
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Wanna fly, you got to give up the shit that weighs you down. 

			Toni Morrison, Song of Solomon
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			The Aftermath

			June–November 1996

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Even though other tall boys were at his side that evening, Manu felt lanky – arms sticking out of cuffs, legs encumbered by pews. His school choir was singing in the cathedral, jostling elbows as they bawled it out, under a blue-toned cupola. A prize event was taking place, as well as a Mass. All the schools in Bukavu – a lakeside town in eastern Zaire – were competing, in the presence of the archbishop himself. A girls’ school won, integrating handbells into their performance. Looking glumly on, Manu was struck by the intense concentration on the faces of those pig-tailed girls as they rang their bells in a synchronised manner, one choreographed by their music teacher, no doubt. 

			The girls, they were simply better. They deserved victory and his school’s lusty rendition of a French hymn, ‘Seigneur, je vois’, deserved failure. Was it his fault? He’d sneezed at a crucial point. It might equally have been the fault of Clement next to him, who cawed like a crow; but anyone, in fact, in his thirty-strong choir of school leavers (all between seventeen and nineteen) could have been the cause, many struggling to keep time, despite the attempts of Don Javier to improve them in practice sessions. 

			Manu was downcast not by natural adolescent gloom, but by events: by now, after all, his father had sent his fateful message, summoning him back to the farm, and this had plunged him into despair.

			In his address afterwards, the archbishop mined more solid ground for that emotion, saying, ‘There are things that can be seen only with eyes that have cried,’ but that no one should lose hope. He pleaded that the congregation avoid ethnic dispute. He pleaded that they refer to God and his angels, not tribe or clan. If, he added, ‘this country only could work with mutual understanding, singing in time from the same song sheet, like these fine young women with handbells, then through grace of Mungu Baba, Zaire will be preserved from the crimes that have befallen our neighbour, and life will go on’.

			The archbishop spoke of the killings by Hutus in neighbouring Rwanda. He spoke of the following invasion there by Tutsi exiles – notionally people with whom Manu’s family would be in covenant, being Tutsis themselves, albeit Congolese rather than Rwandan. And then he spoke of the invasion’s consequences. One was a refugee crisis in Zaire itself, now fomenting hatred among other tribes against both Hutus and Tutsis, but mainly the latter.

			The genocide in Rwanda – the border was very near to Bukavu – occurred two years ago. So Manu and his schoolfriends knew very well, as they sang their guts out, that the killings were triggered by a missile attack on a small jet containing the Hutu President of Rwanda and his Burundian counterpart. 

			They knew, too, that the Rwandan Hutu government, long before that Falcon 50 fell from the sky, had already planned the programme of death that it ignited. For months before, elements in the Hutu leadership had been readying the kindling through messages in the media, shrill and demented. As with spiders producing enormous webs from tiny bodies (there were some of these above Manu, crossing the curved spans of the cathedral roof), these messages worked insidiously on the minds of the populace, bringing forth a platform of communal hatred.

			Suspicion about who fired the missiles fell either on the Tutsi army in exile that invaded, then called the Rwandan Patriotic Front, now designated the Rwandan Patriotic Army, or RPA; or on Hutu Power, an extremist element of the former Rwandan government, opposed to negotiation by more moderate Hutus.

			The truth remained unknown to Manu, to nearly everyone. Maybe that even included the leader of his own country, Joseph-Désiré Mobutu Sese Seko Kuku Ngbendu Wa Za Banga, President of Zaire. Indeed, the downing of the jet could turn out to be ‘one of the great mysteries of the late twentieth century’, according to a reporter for the BBC World Service. 

			This was the station to which Manu and his schoolfriends mostly listened, along with Radio France Internationale. Short-wave transmissions seemed so important in those long-ago days, dispersing among millions with all the apparent power of the drops of holy water that the archbishop flicked at doomed youth with a little, silver-handled brush, as he processed down the aisle and out of the cathedral. 

			In their dorm afterwards there took place, courtesy of Clement’s dinky radio, the customary audience of successive news broadcasts on the Africa services of the British and French national stations. Both happened that night to examine the links between the genocide in 1994 and the following influx of Hutu refugees into Zaire, and how these two events had become bound up with attacks on Congolese Tutsis. This designation included two main groups, Banyamulenge and Banyarwanda; Manu was one of the former, but his situation was complicated, because his family had migrated away from the main Banyamulenge area in South Kivu, fleeing earlier inter-tribal violence.

			In the wake of the broadcasts, an argument developed. Jerome, the school’s soccer star, said from his bed: ‘It’s obvious as fuck the British blame the Hutus for the jet attack and the French blame the Tutsis. They’re like fans when a fight breaks out after the game. The French support the Hutus because they think they own us, like they really do own other Francophone countries in Africa. Just pissed off the Belgians beat them to it here, and the Brits have kept interfering ever since.’

			Emile, a boy from Baraka, a town in Fizi district, was lying on his back, bouncing a tennis ball against the opposite wall. ‘Maybe, but it’s nothing to do with the actual cause, which was that the minds of stupid Hutus in Rwanda got poisoned by those broadcasts from Kigali. What do you think, Shitshoveller?’

			This was Manu’s unfortunate nickname, born of him being of cow-herding stock, and coming from a poorer family than the others. 

			‘I heard the haters all right. But it’s not about what a few blancs say, it’s about what happened. So I agree with you, Emile.’

			‘Typical,’ said Clement. ‘You always take his side. I’m with Jerome.’

			‘All part of the same thing anyhow,’ said Jerome. ‘How the story’s told gets mixed in with whatever it’s about.’

			‘Doesn’t mean committing an atrocity is the same as having an opinion about it,’ Emile countered. ‘What d’you know, anyway? You’re only good for kicking a ball!’

			Jerome leaped from his bed and started laying into Emile with a pillow. Clement joined in the assault, but Manu didn’t get involved. This kind of thing happened every night, and he left it to other boys to come to Emile’s aid.

			The pillow fight and the argument were no more conclusive than the voice of Don Javier, who arrived seeking to quieten them down. 

			‘Settle boys, settle,’ he said, and so they did, but only for a while.

			Once Don Javier went back to his quarters, Jerome turned the conversation to Roger Milla, the Cameroonian footballer, who in 1994 had become the oldest scorer in World Cup history. Most of them, though none anywhere near being Cameroonians, held Milla in as much reverence as Don Javier held the Pope. 

			It was, everyone concurred, not so fine a performance as Milla had given in the 1990 World Cup, when they were new boys and all Africa swelled with pride, but still something good to have held on to in a time of gloom four years later, when images on the television – of the last phases of the genocide next door and soccer matches in far-off America – had competed for attention, the one producing horror, the other joy, at least until Nigeria got knocked out, Cameroon having failed to progress, this time, from the first round. 

			And now, in the dorm, the blunted stub of that joy manifested in the boys singing an anthem to Milla written by Pépé Kallé, the elephant of African music. Clement jigged about on his bed, trying to somersault, and Jerome did back kicks and keepie-uppies with the tennis ball, the former playing the role of Emoro, the dancer in Kallé’s band, the latter Milla himself, as the rest of the boys chanted: 

			I am Roger Milla Milla Roger Milla Roger Milla

			I am Roger Roger Milla Milla Roger Milla Motherfucker what you saying yo?

			Gimme my fucking respect tho!

			I am the Green the Red and the Yellow star shining above yo!

			It was a fantasy, this part-remembered praise song. As the dorm mates acted their roles, Milla was past his best and Emoro dead already – Emoro the dwarf, with whom enormously fat Kallé used to duel in jerky, frenetic dances, along with singer Papy Tex and three virtuoso guitarists dubbed Elvis, Doris and Boeing 737.

