firmly to her. “We have no choice, Sylvia. Do as he says.”


Quickly we sorted through our luggage, repacking it into the smaller bags. The Wife fussed about what shoes she should take, while my father sorted through his books and teaching materials. Grace selected one of her soft toys and packed the others away. “I will come pick you up soon,” I overheard her whispering to those she was leaving behind.


I surveyed all that I owned dispassionately. Spread out on the ground against the vastness of the bush, my belongings seemed insignificant: jeans, T-shirts, a couple of underpants, and socks. The first things that went into my backpack were my pens, my phone, my diary, and my best pair of running shoes.


Finally, we were ready. The Wife and my father had stopped their arguing. He would carry one of her suitcases. The other three, mostly packed with her clothes, were tossed into a hollow space inside the baobab tree.


“Tomorrow, when you have a car, well, I cannot say, but they might still be there,” said the man, shrugging, and speaking in a lyrical way, which I ultimately recognized as a French accent. “Now we start to walk.”


“What is your name?” asked Grace.


“Boubacar,” he answered.


“And how far is it to Marange?” asked the Wife.


“There’s no need to worry about that,” said Boubacar. “If we are caught, they will shoot us and bury us until the wild animals carry our bones elsewhere. If you want to worry, worry about getting to Marange alive.”
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We walked through the forest for what seemed the longest hour of my life. At every rustle in the grass we fell to the ground, waiting until Boubacar gave us the all clear. The bags I carried grew heavier and heavier and blisters bubbled up on my palms. My feet ached but I walked on, never losing sight of Boubacar’s broad back. All around us the bush noisily prepared for night: The barking and scuffling of a troop of baboons heading for high ground, the mournful caw of the night crows nesting in the trees, and the scratching and burrowing of smaller animals reminded us that we were not alone. The sun had disappeared behind the hills; baobab trees towered over the forest like giant watchmen. Night was only moments away.


Before each clearing, Boubacar stopped until he was sure there was no danger and then signaled us forward. His cautious progress from one clearing to the next and his watchful silence had infected us all. Darkness spread over us from the horizon, all shadows faded away, and above us stars began to pinprick their way into a dusky, ink-smudged sky. I was surprised to see the Wife struggling with her luggage without complaining. My father quietly urged Grace on with promises of chocolate and rest, and although he smiled at me, I saw the worry in his eyes. Elephant Skull was no nearer. The driver had lied to us. It seemed a lifetime ago that I had wanted more than anything to get out of the car to stretch my legs, but now I longed for its safety and comfort. Once again Boubacar raised his hand and we dropped to the ground, crouching next to our luggage.


“What are you watching for?” I asked, crawling up as close to him as I dared. “If you tell me, I can help you.”


“Policemen. Soldiers. Mailashas,” he whispered, scanning the clearing for any movement. “They will call the syndicate guards and you will stand no chance. Now stop talking and tell your mother—”


“She’s not my mother.”


“Tell her she must leave those bags behind,” he continued. “She is slowing us down. We still have a long way to go.”


“When will we get there?”


“Five, maybe six hours’ time.”


I glanced back at my family. My father was pulling Grace to her feet. He had tied her bag to his own and was dragging them along the ground behind him. The Wife rose slowly, sweat trickling down her face.


“They can’t walk for another six hours,” I whispered.


“You would rather sleep out here in the wild?”


There was no further discussion and we trudged on. I glanced up at the sky: The Milky Way arched across a canopy of millions of glittering stars, brighter than anything I had ever seen in the city. As beautiful as it was, the night must have been full of terrors for Grace. I offered to give her a ride, and slung my backpack around to rest on my chest.


“I’m fine, Patson,” she said, but I knew she was only trying to be brave.


“But I’m not. I need you to hug me tight,” I answered, insisting she climb up onto my back. Grace was the one person with whom I could truly be myself. I never had to worry what she thought about me; I never had to explain myself to her. I was her Big Brother with capital letters and that was all that mattered to her. I didn’t tell her everything, not anymore, but I told her a lot of stuff that I wouldn’t tell my father or even some of my friends at school. I liked the way she listened to me, with seriousness and complete attention, as if for that moment, I was the only person in the world talking to her. It was a habit she had inherited from my mother, and I loved her for it.


Grace clambered onto my back and wrapped her arms tightly around my neck. “I’m scared of the bats, Patson,” she whispered into my ear. “One almost flew into my face. And Boubacar scares me too.”


