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Introduction


What happens when it’s all your fault, and not your fault at all? At the centre of Alexandra Fuller’s first memoir is a terrible, avoidable, bad-luck death for which she, as a child, feels responsible. Nothing about it makes sense, except in a magical way, and her eyes are opened by that incomprehension to see the world with the stalled, wise gaze of an eight-year-old girl.


It is not a troubled gaze, though she lives through troubled times: it is just endlessly accurate. Fuller sees the adults around her with the fierce penetration of someone who has moved beyond blame. She grows up during the bush war that helped turn Rhodesia into Zimbabwe, and she survives that too, in the gung-ho colonial style. Don’t Let’s Go to the Dogs Tonight is full of the sheer bloody enjoyment of being alive. It is also a triumph of proper judgement, a political comedy, an act of clarity.


Fuller is completely clear about her parents’ racism: the way these white farmers call the black people around them ‘gondies’ or ‘wogs’, the ones who fight them are ‘bolshy muntus’, ‘restless natives’, the ones who work for them are ‘nannies’ or ‘boys’. The family lives in a world of taboo and projected shame. Growing up, Fuller does not like drinking from the same cup as a black person. When she is obliged to wash in water a black child has used she is surprised to discover that, ‘Nothing happens . . . I do not break out in spots or a rash. I do not turn black.’ The black body is contaminating and shamefully exposed, the white body forbidden. As a very young child, when she is bitten by a tick, the nanny and cook put down their tea and frown at her, but they will not look downthere. ‘Not there,’ says the cook. ‘I can’t look there.’ And yet, if she falls or hurts herself, her nanny ‘lets me put my hand down her shirt onto her breast and I can suck my thumb and feel how soft she is’. Her nanny’s breasts smell of the way rain smells when it hits hot earth. ‘I know, without knowing why, that Mum would smack me if she saw me doing this.’


These are difficult things to say – get the tone wrong and you will offend almost everyone – but Fuller’s gaze is equally astonishing when she directs it at the bodies of the white people around her. Her mother dances after a bath and the towel slips to expose ‘blood-smeared’ thighs, her own belly is distended by worms. A visiting missionary starts to squirm with embarrassment on the sofa, ‘like a dog . . . rubbing worms out of their bum on a rug, or on the furniture, which we call sailing.’


These ‘protected’ white bodies are filled with parasites, impala meat and booze. They live in houses that are eaten by termites, with taps that spurt out dead frogs. Their swimming pools are choked with algae, alive with scorpions, dotted with the small faces of monitor lizards which hide hanging bodies, four to six feet long. Fuller’s mother pretends to be Scottish, but her heart is African – whether Africa wants that heart, or not. Being white is a kind of construct, the continent is experienced by Fuller in a way that is overwhelmingly physical, you might even say – given the worm situation – visceral. First of all is the smell, which in Zambia ‘is strong enough to taste; bitter, burning, back-throat-coating, like the reminder of vomit’. In Devuli, Zimbabwe, they drink ‘thin, animal-smelling milk’ and go to sleep in ‘the kind of shattering silence that comes after a generator has been shut off.’ The family moves from farm to farm so it would be easy to describe the land, in its exoticism, as endlessly various and endlessly the same, but Fuller has a talent for difference. Each servant has their own personality, each place its own character. She describes the different songs of the birds, the many kinds of African smoke (cigarette smoke, wood smoke, the smoke of mosquito coils), even the various kinds of heat. You might think it a matter of temperature, but heat, for Fuller, has its own sound, of grasshoppers and crickets that sing and whine; its own pace, ‘a dragging, shallow, pale crawl’; it even has a shape. In the Burma Valley, the cool night air sinks and the rising air contains, in a layer, the tapped scents of midday. Here it is so hot that ‘the flamboyant tree outside cracks to itself, as if already anticipating how it will feel to be on fire.’


Everything, the beautiful and the terrible, is described with the intensity felt for something that could be lost at any moment. And indeed, the world she lives in, that of white Rhodesia, is about to be superseded and the war ‘lost’: ‘Like something that falls between the crack in the sofa. Like something that drops out of your pocket.’ Meanwhile, her parents sleep with loaded guns by their beds, and her mother sews a camouflage band to cover her father’s watch, to keep him safe,


Perhaps children are the only people who can see war properly, stripped of ideological excuse. The Fullers move to a farm in the Burma Valley, ‘the very birthplace and epicentre of the civil war in Rhodesia’, where Alexandra and her sister Vanessa, learn – or fail to learn – how to strip and reassemble a gun, then shoot it. This is to defend themselves from the ‘terrs’ or terrorists, who will come, ‘they said, to chop off the ears and lips and eyelids of little white children’. These children cheer when they hear the ‘stomach-echoing thump’ of a mine exploding in the hills, because it tells them ‘either an African or a baboon has been wounded or killed.’ The Fullers have a bomb-proofed Land Rover, called ‘Lucy’, complete with siren – which her parents only use to announce their arrival at parties. When they drive into town they go past Africans ‘whose hatred reflects like sun in a mirror into our faces, impossible to ignore.’