			This night of singing twice occurred in June 1996: the end of Manu’s final term, by which time he’d turned nineteen, having been late to start school. 

			Despite the elation of singing the Kallé song with his friends, he fell asleep depressed that night, thinking again of the letter he had received from home. In it, his father said that he had decided that events in the Great Lakes meant that Manu would be unable to pursue the other life for which his education had been preparing him.

			Zaire’s falling to pieces, his father had written, and there was no chance of Manu going to university in Kinshasa, as he’d planned. Doubly galling because he originally wanted to go to Europe, not the Zairean capital, but his father had already ruled that out on grounds of cost. Now all options were closed. Further education was not necessarily going to protect him from the violence that was growing. Those were his father’s feelings and perhaps he was right.  

			It was good, though, the education Manu had acquired – one his family could not have afforded had he not won a scholarship as a boarder – if a little old-fashioned and Jesuitical in nature. Don Javier was a hard taskmaster, often switching between different languages to keep the boys on their toes. In maths, he was insistent that all sums were done in pencil, so that wrong answers could be rubbed out and replaced with right ones. Manu was quite good at maths, calculus especially, though there was one embarrassing incident when he kept getting the remainder of a long-division sum wrong, which Don Javier said was just silly, as calculus is harder than long division. 

			He got his best marks in English and history. Don Javier liked to discourse on a statue of Clio, the muse of history, which he had viewed at the Vatican Museum during his time as a seminarian in Rome; he sometimes mentioned the half-smile manifesting on the lips of this particular statue, suggesting it indicated a blind spot in understanding of the ongoing present of human affairs – that tawdry template of repetition about which, the priest would invariably say, ‘we so often do not know whether to laugh or weep, but God just weeps’ – before going on to sketch the principal phases of whichever period the class was studying. 

			Whatever patch of time was involved, Don Javier was always keen to stress that each one was always subject to the effects of earlier parts in a longer series – and so on to the present era, he once gloomily added, ‘and the kind of viscosity you see when windscreen wipers in a car are rubbing against glass that’s too greasy to make out much on the road in front’.

			Rarely did these eras that they studied include ones in Zaire’s own historical journey: not when the Kingdom of Kongo held sway over much of the country, eventually falling under Portuguese control; not during the following chapter of the Congo Free State, later in the nineteenth century, when the country was ruled by the King of Belgium as his own personal estate, nor its time as an official Belgian colony, or even after independence in 1960. 

			Don Javier did once, however, mention the Chwezi Empire – the mysterious, Europe-untrammelled ‘Empire of Light’, as it was also known. Said in oral tradition to have been founded by a man called Kintu, it stretched throughout the Great Lakes and well beyond in early medieval times, so long before the tide turned in Rwanda: spread itself as blood – red, sticky goo – on Don Javier’s windscreen of the present.

			Manu learned about this ancient, shut-off past mostly from his mother, who also spoke eloquently of the traditional wisdom she’d acquired: such as sansevieria, or irago as she more properly called it in Kinyarwanda, being the right plant to counter snakebite, or when to sow maize or harvest mushrooms – matters for once paid heed to by a husband mostly liable to tell her to stop babbling. Though he never did when she talked of abadayimoni, the demonic imps that haunt guilty people.  

			There was a large, out-of-date map on the white-plaster wall of the classroom, a remnant from the Belgian colonial period that, despite its antiquity, Don Javier used for teaching. Don Javier himself was not Belgian but Spanish, though he did speak French well. He was equally (not remarkably for a Jesuit missionary in that region) fluent in Swahili and Lingala. He had a theory that each language had its own animating spirit. The spirit of French was respect, the spirit of English was aggression, the spirit of Swahili was combination; Spanish, he said, was imbued with the spirit of infuriation.

			Employing a short cane of bamboo, as pointedly focused on the country’s geography as he was neglectful of its history (as if space could ever be free of temporal form!), Don Javier would trace the borders of Zaire with Uganda and Rwanda in the east and also where it hit the Atlantic in the far west, at the ports of Banana, Boma and Matadi. Nearby to these was the throbbing metropolis of Kinshasa, where he’d served previously, after an interval in Macau in China. That was his first posting in the order, after graduating from the Gregorian University. 

			He was, all the boys agreed, a rather unusual teacher, full of surprises, sometimes seeming quite disciplinarian, at other times almost louche. He was very fond of his car, an old Ford Zodiac, its chrome bumpers much polished, and now and then he was spotted in bars in town. Once in class he compared the liveliness of nightclubs in Kinshasa with the liveliness of nightclubs in Macau, which is not your usual priestly prattle. 

			Kinshasa won. Don Javier represented Zaire’s capital city with desire, in fact, as if he were desperate to go back there; but he was now tied to the archbishopric of Bukavu. He would have been a better university professor than schoolteacher, probably, for he had a remarkable ability to bring science and religion together, speaking of black holes in one breath and negative theology in the next. He described both these as involving unknown dimensions resting on the interference pattern of known ones.

			‘What the fuck?’ Jerome whispered to Manu at the time, a sentiment repeated a few seconds later, but with more vehemence, as gravity was explained in terms of the force needed by Adam to spring up with alacrity as soon as God first put breath into him.

			When Don Javier was teaching, God always came into it somewhere, whether the subject was the transient evolutionary nature of prehistoric animals, the difference between Luxor and Athens as civilisations, the wanderings of Odysseus, or the system of categories in human cognition. Sometimes it was just all too hard to follow, and what use was any of it now, anyway?

			With Jerome and Clement and Emile, one day in May, before his father delivered his ultimatum and before the singing competition, Manu and his chums had made wild plans for the future, sitting by Bukavu docks, swinging their legs over the stagnant water as they passed a stick of sugar cane between each other and watched dockers load ships. 

			The boys were using up time, waiting for the school church bell summoning them to vespers, where Don Javier would be waiting in his white cotton surplice, signifying innocence, he once said, and the clothing of immortality given to us in baptism.

			Meanwhile the bare-chested, muscle-bound dockers sang ancient Swahili songs as they laboured, half immersed in foamy water while gunning in rivets or loading crates. Brought to the region by slave caravans of the past, so knowledgeable Emile said on this occasion, the old songs filled the chests of the friends with the untrustworthy romance of escape. Jerome wanted to be a professional footballer; Emile wanted to be a professor; Clement wanted to follow his father into diplomacy. 

			Something technical to do with machines was what Manu hoped for. But now he had to return home to tillage and herding, the only good thing about this plan being, to his mind, that he would see Joséphine, his favourite cow. The best of the family herd, sarcastically named after the great leader Mobutu, Joséphine was a clever beast with distinctive markings: a series of small white boxes, like cigarette packets, running across both flanks.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Manu’s family lived over 100 kilometres away from his boarding school, near a village called Pendele in the adjoining Zairean province of North Kivu (Bukavu being in South Kivu). At some distance from the provincial capital, Goma, Pendele lay in a rural area, and the Kwizera homestead was itself a couple of kilometres from Pendele proper.

			His home sat in a place where tracts of forest and semi-alpine meadows collide with the jagged cinder blocks of Mount Nyiragongo, one of eight volcanoes in the region – of which it may confidently be bet, across the long X-axis of geological time, that some are active to this day. 

			The Kwizera compound stood on the grassy slopes of a hill under the volcano. Two hills away, in the main part of Pendele, lived a couple of uncles – Banyamulenge, like Manu’s immediate family and the rest of the Kwizeras down in the south – but settled in a village of Banyarwanda. This was a group with which Manu and his relatives were kin only in so far as they were both peoples of mainly Tutsi descent, living in Zaire but originating in Rwanda. 