“How old are you, Gracie?”


“You know how old I am.”


“I forgot. You’re seven or eight years old, right?”


“No, I’m not! I’m ten.”


“Ten?”


“Well, almost ten.”


“Then you must know that bats are the butterflies of the night. They sleep during the day and can’t wait to stretch their wings at nighttime. Imagine sleeping through the whole day and only waking up when the sun goes down. You’d be hungry and stiff when you woke up. That’s why they zip through the air once the sun sets, eating mosquitoes and playing with one another. They can’t do anything to you. And as for Boubacar, he just looks scary.”


“He speaks funny.”


“That’s because he speaks French. He’ll look after us. He knows where he is going.”


In the distance the violent crack of a rifle shot frightened a flock of herons from a nearby tree. They launched themselves from their sleeping perches, exploding in a shower of white feathers.


We fell to the ground.


“We must move,” urged Boubacar. “Come on. Get up.”


The terrain was uneven and difficult to negotiate in the dark. I stumbled forward with Grace on my back. Another round of gunfire crackled through the night. Grace’s grip tightened around my neck but I ran on. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw lights from a vehicle, scudding through the bushes, closing in on us. Loud voices headed in our direction. Then someone broke cover from my right and ran across my path, followed by two more people, their frightened faces lit by the headlights.


“We must run now. Leave your bags. Leave everything,” ordered Boubacar as he swept Grace off my back and started running with her in his arms. My father clung to his briefcase and, grabbing the Wife’s hand, pulled her along behind him. But she would not leave her suitcase, so he gathered it up, and pushed her forward in front of him. I dropped the suitcase I was carrying, swung my backpack higher onto my shoulders, and followed Boubacar. My stomach knotted in fear of what might happen to us, and somehow a new power surged in my legs.


Gunshots boomed across the bush as the lights from the vehicle grew brighter.


The wail of a baby hurriedly silenced; a scream of a woman in pain.


All around us people were running, darting from tree to tree. For hours we hadn’t seen anyone. Now, suddenly, flushed out by guns and beams of light, people were running with us. Where had they come from? Boubacar must have known that there were others heading for Marange. He must have seen them, yet made sure we avoided them. Our cautious progress had become a noisy, full-on flight with vehicles pounding through the bush behind us.


Keeping up with Boubacar was hard but I had to stay close to my sister. I would not lose her to this chaos of the night. With no warning, Boubacar herded me into an outcrop of rocks, and my sister scrambled out of his arms and into mine.


Tears streamed from her eyes and I held her hard against me, trying to still her trembling. “It will be okay. Shhh, don’t cry.”


More gunshots, more frightened voices.


“Over here!” Boubacar beckoned to my father and the Wife, sprinting toward us. My father’s face was gleaming with sweat. I had never heard him breathing so hard, yet he clung to his briefcase, then dropped it to sweep Grace into his arms and lay with her flat on the ground.


“Under the rocks. Keep your heads down,” ordered Boubacar as we scrambled into the shelter of the rocks as best as we could.


Boubacar quickly disappeared among the rocks above us. My father squeezed Grace into an even smaller space hidden by grass and wedged his briefcase in front of her as if it were a magical protective barrier. The Wife whimpered as male voices barked orders and came closer. Two vehicles converged near our hiding place and a second pair of lights swept past us. Without warning, three soldiers ambled from the cover of the bush, their automatic rifles held loosely in front of them. A black-booted, gun-metal presence filled the clearing not more than ten meters away. One of the soldiers held a red-tipped cigarette, pulsing in the darkness. They seemed unhurried and talked in low murmurs. Then the trees across from our hiding place blazed in the harsh onslaught of headlights, and I realized if the soldiers were to look in our direction they would be blinded by those headlamps. Boubacar had chosen our hiding place well. My father firmly squeezed my wrist. I didn’t need his words to understand this was the moment of our greatest danger yet. Grace was safe behind us, and the Wife’s trembling hand was clasped over her mouth. I was grateful to her for that.


Four young men and a woman stumbled into the glare of the jeep’s headlights, clutching bags to their chests. Three soldiers, rifles pointed at them, were close behind. A second jeep stopped abruptly, its driver descending on the group trapped in the light.


“Lie down!” the driver screamed, and a young man fell to the ground, covering his head with his hands. “Now stay down because you do not think when your head is upright.” With the sole of his boot, he ground the man’s face into the dirt, while the soldiers ripped into the bags of the others. The men were ordered to take off their shirts and trousers, and a soldier, with his rifle now slung over his back, carefully searched their clothes.