Everyone, not just the Land Rover, has a nickname or a pet name, often bestowed by Fuller’s father. Her mother is ‘Tub’, she is ‘Chookies’ her sister is ‘Van’. To the rest of the world she is ‘Bobo’. ‘Don’t be touchy about being called a baboon,’ she wants to tell some black soldiers on the road. ‘I am their kid and they call me Bobo. Same thing.’ This playful refusal to name things properly is of a piece with their bantering racist abuse: the parents both infantilize the threat and refuse to grow up, themselves. They continue, through war, drought, bad harvests, the birth of their children and the loss of their children, to have fun, to drink and party and play cards, to dance and have another drink, and then drink a whole lot more.


After the central tragedy of the book, Fuller’s mother goes from being a ‘fun drunk to a crazy, sad drunk’, and Fuller feels responsible for that too. Her parents’ wildness is now terrifying to their children and the war seems, at times, just an extension of that fear: ‘then the outside world starts to join in and has a nervous breakdown all its own, so that it starts to get hard for me to know where Mum’s madness ends and the world’s madness begins.’


The constant attention Fuller pays to her mother, to her agonies and her pleasures, results in an unforgettable portrait of a dashing, horse-riding, reckless woman, a constant reader and an expert in having a terrible, good time. ‘I am like one of the dogs,’ Fuller says, ‘trying to read her mood, her happiness, her next move.’ They are separated, not just by tragedy, but also by booze; the way her drunken mother can spend ‘an agreeable hour looking at herself in the rear-view mirror and trying out various expressions to see which most suits her lips.’ Fuller is also estranged, perhaps, by her mother’s ‘icy’ look, the way her eyes, in her madness, shine ‘like marbles, cold and hard and glittering.’ But when she is drunk, this fearsome, fun woman is a slow motion thing; stymied, open to pity. She is ‘softly, deeply drunk’, and her sobs are also ‘soft’. It is Fuller’s favourite word. She uses it again to describe the farm in Zambia where her battered family goes to mend. Here the land is ‘softly, voluptuously fertile and sweet-smelling of khaki weed, and old cow manure and thin dust and msasa leaves.’


The land is female, Fuller is quite clear about this. ‘In Rhodesia we are born and then the umbilical cord of each child is sown straight from the mother onto the ground, where it takes root and grows. Pulling away from the ground causes death by suffocation, starvation. That’s what the people of this land believe.’ The war is fought for this – whatever it is: ‘mother’ might be a good enough word for it. ‘Farmers,’ by which she means the Mashona people, ‘fight a more deadly, secret kind of war. They are fighting for land in which they have put their seed, their sweat, their hopes.’


Fuller is proud of her own talent as a farmer, her ability to read the land for potential yield. Her father drives her to her wedding in full rig, dress, veil, bouquet, and they talk about the cattle along the road. ‘Wonder what he’s feeding?’ says her father, of another man’s cattle, and Fuller says, ‘Cottonseed cake, I bet.’


It is a gallant way to live, perhaps, but Fuller is also thwarted by her parents’ cheery refusal to give the events around her a proper name. ‘Don’t exaggerate,’ her mother says when she sees dead men, ‘you saw body bags . . . Not bodies.’ The children are sexually assaulted by a neighbour, and the response is the same, ‘Don’t exaggerate.’ In the back seat of the car, Fuller looks over to her sister and finds ‘she has stopped listening. Like an African.’


Fuller is not a participant. When Rhodesia becomes Zimbabwe, her boarding school empties of white children and fills with black. She is introduced to a boy called Oliver Chiweshe, whose nanny and driver are dressed in better clothes than her own parents, and she wonders at his second name: ‘I have not known the full name of a single African until now.’


The white colonists, she says, named places after themselves, their heroes, their women. They used hopeful names and unlikely, stolen names, like Venice or Bannockburn. They gave their servants English names that were liable to change from one day to the next. But Bobo Fuller knows the original and the restored African names for places, and she knows how little they matter too. ‘The land itself, of course, was careless of its name. It still is. You can call it what you like, fight all the wars you want in its name. Change its name altogether if you like. The land is still unblinking under the African sky.’