			Three hills away, hidden in a forest clearing for reasons of superstition relating to the volcano, stood the forge with which his father supplemented the family income, working as a blacksmith, as had long been the role of Kwizeras down the male line. It was said in family stories, clan legends, that this occupation should never be abandoned; but Manu, who had a modern mind, for the time being still well able to make a caesura between past and present, didn’t believe in these vain prophecies, these time-thrashed family curses, however common they were in the region, among people not enlightened by Don Javier about caesura. Caesurae, he’d typically correct, causing Jerome to mimic pulling out an eyeball, a manoeuvre that sometimes ended with him lying on the floor by his desk, the fake eyeball (a scrumpled-up piece of paper) sitting in his outstretched hand, as Don Javier approached with the cane. 

			On the far side of the mountain was another grove, in this instance of ancient, orange-flowered flame trees, within which Manu’s initiation ceremony took place. Along with other Tutsi boys, all about fourteen, he had submitted to various rituals amid that circle of trees, their spiky, sticky flowers seeming like bushels of fire. 

			These rituals included: making meaningless growls (intended to become intelligible when ancestral spirits were reached); wearing a necklace of dried grass smeared with goat blood while sitting on a wooden stool; ingesting water channelled from the base of a termite mound (thus absorbing the spirits of ancestors); being subjected to a mud massage and the covering of his body by the burnt residue of groundnuts; falling over backwards deliberately and banging his head – all to an accompaniment of incantations, rattle-shakes, drumming . . .

			At the heart of this milestone of maturity lay an expectation – of spirit possession. During the ceremony, he was told by one of the elders: ‘If you pretend to be possessed, you will be destroyed.’ By another all the initiates were warned: ‘If you make a copy of being possessed, another one of you will be taken at random to be sacrificed.’ Manu pretended all right, but the silly business went off OK, and at last he was permitted to go home – feeling oddly, as he made his way down the paths, as if the pretended thing had been authentic all along.

			The Kwizeras’ complex of huts was surrounded by four agricultural storehouses with conical roofs. Their straw eaves were plagued by avaricious birds that, as a boy, Manu used to exterminate with a catapult, developing significant skill in aiming and firing at the exact right time and on target. These storehouses, making one circle, in turn were surrounded by the circular thorn hedge of the boma, a fence behind which cattle, the main source of the family’s livelihood besides the forge, were corralled at night; such that the last thing he used to hear before falling asleep, and the first thing he would hear on waking, was the note of their lowing.

			These cattle felt like family too, part of a wider natural order, but the Kwizera family’s human members consisted besides himself only of his flinty-faced father, his cloudy-faced mother (they often argued), and his elder sister Beatrice, whose face would have been pretty were it not for an over-prominent nose. She liked clothes, his sister, carefully washing the one or two finer frocks she owned. 

			By the time Manu came home, a few weeks after the singing competition and in a disconsolate state, large camps of Hutu refugees had been established within Zaire’s borders for two years. He had to pass near some of them during his journey; in his letter, his father had told him to be careful about those places. There had already been significant attacks on the main Congolese Tutsi settlements down in South Kivu, where he was coming from. 

			So far, his homestead outside Pendele had escaped, but security wasn’t the only issue. Money was very tight. The whole economy was collapsing. Accordingly, out of financial necessity, and somewhat in contradiction to his concerns for his son’s safety, almost the first thing Manu’s father did, as Mrs Kwizera served her son a welcome-home meal of beef, beans and ugali maize, was ask that he begin selling milk in the nearest Hutu refugee camp.

			‘You will have to use a lad from another tribe to go in there,’ he instructed, dipping his hand into the sufuria containing the maize, which stuck like glue to the edge of the saucepan.

			No one said anything for a few seconds, but Manu could feel the eyes of his mother and sister upon him, jointly willing that he give the negative answer that he knew he could not. For what his father meant was that if Manu went in himself, the Hutus would kill him, counting him as a Rwandan Tutsi, pure and simple (not that this question of ethnicity, which had already caused so much bloodshed, could quite so easily be calculated).

			There was no option of refusing; or so it seemed at the time. This instruction came from a man who, though broadly kind, was also very rigid, dealing out beatings to Manu in the past using one of the ropes employed to tether cattle, usually the more restive bulls, within the boma. 

			After the meal, Manu took up a musical instrument and went to find Joséphine. She was roaming free in the boma, its enclosure heavy with odour and a sound of stamping hooves. Some time passed, during which night fell on Pendele, and Manu tumbled into his own version of that trance-like stasis which has ever been the cowherd’s lot in myth. 

			The cowherd’s lot in life, too, it had often seemed to him, when younger and bored, though this paralysis was more likely to strike in the sunlit meadows, product of a parched tongue and burnt forehead, than down in the boma in darkness as he was now. Here it came again, all the same, that precious monotony which children know as well as cowherds: that time of summer’s lease, before life exacts its price with winter after winter of events.

			As Manu was stroking the cow’s silken flanks, like he used to every night before he went away to school, Beatrice came up and joined him, jogging his arm. A few moments before, Manu had begun playing Joséphine some notes on the instrument he’d brought with him from the house – a wooden flute, in the playing of which, during those upland hours of watching over cattle, he had made himself adept. The flute itself had been handcrafted by a master, now sadly dead, his work stopped by TB. All those old skills are going anyway, Manu’s father had commented when they heard the news.

			‘I’ve missed you,’ his sister said. ‘Tough about university – and going into the camps like Dad demanded.’

			‘Has to be done,’ he replied shortly. ‘We all have to behave differently now.’

			‘Why?’ she asked. 

			‘Life has become more serious. There might be fighting, sis.’

			Joséphine gave a low moan, as if she too were feeling the pain both humans were experiencing; as if that quantity, like love, circulated telepathically through all species, all parts of the natural world, from subterranean depths to the stars above. But there were no stars that night, and the moon too was obscured; the only light came from the glow of the fire over which their mother had cooked supper, using an iron spit and a tripod for hanging the sufuria, both of which their father had made in his forge.  

			‘I’m glad you’re back anyhow,’ Beatrice said. ‘But look, you don’t need to only think of the family.’

			‘There isn’t anything else left. What about you? You should be married by now.’

			‘Nothing in view. All the young men round here see me as a southerner. Or their fathers do. I suppose I better get a move on, but I can’t seem to find anyone suitable.’ She jogged his arm again. ‘What about you anyhow, any girlfriends down in Bukavu?’

			‘A couple.’ 

			Not quite true. In fact, there had been rather a lot of action in that department, if secretively, which was why he’d sometimes inwardly laughed at the attempts of Jerome, Clement and Emile to get girls from other schools in Bukavu to kiss them. They didn’t understand that you actually had to talk to girls if they were to be the slightest bit interested. 

			His sister touched his arm again, very lightly, and stole back through the darkness. As she went, he heard a noise – perhaps her tripping over one of the gourds used for curding milk that often lay around the compound, their interiors waiting to be smoked with fire coals the next morning, which was a process of sterilisation.  

			That night he lay within the clay walls of his sleeping hut – permeated with smells of soot and cow dung – desperately missing the camaraderie of his dorm friends. He was suffering some sort of reverse homesickness, perhaps. 

			The very next day, acting on his father’s instructions, he found a Bembe accomplice, someone he’d been to primary school with, whose name was Daniel. Together they began carting buckets of milk through the forest to the outskirts of the nearest Hutu camp. 

			On his return from the camp this first time, Daniel brought strange news. These camps, apparently, had many bars and shops of every kind. 