“What are you doing here?” the driver asked the man trapped under his foot as if he were talking to a child. “Where are you going?”


A jumble of terrified gibberish came from the ground, and the driver smashed the butt of his rifle onto the man’s legs. The crack of wood against bone, the cry of agony, as he jerked into a tight ball. The driver sauntered over to the other three men and the woman.


His rifle burst into life, spitting flames as bullets bit into the dirt. The deafening noise echoed off the rocks. But it wasn’t dead bodies or silence that followed. Instead the night filled with very-much-alive screams of terror as the men and the woman clung to one another.


“Yes, you are alive. Now go and never return, or you will be dead,” said the driver, prodding the men with the tip of his weapon. “Not you,” he said to the woman and nodded to one of the soldiers. Without further words, she was thrown into the back of one of the jeeps, while the terrified men lifted their wounded companion and dragged him away. Out of the jeep’s lights, the night swallowed them whole.


“You find anything?” the driver asked his comrade, rifling through the clothes and bags.


“Nothing. Perhaps she can tell us,” he said, pointing to the woman in the jeep.


“Perhaps not, but it will be fun to find out,” said the driver as the others chuckled knowingly. They clambered into the jeep beside her and drove away. The second jeep followed, and soon the throbbing of their engines faded; the beams of their bobbing headlights grew smaller.


We did not move. My father’s grip softened on my wrist and he wiped the sweat from his face. I scanned the darkness for any movement.


“I think they’ve gone,” I whispered.


My father did not answer. He inched forward on his stomach.


“Patson?” Grace’s small voice came from behind the briefcase.


“Have they gone?” asked the Wife.


“Stay where you are.” What if Boubacar had fled? I shuffled forward to peer at the rocks above us. “Boubacar?”


At the sound of my voice, my father raised his hands to silence me. I pointed upward, and he cautiously rose to his feet, keeping an eye on the clearing.


“Boubacar!” he called.


No one answered.
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I scrambled out of our hiding place and stared into the darkness. My father called out Boubacar’s name again, panic in his voice. Out here his book knowledge could do nothing to help his family survive. He clambered up the rocks, calling Boubacar’s name louder and louder. Grace slipped out from behind the briefcase and stood up.


“I don’t like it here, Patson. I want to go home,” she said, a sob catching in the back of her throat.


“We can’t go home,” said the Wife, looking wildly about her. “We have to get to my brother. James will help us. There is no other way. We have to find James.”


As much as I hated to admit it, I agreed with the Wife. The option of going home had long passed. We had no choice but to find Marange and then James Banda, the man responsible for us running through the bush away from soldiers, hiding under rocks, terrified for our lives. Diamonds for everyone, he had said to the Wife. He hadn’t told her about the roadblocks or about the soldiers attacking people in the night. He had forgotten that part.


And then my father appeared, grinning, with Boubacar by his side. Grace ran to him and threw her arms around one of his legs. “Thank you, thank you for coming back for us.”


Boubacar rested his hand on her head and bent down to look into her eyes.


“I didn’t leave you, Mademoiselle. I had to see if the soldiers were gone.”


“Who were those poor people?” I asked.


“Those boys wanted to be men. It is the way here. When you have worked the mines, you are no longer a boy. If you make it into the eye, you are seen as a man.”


“And they did not make it?” my father asked.


“No, their luck ran out. They were found camping in the valley near the diamond fields, waiting for a chance to fill their sacks with soil. It was as close as they could get to the fields.”


“What did those soldiers want from them?” I asked.


“Diamonds. The police usually patrol this area, but I have never seen soldiers before. This is something new. I don’t know why the army is here.”


“And the woman with them?” asked the Wife, but he offered her no answer.


“Do we still have far to go? I’m tired,” said Grace.


Boubacar crouched and laid his hands gently on her shoulders. “I need you to be brave, Mademoiselle Gracie, and when you are tired, I will carry you. You do not need to be afraid,” he added. “While I am here, you can wear my magic tie. Whoever wears it cannot be harmed. Would you like that?”


Grace nodded and Boubacar solemnly took off his tie and placed it around her neck.


We gathered what was left of our luggage and again walked out into the night, knowing better than to ask how much longer it would be to Marange.