Anne Enright
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To


Mum, Dad and Vanessa


and to the memory of


Adrian, Olivia and Richard


with love




Don’t let’s go to the dogs tonight,


For mother will be there.


– A. P. Herbert
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Mum says, ‘Don’t come creeping into our room at night.’


They sleep with loaded guns beside them on the bedside rugs. She says, ‘Don’t startle us when we’re sleeping.’


‘Why not?’


‘We might shoot you.’


‘Oh.’


‘By mistake.’


‘Okay.’ As it is, there seems a good enough chance of getting shot on purpose. ‘Okay, I won’t.’


So if I wake in the night and need Mum and Dad, I call Vanessa, because she isn’t armed. ‘Van! Van, hey!’ I hiss across the room until she wakes up. And then Van has to light a candle and escort me to the loo, where I pee sleepily into the flickering yellow light and Van keeps the candle high, looking for snakes and scorpions and baboon spiders.


Mum won’t kill snakes because she says they help to keep the rats down (but she rescued a nest of baby mice from the barns and left them to grow in my cupboard, where they ate holes in the family’s winter jerseys). Mum won’t kill scorpions either; she catches them and lets them go free in the pool and Vanessa and I have to rake the pool before we can swim. We fling the scorps as far as we can across the brown and withering lawn, chase the ducks and geese out, and then lower ourselves gingerly into the pool, whose sides wave green and long and soft and grasping with algae. And Mum won’t kill spiders because she says it will bring bad luck.


I tell her, ‘I’d say we have pretty rotten luck as it is.’


‘Then think how much worse it would be if we killed spiders.’


I have my feet off the floor when I pee.


‘Hurry up, man.’


‘Okay, okay.’


‘It’s like Victoria Falls.’


‘I really had to go.’


I have been holding my pee for a long, long time and staring out of the window to try and guess how close it is to morning. Maybe I could hold it until morning. But then I notice that it is the deep-black-sky quiet time of night, which is the halfway time between the sun setting and the sun rising when even the night animals are quiet – as if they, like day animals, take a break in the middle of their work to rest. I can’t hear Vanessa breathing; she has gone into her deep middle-of-the-night silence. Dad is not snoring nor is he shouting in his sleep. The baby is still in her crib but the smell of her is warm and animal with wet nappy. It will be a long time until morning.


*


Then Vanessa hands me the candle – ‘You keep boogies for me now’ – and she pees.


‘See, you had to go, too.’


‘Only ’cos you had to go.’


There is a hot breeze blowing through the window, the cold sinking night air shifting the heat of the day up. The breeze has trapped midday scents; the prevalent cloying of the leach field, the green soap which has spilled out from the laundry and landed on the patted-down red earth, the wood smoke from the fires that heat our water, the boiled-meat smell of dog food.


We debate the merits of flushing the loo.


‘We shouldn’t waste the water.’ Even when there isn’t a drought we can’t waste water, just in case one day there is a drought. Anyway, Dad has said, ‘Steady on with the loo paper, you kids. And don’t flush the bloody loo all the time. The leach field can’t handle it.’


‘But that’s two pees in there.’


‘So? It’s only pee.’


‘Agh sis, man, but it’ll be smelly by tomorrow. And you peed as much as a horse.’


‘It’s not my fault.’


‘You can flush.’


‘You’re taller.’


‘I’ll hold the candle.’


Van holds the candle high. I lower the toilet lid, stand on it and lift up the block of hardwood that covers the cistern, and reach down for the chain. Mum has glued a girlie-magazine picture to this block of hardwood: a blond woman in few clothes, with breasts like naked cow udders, and she’s all arched in a strange pouty contortion, like she’s got backache. Which maybe she has, from the weight of the udders. The picture is from Scope magazine.


*


We aren’t allowed to look at Scope magazine.


‘Why?’


‘Because we aren’t those sorts of people,’ says Mum.


‘But we have a picture from Scope magazine on the loo lid.’


‘That’s a joke.’


‘Oh.’ And then, ‘What sort of joke?’


‘Stop twittering on.’


A pause. ‘What sort of people are we, then?’


‘We have breeding,’ says Mum firmly.


‘Oh.’ Like the dairy cows and our special expensive bulls (who are named Humani, Jack, and Bulawayo).


‘Which is better than having money,’ she adds.


I look at her sideways, considering for a moment. ‘I’d rather have money than breeding,’ I say.