			‘Today I counted thirty hairdressers!’ he said, as he and Manu squatted on the ground, splitting what felt like dirty money.

			But although everyday services of all kinds had sprung up in these camps, they were also vicious places where dissent against Hutu Power leaders was violently suppressed. 

			‘You could be beaten, even killed just for speaking to someone from a human rights organisation,’ Daniel told him, after a second trip a few days later, having witnessed several beatings. 

			Daniel was a wiry little guy whom Manu was quickly starting to really like – after the usual hiatus of understanding that often happens when meeting again someone you knew when you were younger but have not been in touch with since. In another world and another time, the two of them might have become friends for a longer span. But their fathers, both still inured to tribal atavism, would have disapproved of this, so they kept everything on a professional level, refusing the authentic connection that they both knew was there in embryo. 

			‘It’s weird, as the perimeter is guarded by international peacekeepers while all this violence is going on inside,’ continued Daniel on the day of the second trip, thumbing his stack of grubby notes. ‘And NGOs supply them with food aid. We should try to get some of that in exchange for milk.’ 

			The plan never came off. For on meeting up with him a few weeks later, Daniel announced that he would not go into the camps any more, having seen a woman stoned to death following accusations of being a Tutsi. ‘I can’t tell the difference, and they can’t either, those crazy Hutus. She was just an ordinary woman selling beer. I think Kagame’s right, the RPA should go after them. Clean out the rotten ones.’

			Manu didn’t say so, but at the time he half agreed, like so many others did back then, misunderstanding what was happening. 

			What was happening was the start of an invasion of Zaire by Rwanda. Orchestrated by the new Rwandan president, Paul Kagame, it would later be presented as a measure to prevent exiled Hutu génocidaires mounting their own invasion back into Rwanda. This was a real risk, so perhaps it was true at the outset. 

			In Manu’s community, there were lots of rumours during this period about Kagame’s soldiers slipping over the border in disguise. That was something his father and the other Congolese Tutsi elders would have welcomed, still assuming an ethnic amity with the potential invaders that could be carried onwards in trust. Dressed in civilian clothes, many of this RPA forward column were said to hide in wagons carrying timber, their objective being to spy on the Hutu refugee camps and to link up with local political groups aligned against Mobutu.

			It was plainly obvious that as a place to sell milk, at any rate, the camps were now out of bounds, as even Manu’s father grudgingly agreed. The whole region, in fact, was beginning to feel as dangerous as the volcano that towered over it. 

			Over the next four months life at home became almost unbearable, as his father’s temper worsened, cash became scarcer and Beatrice grew more irritated that her own prospects seemed even more limited than they were before. His mother showed more signs of the depression that had always been with her. All these frustrations were intensified by an outbreak of rinderpest among the local herds. 

			The ethnic hatred brought by the Hutus seemed to be spreading, as if it too were some sort of virus. The other tribes around Pendele began to treat Manu’s family and other Rwandan exiles like pariahs. They blamed the Hutu camps for the upset in the local economy and Tutsis – lumping together Banyamulenge, Banyarwanda and the Rwandan government over the border – for causing the camps to spring up in the first place. In a sense some of this was, as so often when hatred is politically exploited, true in the crudest way. But it ignored crucial historical details. 

			By the closing weeks of October 1996, local politicians from other tribes were tearing into Pendele in vans with loudspeakers, telling locals of Tutsi origin that they should leave or risk death. On 28 October Mobutu announced military rule in the region, warning Tutsis they were legitimate targets of the Forces Armées Zaïroises, or FAZ as the Zairean national army was then known. 

			It was in November, shortly after this announcement – as Manu’s father was tilling his parcel of ground, his mother grinding maize kernels, and sister Beatrice flailing bushels of millet – that conflict first came to the Kwizera family in deadly earnest: itself precursor of a much greater conflict that would claim millions of lives and change other lives forever, turning over their fates like the blade of Mr Kwizera’s mattock turned over volcanic soil.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The mist that cloaks the valleys and the hills of the Kivus at dawn cleared quickly that day. As the rest of his family bent to their agricultural tasks down in the compound, Manu was in the upland meadows with his cows and his flute. He was in the midst of playing his tune, his eye hooking on Joséphine, who was seeking flowering clover, when a group of Mobutu’s FAZ soldiers appeared round the bend of a track. They were in a column of jeeps and APCs, followed by a truck carrying plunder from Pendele village itself. 

			They were grim-faced, these soldiers, wearing camouflage and round helmets, and bearing sub-machine guns or rifles. Manu had scarcely got to his feet when one of them grasped him by the arm and flung him into the cab of a jeep, injuring his cheek on the metal of the door. His flute, which had fallen to the ground when he was grabbed, was picked up by another soldier and tossed into the branches of a nearby tree; through the grimy glass of the jeep’s windscreen he watched it spinning through the air.

			Other soldiers then began the work of shooting some of the cattle. They butchered them on the spot with their bayonets, tossing huge sides of meat on to the flatbed of the lorry that accompanied the column.

			As the row of vehicles reached the Kwizeras’ compound, looking up from where he cowered in the footwell of the jeep Manu expected his parents to come out to greet the visitors in supplication; but, perhaps knowing that Mobutu’s men had no mercy, his mother and father simply ran out of the back gate of the boma, followed by Beatrice, who dropped her jointed wooden flail – a little chain, forged on their father’s own anvil, connecting its two pieces – on to the pile of millet seeds she’d been thrashing on a woven mat. 

			Some of the soldiers chased after them, while another ordered Manu to begin roasting one of the sides of meat, by means of the spit set up above the still-smouldering fire of the previous night. Usually Beatrice would have thrown the water from her laundry bucket on it, but she must have forgotten, for here the bucket was, still by the fire, a mousse of suds remaining on the surface of the liquid inside.

			Prodded by a bayonet, terrified for his own fate, for that of his parents, and that of Beatrice, Manu blew on the embers and got the fire going again. The joint of meat, however, was much too big for the spit. It kept falling into the flames, burning his hands each time he picked it up, often being kicked by the soldier for letting it drop.

			At first, perhaps irrationally, considering what was going on – how human lives so close to his own were under threat – he feared that Joséphine was among these slaughtered cattle, but he didn’t see her killed. 

			Did she escape? He didn’t know.

			Soldiers began going through the main family hut and adjoining sleeping huts and storehouses, taking everything of value – even old clothes – and loading items on to the truck of swag. Recaptured, his mother and sister were taken into one of the storehouses by some of the soldiers. 

			He saw another soldier tugging at his father’s neck, pulling him by a necklace that he wore. It was a leather thong attached to an old Belgian coin, to which his father had a sentimental attachment; it had been given to him by Manu’s grandfather. As all this was happening, his father turned his head to look at Manu, his eyes wild and staring. 

			From the storehouse, anguished cries in familiar female voices penetrated Manu’s ears. Hunched over the fire, too scared to move with a FAZ trooper standing over him, he listened in torment to the screams of his mother and sister. What was happening to them in there?

			Gunfire sounded from the storehouse. At the same time, Manu saw the thong round his father’s neck snap as he stumbled, his full weight pulling suddenly against the thin strip of leather. His captor stuffed the thong and its coin into the pocket of his camouflage jacket, before pulling his father by his shirt and tying him to a post with one of the ropes normally used to tether cattle.

			Beatrice came tottering out of the storehouse, shouting in Manu’s direction over her shoulder. ‘They killed our mother! Run!’