A full moon rose above Elephant Skull and bathed us in a silvery glow. I had lost all sense of time and space, the shimmering sky too bright to find those stars that might have marked our progress. We had walked for three, maybe four, maybe five hours, I could not say. I remember stopping briefly and drinking foul, dark water from a muddy pool. I remember the Wife weeping on the ground and my father putting his arms around her, before dragging her to her feet. I remember tripping over tangled roots in the dark, falling over and rolling down an embankment and Boubacar lifting me off the ground, dusting me off, and pushing me forward.


Uncle James was responsible for all of this. Uncle James Banda. Diamonds for everyone, he had said. I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and staying awake. The heaviness of sleep deadened my arms and legs. My neck seemed incapable of holding my head erect and it dropped of its own accord onto my chest until I jerked it upright. This must be sleepwalking, I thought. I stubbed my toe, grazed my arm against a thorn bush, and awakened only long enough to again walk, walk forward into the dark night. I dreamed of cool fridge water and clean, soft sheets and Sheena.


Although the forest around us was eerily quiet, I had an unnerving sensation that we were being watched. Every flickering shadow threatened. The moonlight illuminated shapes that seemed to move but then when I looked again they went still. It was difficult to make out what was solid and what was not. All animal noises had been silenced and we walked on, on through a sleeping forest.


And then I glimpsed a shadow in human form staring at me. The ash-gray figure was no taller than me and stood at the foot of a hulking mimosa tree, leaning on a pair of crutches. I could not tell if it was a girl or a boy, alive or dead, or whether I was dreaming or awake. But it stared at me with eyes that were real enough. The figure lifted its dust-gray arm and pointed back to where we had come from, its lips moving with words I could not hear. Moonlight spilled through the branches, forming a halo of silver around its head.


I was so tired, I was not afraid. I moved toward it just as the figure turned away and disappeared into the low-hanging branches of the mimosa tree. The forest was as silent as an empty church. Boubacar’s pace had never slowed. Grace’s arms were flung limply around his neck. She slept like a rag doll on his shoulder. My father dragged the Wife behind him, still clinging to the last of the four suitcases she could not live without. I trudged on, barely able to keep my eyes open.


I was too exhausted to think about what I had seen or what it had meant. That would come later, but now all I could think of was sleeping. Boubacar suddenly stopped and raised his hand. Once again we fell wearily to the ground, no longer concerned with the noise we made. He whistled—three short notes—like the call of a nightjar. Grace did not stir. I wished he would carry me. My eyelids drooped shut.


Behind me, the Wife’s whispered urgency roused me. “Look, Joseph, look!”


A single flame rose from beneath the ground and floated in the air only ten paces ahead of us.


I rubbed my eyes as, one by one, small flames rose out of the earth and hovered in the air. In their flickering light, figures emerged from the ground. Their faces were stained with gray dust and sand, their bloodshot eyes illuminated by the light from wax candles they held in front of them. Some carried long iron rods; others bore pickaxes upon their shoulders.


My skin prickled the rest of me awake.


Wordlessly they stared at us through the darkness, their gray faces all holding blank, incurious expressions. I had heard of zombies roaming the earth after midnight but had never believed those stories until this moment. Their silent presence was unworldly. If Grace had been awake, she would have screamed. Could I still be asleep and dreaming of the undead rising from the earth? Was the figure I had seen standing under the mimosa tree one of these creatures? Boubacar had not moved since the figures emerged from the ground. He whistled the same three short notes again, and from the darkness a voice responded in a language I had never heard before.


“Wait here,” whispered Boubacar, crouching down beside me and laying Grace gently on the ground without waking her. “If anything happens to me, you take your sister and run for your life. You do not look back. You do not wait for your father or his wife. You run. You understand, Patson? You run faster than you ever have before.”


There was no doubting the warning or the large knife in the palm of his right hand. He quickly pulled a short iron bar from his bag and rose to his feet, walking slowly toward the waiting figures. He concealed the blade behind his back but carried the iron bar in full view. I glanced at Grace, still protected from these zombies by her armor of sleep. More glimmers of candlelight emerged from the earth and moved gradually toward us, until we were surrounded. The murmuring of a strange language covered us, huddled as we were on the ground. I strained to hear a familiar word or make sense of imminent danger in the tone of the speaker. Fully awake now, my body hummed with tension, fear, and wonder. At the first indication of danger from Boubacar I would sweep up Grace, and run directly toward the flames. I would scatter these zombies with a scream of the living and bring my sister to safety before she woke up. They would not devour her, or drag her into their shallow graves.
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