			Wearing only one shoe, she stumbled out of the boma again, in the direction of the forest. He jumped up, meaning to follow her, but the FAZ soldier at once knocked him down and, raising his rifle, shot Beatrice in the back just as she reached the forest edge. She fell like her own flail, collapsing like a puppet whose strings have been released.

			The soldier kicked Manu several more times, making him roll over, until his face was very close to the fire and the roasting flesh of the cow. The other FAZ, the one who had tied up his father, came over and said something in Lingala to Manu’s guard. He then reached down into the pile of wood by the fire for a stick and returned in the direction of Manu’s father, whistling as he walked.

			At that moment, Manu’s guard was called away by an officer and Manu was suddenly alone, half choked by the fumes from the fire. Numb with shock, unable to move for fear of being shot, he lay there for some minutes. Hearing after this interval a cry, he got up into a crouch and slowly edged away from the fire. 

			On the other side of the boma, his father was kneeling, bare-chested now. The look of terror in his eyes had intensified and he was letting out gasps of pain. 

			The FAZ soldier who had pulled off the necklace was now engaged in applying the stick fetched from the woodpile to his father’s back. He was shouting at him in Swahili, in the hope of getting him to divulge details of the family cash hoard. It was the custom to bury this somewhere on the family plot. But the family had spent everything in that tin long ago, mainly on bus fares to Manu’s school down in Bukavu – which was one of the reasons he’d obeyed his father when he’d said he must sell milk at the camp, feeling guilty that the family was short of money. 

			While Manu’s father continued to insist there was no cash to be had, the soldier took the long length of rope with which he was tethered and began twisting it round his neck, using the stick as a lever. 

			Again Manu started forwards, hoping to save his father despite having failed to save his mother. He ran across the boma but was soon restrained by another soldier, who put his boot on Manu’s neck.

			So it was, scorched by flames, in an agony of distress and with a boot on his neck, that Manu watched his father die by strangulation – his face turning in the dust, his breath pattering out. The soldier bundled his body to the edge of the boma, after which other soldiers dragged Manu back to the fire and made him cut chunks of meat off the roasting joint for them to eat. This caused him to burn his hands even more, and he took to dousing them in Beatrice’s laundry bucket, until one of the soldiers kicked it over, sniggering. 

			The soldiers ate quickly, like dogs, shoving the steaming, half-cooked meat into their mouths. Next they set fire to the hut and outbuildings, before fastening a length of rope to Manu’s own neck. At first he thought they meant to kill him too, and in the same way, but instead they began dragging him towards their truck. 

			It seemed, so far as he could gather from their talk in Lingala and rough, western-dialect Swahili, that they intended to conscript him into Mobutu’s FAZ. Using his legs, he tried to push away from the truck, but the soldiers pulled harder. And in a way, this is where it all began, the push and pull between Manu being controlled by others and trying to exert some control over his own life – or at least trying to throw down some kind of anchor to prevent being dashed away.

			From the flatbed of the FAZ lorry, as its engine was started, he watched as flames began to consume the buildings of the compound, including the storehouse where his mother’s body was. The body of his sister, out by the perimeter of the forest, he could not see, nor that of his father – only the smoke and heat waves rising into the ripples of sunlight on the hills beyond. 

			As the lorry revved up, he had already resigned himself to becoming part of the FAZ. Yet it didn’t actually happen like that, and Manu will often look back at it, this moment in the past when he projected what he thought was his own future, hapless absorption into Mobutu’s army.

			In fact, no sooner had the FAZ truck begun moving than another swarm of armed individuals – much larger in number – appeared out of the forest, running into the burning homestead. They belonged, Manu realised, to one of the anti-Mobutu rebel forces that the RPA forward columns were said to have been connecting with, slipping out of their timber wagons for clandestine meetings in the hills with the likes of these. 

			This body of new attackers, many of them hardly more than teenagers, began shooting wildly at the FAZ, who started to run or drive away at speed, dropping much of the booty they had collected. The haste of their flight caused Manu to fall off the truck to which he was tied, tumbling him on to soil soaked with the blood of cattle. 

			At first he could not disentangle from the uncoiling rope, the other end of which was still attached to the fleeing truck. Frantically scrabbling, he feared his neck was about to be broken, but he was saved by one of the newly appeared rebels who, producing a knife, cut the rope at the last minute. 

			Several of the FAZ soldiers, not managing to jump on the truck or into a jeep, were captured by this other gang. In a stupor, Manu got to his feet in the middle of the flaming compound, watching the newly arrived rebels lay down a perimeter guard lest the FAZ redeployed. He tugged at the piece of rope that remained round his neck, eventually managing to undo the knot.

			The chief of these rebel soldiers turned out to be none other than the famous revolutionary leader Laurent-Désiré Kabila. He was well known throughout the region, but this was the first time Manu encountered that strange, plump, bald-headed mixture of bluster, cunning and self-aggrandisement. 

			His jowls wobbling above the collar of his paisley shirt (he was dressed in civilian clothes), Kabila called him forwards. ‘So, young man, tell me what happened here.’ He paused to cough, because of the smoke. ‘Tell the truth, from the depths of your heart.’

			After listening, Kabila said, ‘Aha, so that is how it was? Well you must determine events and exact your revenge, young man. Perhaps you would like to twist off the head of each of these we have captured, in the way your father’s head was twisted?’

			Manu shook his own head, feeling sickened and terrified, already full up with violence. 

			‘Or maybe cut off the noses and ears of each of these one by one? I have heard these FAZ bastards do that.’

			Manu wiped his eyes, which were streaming from smoke and tears, and shook his head again, more forcefully this time.

			‘Or make them lick your arse clean? That too they have made others do, so rightly they should have it done to them. You know there is an inescapable logic to these matters?’

			A third time, Manu shook his head.

			‘In that case, we must punish these wicked rogues ourselves. Ho, let’s move away from these flames!’ 

			The rebels moved closer to the forest. As his men were short of ammunition, Kabila ordered the six Mobutu troops who had not escaped to be lined up, back to back, so that they could all be shot with just a single bullet. The bullet lodged itself in the fifth man’s skull, leaving the last soldier still standing; it was the very fellow who had strangled Manu’s father. 

			This sixth man fell to his knees. ‘Please, please, don’t kill me,’ he said in French. 

			‘What is your name?’ the great revolutionary asked the soldier, who had traces of a beard round his chin.

			‘Jean-Baptiste Musengeshi.’ 

			Kabila glanced at Manu, eyes gleaming in his big bald head. Then he took a pistol from the holster under his paisley-draped paunch and handed Manu the weapon.

			‘Kill him if you wish,’ he said. ‘It is a simple thing. But be warned, once you do this, life will never be the same again; you’ll spend your whole life waking and worrying about friend and foe, just as I have done.’ 

			The fat leader of the rebels suddenly looked melancholy. ‘Even those, like Che, whom I thought was my friend, turned out not to be, calling me unreliable – as if the name Guevara were itself synonymous with reliability!’

			At the time, Manu did not know what in hell’s bunghole this oddly ostentatious but also self-pitying man was going on about. The point, he would eventually realise in time, was that Che Guevara briefly fought in Congo in the 1960s, later writing disparagingly of this same Kabila, his unsteady comrade in revolution, then a young man. 

			Compelled by an inward-turning force that he did not then understand either but would later come to see as a grub of grace tossed in his direction by destiny, Manu found himself saying: ‘Let him go.’

			The soldier, still on his knees, turned and stared at him for a long time. Manu looked back at him – his father’s killer, Jean-Baptiste Musengeshi, who muttered something in Lingala that Manu did not understand. 

			Kabila laughed. ‘He wants to know your name.’ He kicked Musengeshi, and said, ‘Ask in French, con.’

			The soldier was about to reply when Kabila kicked him again and said, ‘What about English, do you speak that other language of oppressors, you wretch?’

			Surprisingly, Musengeshi did. ‘What is your name?’

			‘Manu Kwizera.’

			Kabila grabbed the pistol from Manu’s hand and held it to Musengeshi’s forehead. 

			‘I could kill you now,’ he told him in an icy whisper. ‘But I am going to let you go, just as this young moralist instructs. When you get to Kinshasa, tell them that Kabila is coming like a wind from the mountains, Laurent-Désiré Kabila and his maquisards!’

			So instructed, Jean-Baptiste Musengeshi fled into the bush. All this Manu watched in stupefaction. 

			A little later a Rwandan Air Force helicopter landed, taking off Kabila and a couple of senior aides-de-camp. The rest of his soldiers began preparing to leave, intending to march through a mountain route down into South Kivu, where they’d join him again. As Manu had nowhere else to go (informed that Pendele, where his relatives lived, had also been razed, and everyone killed), it was determined that he should go with them. He did not remember anyone asking him if he wished to join this rebel force, which had the grand name of the Alliance des Forces Démocratiques pour la Libération du Congo-Zaïre, or AFDL; but that, in any case, was what seemed to be happening. 

			Before departure, he asked permission to bury Beatrice and his father, assuming that the body of his mother was being irrevocably consumed by fire. And to this, at least, they assented. 

			The worst of it was collecting his sister from the edge of the forest, where she lay sprawled amid glossy green leaves. Bringing Beatrice to the burial pit, carrying her limp, heavy body over his shoulder, he became aware of blood dripping down his back. His father’s body was also recovered and committed to another shallow grave?

			As it left, this AFDL column of which he was now a part, Manu turned to look at his old homestead, now more or less destroyed, except for the storehouse where his mother’s body lay, around the thatch of which flames were still billowing. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			During the ascent into the mountains, Manu reacted almost mechanically to orders as they were given. One of Kabila’s lieutenants – a young man called Recognition – comforted him during the climb through rocky defiles and clumps of giant fern. Manu realised, as the man spoke to him, that it was Recognition who had cut the rope when he was struggling to free himself from the FAZ lorry.

			‘Thank you for what you did,’ he said, ducking under a vine-enshrouded branch of cedar.

			And then this guy, Recognition, told him: ‘Look, my own father was killed by the FAZ in a similar manner, but objectively speaking, it’s too common a thing to happen to people in this region to personalise it. That is exactly why we must take direct action as group.’

			Objective knowledge of death, of your family? No way bwana. But he didn’t say anything back. 

			The name of this guerrilla intellectual, for so Recognition seemed to Manu partly to be, is not such a strange one. Many in the Great Lakes have old-fashioned names, borrowed from the classics or Christianity, or from the period of the Renaissance, which, Don Javier once said, sought to meld the previous two categories: Boniface, Innocent, Martial, Deogratias or Erasme . . . names of that type. There was even someone at his school called Redeemer, who despite his name was the main purveyor of weed and pornography. 

			Indeed, Manu’s own full name, Emmanuel, which Don Javier once told him meant ‘God is with us’ in Hebrew, came from the same old order – a product of the influence of too many over-educated European missionaries in the territory, past and present. Don Javier added that Manu itself meant simply ‘human’ in many other languages, for instance Sanskrit, often being used to describe the progenitor of the human race. 

			Your name was chosen by the priest who christened you, Manu remembered his mother saying, on a different occasion of enquiry: she was pounding maize, as he now recalled, shivering as if about to be struck by the pestle himself. 

			Birds flitted between mossy branches as they ascended what seemed like a vast flight of basalt-rock stairs, finally reaching the flat top of a mountain range, the expanse of which seemed to fill the cavern of the sky. By now the moon had begun to show.

			The next day, further along on this way south across mountain tops, Recognition told him something more about his own life, principally how he came to have joined Kabila’s forces. He spoke not in Swahili but in Kinyarwanda, the language of Rwanda and its diaspora in Zaire.

			Recognition explained that he was Kivu born and bred, with a Munyamulenge father but a Ugandan mother, an Ankole from Uganda. His father and several forefathers before were hunters, thus his surname of Gahiji. He seemed very familiar with the peculiarities of both North and South Kivu, and clearly knew how to move as smoothly as an eel amid their complex conflicts.

			Reaching the following day their destination in South Kivu, night again having fallen, the AFDL rebels lit torches, flaming brands of timber soaked in kerosene. Eyes itching from the smoke, Manu and the others went by these until the lights of a large encampment were suddenly revealed. 

			Slowly, he began to discern the serried shapes of tents, plying out in lines between metamorphic outcrops under a scurry of moonlit clouds, clouds that scarcely seemed to remain in the sky for a minute. As they got closer to the camp, a hiss of hurricane lamps could be heard, the sound itself seeming to part the darkness as they approached its source.

			Recognition took Manu to a tent. There he gave him some food – dried bread and milk curd. After Manu had eaten, Recognition showed him by his torch to a sleeping bag, then lay down in an adjacent one. 

			At some point during that night he must have whimpered or called out, because he woke to Recognition shoving him and saying, ‘Shut up!’

			Grey moonlight was filtering through the seams of the tent. After waiting over the next few minutes for Recognition’s breathing to calm again, Manu looked across at the long face of the sleeping man next to him, wondering if he was to be trusted. His personality seemed strangely self-chafing, care and brutality, intellect and practicality all mixing in the same cup. 

			In the morning, Manu was sitting on a canvas camp stool, eating boiled eggs (two each, in wooden bowls), with a view of green peaks down to the lake. Recognition had some binoculars and kept putting aside his own bowl of eggs to gaze down the escarpment. He eventually handed the binoculars to Manu. 

			Far below, on one side, the forest stretched in emerald-green continuity. On the other side were less forested slopes, leading down to the blue gleam of the same Lake Kivu on the shores of which he had spent his schooldays. On these barer declinations, large camps of refugees could be seen. Shining in the dewy dawn, the camps consisted of roughly constructed shacks of wood and tin, along with some blue-and-white plastic tents supplied by the United Nations.

			Between two of these refugee camps – a gap of about five kilometres – moved a long green column of soldiers. Winding to and fro, it had the appearance of a giant grass snake.

			‘That is the RPA shifting to rendezvous here with us,’ explained Recognition, still speaking in Kinyarwanda, before suddenly switching into French and a voice of low bitterness, ‘misérables vengeurs d’une juste querelle’ (wretched avengers of a righteous quarrel). 

			‘What’s that you say?’ Manu didn’t understand.

			‘It’s from a play I acted in, at university. I think they’re right to chase the Hutu bad actors but . . . well, never mind now.’ 

			‘What’s the rendezvous for?’ Manu asked, puzzled by this revelation of Recognition’s past. 

			He continued, in any case. ‘There’s going to be a meeting. The new Rwandan army and the Ugandans are coming together to spearhead the invasion of Zaire, and now everyone’s going to get some sugar for their trouble. We’re going to chase down the murderous Hutu leaders, and we’re also going to kick out Mobutu!’

			At this, Recognition broke into an unexpectedly huge smile. ‘And it will happen soon.’

			‘Everyone’s going to benefit?’ This seemed unlikely to Manu, even though he was far from being an expert in the tangled politics of the situation.

			‘That’s the idea.’ Recognition’s smile disappeared as quickly as it came. ‘We are hopeful that Kabila will prevail,’ he added; and then, lowering his voice to a whisper: ‘Though the truth is that the Ugandans, and the new leader in Rwanda, General Kagame, need a Congolese proxy for their actions.’

			As Manu absorbed this, not before having realised how much the invasion was such a dirty game of cross-border politics, Recognition stood up, now seeming as proud as a cockerel: ‘I myself am to be full leader of one of the groups. Maybe you shall become one of my deputies in time!’

			Looking again through the heavy binoculars, Manu saw parts of the Rwandan column begin to break off and go into the camps, seeking out Hutu leaders, no doubt. It was too far away to hear shots, but he later learned that over 300 Hutus were executed that morning in one camp alone. It was the beginning of a cataclysm. 

			And so he began to understand, during that morning above Lake Kivu, as nearly 1000 Rwandan troops arrived on the plateau, that it would be his fate to join a force of killers. A different force from the FAZ, but killers all the same. 

			Above all, Manu knew that wasn’t what he wanted to do: kill. 

			But after breakfast, he seemed to have no option but to go along with Recognition and all the rest. He was assigned to a group of several hundred Banyamulenge boys and young men, all of whom were roughly collected under the label kadogos – meaning ‘little ones’ in Swahili – who were to be turned into soldiers, to assist in the invasion of Zaire. Many having lost their own families, they had apparently found another family in the new force that was so quickly being assembled. 

			Well, mostly kadogos was how they were described; ambling by one moment during the preparations, Kabila shouted: ‘Bon travail, mes jeunes lions!’ Good work, my young lions.

			The youngest of Manu’s pride of lions were about nine, the oldest in their early twenties. 

			He was given a coarse green uniform and boots. Green rubber boots. Wellingtons, as the English call them. He was also handed a wooden replica of a rifle. 

			The first exercise his group took part in was just running along in a group, carrying these replica weapons. Then they did crawling on their bellies. Then running along again. Afterwards, real bayonets were distributed, which Manu and the others affixed to the wooden weapons, binding them on with strips of inner tube from bicycle tyres.

			With these attachments, they had to charge at piles of sacks filled with dried banana leaves and old maize cobs, in order to stab them. Some of the recruits had not tied on their bayonets properly and they fell off or got stuck when they stabbed the sacks. But Manu had tied his on well.

			This business took up all the first day. On the second, crates were broken open and real rifles were handed out. All the young lions lined up and went to a table, where Recognition and others showed them how to take the rifles apart and reassemble them. Also how to fix the curved magazines, which made a click as they went in. 

			Later in this week, his group was marched off to a rocky part of the plateau and attempted proper shooting for the first time. At first it was difficult for Manu to connect the feeling of recoil – like someone hitting his shoulder bone with a hammer – or the sound of the report to the splintering of rock on the cliff face, which was the target. Someone had drawn outlines of soldiers on it with white paint, but so many bullets had already been fired at that cliff face that it was hard to know whether one had hit a target or not. 

			And that, give or take, was the end of his crash course in becoming a soldier, except for the taking of new names, which was part of an indoctrination process that Kabila was very keen on. Many of these were the names of famous African figures in liberation movements: Manu was given the name Sankara. 

			Marxist revolutionary, pan-Africanist, Africa’s real Che Guevara (much more so than Kabila, who had only honoured himself as a smuggler and brothel owner), President of Burkina Faso: Manu didn’t feel as if he fitted this new name of Sankara. But already he was starting to feel that he didn’t fit his own name any longer, either.

			One evening, from a wooden platform, Kabila spoke to all the kadogos in French. He said that the future of Zaire was in their hands, and that with their Ugandan and Rwandan brothers they would make the country free again. Zaire was also to revert to its old name, Congo. 

			First, however, Kabila added, they had to get rid of the Hutu who were aiding Mobutu. His exact words were: ‘Les Hutus bloquent le chemin.’ The Hutus are in the way.

			Then a Rwandan officer climbed on to the platform. My name is Gustave Rusyo, he told them, introducing himself as a major in the RPA. He addressed the recruits in Kinyarwanda, which of course the Banyamulenge understood, but he spoke with a strong English accent, a product of his own exiled upbringing in Uganda. Like many of the Rwandan officers, he was tall and extremely well turned out, in pressed khakis, fawn desert boots and a Sam Browne belt, in which was holstered a Heckler & Koch pistol. 

			What Major Rusyo said was that he was the Banyamulenge’s closest cousin and that at long last all Tutsi people could be free in Congo, as they had become free in Rwanda, thanks to the RPA. He held out like a new Jerusalem the prospect of Greater Rwanda, an ethnic homeland that would return the country to its former size and influence before colonialism, in the days of the Chwezi empire, concluding with the statement: ‘Tomorrow, with you Banyamulenge, sprung from the same soil as my father and all his forefathers, we will together engage in a refugee management programme that will secure the future not just of Rwanda but of eastern Congo, too.’

			The morning after these speeches, the plan was that all the boys would go down the mountain with Rusyo’s RPA to the refugee camps and begin to clear them. 

			‘How are we going to clear all that?’ Manu asked Recognition, looking out at the shapeless mass of people and tents below, over which a blue-black cloud of rain was now sweeping.

			‘With this,’ he said, brandishing a pistol, as if it were an instrument of enlightenment.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			By the time they reached the camps, the storm had taken hold in earnest. People began fleeing, moving in waves from tents and shanties into the slanted forest. Whipped by rain, they ran towards the leathery trees, which had grown up in such a regular pattern that nature seemed to have planted them deliberately to create an area of shelter from the elements. But nothing about those dark hillsides was natural now.

			Ostensibly, the purpose of the clearing force of which Manu was a part was to root out Hutu génocidaires and persuade the innocent to return to Rwanda. In fact, they were all mixed together, the people in those camps – the guilty, the innocent, and all in between. 

			What happened was partly done by Banyamulenge and other members of the AFDL, but more efficiently by the Rwandan troops, who followed their victims with grim determination. In glistening green plastic rain cloaks, which fastened at the neck and seemed to hiss when a body of men moved together, they streamed after those Hutus like mysterious priests.

			It was clear even to Manu that there was a definite RPA plan to reduce the number of potential returnees, and that the AFDL, of which he was now a member, was a willing partner in this. But he just could not do any of it. Every time he lifted his new rifle, it shook in his wet hands. Bullets yipped and yowled above him, and bayonets drove and disembowelled below; but his bayonet remained clean and his gun, that day at least, kept its silence.

			He hid in a vast kigelia tree, the bole of which curved inwards in a series of large flanges, in between two of which he was able to lie back at an angle, hiding in their buttressed grasp. The tree’s sausage-like fruits swung above him in the wind of the storm, ghoulishly aping the tubular kitbags on the backs of passing Rwandan soldiers.

			And so he watched, Manu Kwizera, as flashes of sheet lightning illuminated the simultaneous and successive acts of murder taking place around him, praying that the latest fugitive, scrambling on wet roots and undergrowth, would escape. Dodging his head in and out of the tree, he ducked whenever one of the green-caped pursuers flowed past. 

			Though they did not seem to notice him, the face of each running Rwandan soldier nonetheless appeared to Manu to fasten on his own as it passed. He felt collapsed, as if every particle of moral sense was one by one being sucked out of him just by witnessing the danse macabre of these soldiers and their victims, whose cries by the end became routine to his ears.

			The rain grew heavier, falling in unforgiving gouts from the bucket-like leaves of the tree above. At home, when he was younger, he sometimes used to go out and wash in the midst of these tropical downpours; but not now, not today. 

			When the execution but not the storm was done, he slunk out to join, fearful and disgusted, what was left of the ‘refugee management programme’, as Rusyo had duplicitously termed it. 

			This mainly meant superintending burials, for which the remaining living Hutus, under Rwandan and AFDL guard, were being forced to dig pits in the forest. These holes – their wet, collapsing sides glistening in the lightning like the pestiferous jaws of a monster – seemed to champ at each new body as it was thrown in, robbing the victims of their last dignity.  

			Manu was wrong, it turned out, in believing he was unobserved. Major Rusyo had spotted him hiding in the tree. That night, once the storm was finally over and the whole detachment had returned to the camp on the plateau, he beat Manu with a cane until his buttocks bled, cursing his treachery to the Tutsi cause with every stroke. 

			As he thrashed, he spoke in English, not Kinyarwanda, timing – as if they were active rests in a bar of music – the lashes with the pauses in his speech. 

			‘Do you think I have come through them, all the troubles of my country, to allow cowardice under my command? Do you think I have spent years training – living in exile under other tyrannies, skulking over the border – teaching myself to be hard – to see others skulk when they need be bold? Do you think I have done all this and will allow you to do as you please on the battlefield?’

			Afterwards, Manu curled up in agony in Recognition’s tent. Later he came in, saying, ‘This must stop. If you do not act properly tomorrow, you know you will be killed?’ 

			With these words, Recognition turned on a little portable radio he had by him, tuning it to the BBC World Service. 

			As he found the station, the announcer was saying: ‘Foreign media continue to implicate Rwanda in the crisis in eastern Zaire, but today President Kagame said the conflict was just Congolese fighting Congolese.’

			The bigger picture of which their actions that day had played a part snapped into focus in Manu’s mind, as a spokesman from the US State Department declared: ‘The mass return of nearly half a million Rwandan refugees from Zaire obligates the United States to review its plans in the African Great Lakes crisis.’ 

			According to the newsreader, there was expectation of foreign military intervention, but another deep-voiced American man said, ‘We might not go, we’re not the Salvation Army.’ 

			‘Ha! They’re already here,’ Recognition said, into the darkness, ‘Lockheeds of the US Air Force are supplying info on refugee movements to Kagame’s guys.’

			‘To help kill them?’ Manu asked. ‘Why would they do that?’

			‘Go to sleep, Sankara.’

			He pretended to do so but continued listening. A commentator with a Scandinavian accent opined that the West was paralysed because of guilt about the Rwandan genocide; he called on the Western powers to assist, having failed in Rwanda itself two years ago, in order to avert another disaster. Someone else said the West just wanted to keep Kagame happy, at whatever cost, for the very reason that they wouldn’t have to intervene.  

			The next voice came from very close, though in reality it was being piped back through the airwaves from Cyprus, or wherever the BBC Africa service transmitter was. The same Archbishop of Bukavu who’d given the sermon at the singing competition in which Manu participated – only a few months ago, it already seemed like a lifetime had passed – was now calling for Rwanda to cease ‘its lying discourse on refugees’. 

			Recognition turned the radio off at this point, falling into slumbers. But Manu still could not sleep, as much because of the tumble of his thoughts as the pain from the beating by Rusyo. When Recognition was fully asleep, he crept out of the tent and lay on the wet ground, letting it numb the weals on his buttocks and back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Dawn found Manu still outside the tent, fragments of cloud entering his consciousness as he woke. For he must have slept a little, after all. Through bleary eyes, he watched a large aircraft fly slowly over the slaughter zone, passing to and fro like an iron on an ironing board. Maybe it was one of the US reconnaissance planes referred to by Recognition. 

			Then Recognition came out of the tent and asked, in frank perplexity, ‘What are you doing down there, fool?’

			Sitting upright at once, Manu said: ‘Preparing myself to act properly.’

			‘You’d better,’ Recognition replied, yawning. ‘We’re attacking Bukavu.’

			When leaving school, Manu had always thought he might return to the town, but he didn’t think it would be like this. There was no choice, however. Recognition stayed by his side like a guard, perhaps feeling that Rusyo’s ire would next be directed at him if Manu did not perform as expected. 

			The journey was made in an RPA staff car, a dark-green Toyota Land Cruiser with a large VHF aerial spring-mounted on the bonnet and a long impact mark down one of the wings. Manu sat in the back with Recognition, Major Rusyo being in front with a driver.

			Wondering what he’d done to deserve this dignity (for all the other AFDL recruits were marching on foot), he remained silent, watching the armoured personnel carrier containing RPA troops that preceded the Land Cruiser, or looking at the upright steel of his bayonet. Attached to the rifle between his knees, it was just a few inches from his own face. 

			On the way down into Bukavu, the two vehicles passed many dead bodies of refugees who had been killed by the RPA and by his fellow AFDL Banyamulenge, and also hundreds who had somehow managed to stay alive. Most were now fleeing in the opposite direction to the flow of troops, making further mockery of the idea that all this was anything to do with an orderly return of refugees. 

			Now and then, some of the RPA soldiers in the personnel carrier in front would loose volleys of bullets into the crowds. ‘The troops are impatient,’ remarked Rusyo on one of these occasions, ‘they want to shift quickly to Bukavu, where there are real Mobutists to counter!’

			When they reached the lake town, it was about five-thirty in the afternoon. Manu recognised some of his schoolboy haunts but many of the buildings and streets were damaged. The place had obviously been under bombardment by cross-border Rwandan artillery. There were bodies lying in the streets. He saw two men shot, and another set free after a heated discussion with the RPA men in front. There seemed to be no logic as to how sheep and goats were being separated.

			In time the Land Cruiser arrived at the Nyamwera market, a location to which Manu had often come when younger, bunking off school. The place was deserted now, but after a few minutes two cars approached. 

			Rusyo said, ‘Tell him to shoot at the tyres – the boy needs hardening.’ In that moment, Manu realised the purpose of his role in this expedition. 

			Recognition reached across and wound down the window, gestured for him to lift his rifle on to the sill. He said, ‘Shoot!’

			When he didn’t, Rusyo twisted round in his seat and, leaning over, pressed his pistol into Manu’s neck. 

			Manu shot. 

			Just did it, fearful of the muzzle on the skin of his neck. His aim was not true, which was not surprising considering the pressure of Rusyo’s pistol. Aiming at the tyres of one of the cars, he hit its windscreen, turning it instantly into a star. The Rwandan soldiers in the personnel carrier also shot, hitting tyres. Both vehicles were immobilised.

			A man in white clerical garb flapped out of the front vehicle and came towards the Land Cruiser. This figure looked like a large bag of milk – milk is often served in bags in this part of Africa. 

			The man was holding out a cross. Manu recognised him as the Archbishop of Bukavu, the same who had been calumnising the RPA on the radio the previous night, also the same who had officiated at the Mass at his school.

			The RPA soldiers jumped out of the personnel carrier and took the archbishop by his arms – Manu saw the cross fall to the ground. The soldiers pushed the cleric against the fence of sinelac, which was the town’s electricity-generating station, though it was not working. It was beginning to get dark by now, the white reflections of the moon playing on the buildings behind the fence. 

			Manu heard the soldiers shouting at the archbishop in English, saying that he had been helping those who had committed genocide in Rwanda. The priest protested in French that he had just been helping some Tutsi nuns. Not so many of these RPA soldiers spoke French as a lot of them had been brought up in Uganda.

			‘Let’s get on with it,’ Recognition said. 

			When Manu did not move, Recognition took him by the ear and pulled him out of the Land Cruiser. Carrying his rifle, he followed Recognition over to the fence of the generating station, to which the soldiers had now shackled the archbishop with plastic cable ties. They began to poke their bayonets into his thighs and arms, moving them in a coring motion, not really stabbing, more like stirring. 
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