Mum says, ‘Anyone can have money.’ As if it’s something you might pick up from the public toilets in OK Bazaar Grocery Store in Umtali.


‘Ja, but we don’t.’


Mum sighs. ‘I’m trying to read, Bobo.’


‘Can you read to me?’


Mum sighs again. ‘All right,’ she says, ‘just one chapter.’ But it is teatime before we look up from The Prince and the Pauper.


*


The loo gurgles and splutters, and then a torrent of water shakes down, spilling slightly over the bowl.


‘Sis man,’ says Vanessa.


You never know what you’re going to get with this loo. Sometimes it refuses to flush at all and other times it’s like this, water on your feet.


I follow Vanessa back to the bedroom. The way candlelight falls, we’re walking into blackness, blinded by the flame of the candle, unable to see our feet. So at the same moment we get the creeps, the neck-prickling terrorist-under-the-bed creeps, and we abandon ourselves to fear. The candle blows out. We skid into our room and leap for the beds, our feet quickly tucked under us. We’re both panting, feeling foolish, trying to calm our breathing as if we weren’t scared at all.


Vanessa says, ‘There’s a terrorist under your bed, I can see him.’


‘No you can’t, how can you see him? The candle’s out.’


‘Struze fact.’


And I start to cry.


‘Jeez, I’m only joking.’


I cry harder.


‘Shhh, man. You’ll wake up Olivia. You’ll wake up Mum and Dad.’


Which is what I’m trying to do, without being shot. I want everyone awake and noisy to chase away the terrorist-under-my-bed.


‘Here,’ she says, ‘you can sleep with Fred if you stop crying.’


So I stop crying and Vanessa pads over the bare cement floor and brings me the cat, fast asleep in a snail-circle on her arms. She puts him on the pillow and I put an arm over the vibrating, purring body. Fred finds my earlobe and starts to suck. He’s always sucked our earlobes. Our hair is sucked into thin, slimy, knotted ropes near the ears.


Mum says, ‘No wonder you have worms all the time.’


I lie with my arms over the cat, awake and waiting. African dawn, noisy with animals and the servants and Dad waking up and a tractor coughing into life somewhere down at the workshop, clutters into the room. The bantam hens start to crow and stretch, tumbling out of their roosts in the tree behind the bathroom to peck at the reflection of themselves in the window. Mum comes in smelling of Vicks VapoRub and tea and warm bed and scoops the sleeping baby up to her shoulder.


I can hear July setting tea on the veranda and I can smell the first, fresh singe of Dad’s morning cigarette. I balance Fred on my shoulder and come out for tea: strong with no sugar, a splash of milk, the way Mum likes it. Fred has a saucer of milk.


‘Morning, Chookies,’ says Dad, not looking at me, smoking. He is looking far off into the hills, where the border between Rhodesia and Mozambique melts blue-gray, even in the pre-hazy clear of early morning.


‘Morning, Dad.’


‘Sleep all right?’


‘Like a log,’ I tell him. ‘You?’


Dad grunts, stamps out his cigarette, drains his teacup, balances his bush hat on his head, and strides out into the yard to make the most of the little chill the night has left us with which to fight the gathering soupy heat of day.




Getting There: Zambia, 1987
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To begin with, before Independence, I am at school with white children only. ‘A’ schools, they are called: superior schools with the best teachers and facilities. The black children go to ‘C’ schools. In-between children who are neither black nor white (Indian or a mixture of races) go to ‘B’ schools.


The Indians and coloureds (who are neither completely this nor completely that) and blacks are allowed into my school the year I turn eleven, when the war is over. The blacks laugh at me when they see me stripped naked after swimming or tennis, when my shoulders and arms are angry sunburnt red.


‘Argh! I smell roasting pork!’ they shriek.


‘Who fried the bacon?’


‘Burning piggy!’


My God, I am the wrong colour. The way I am burned by the sun, scorched by flinging sand, prickled by heat. The way my skin erupts in miniature volcanoes of protest in the presence of tsetse flies, mosquitoes, ticks. The way I stand out against the khaki bush like a large marshmallow to a gook with a gun. White. African. White-African.


‘But what are you?’ I am asked over and over again.


‘Where are you from originally?’


*


I began then, embarking from a hot, dry boat.


Blinking bewildered from the sausage-gut of a train.


Arriving in Rhodesia, Africa. From Derbyshire, England. I was two years old, startled and speaking toddler English. Lungs shocked by thick, hot, humid air. Senses crushed under the weight of so many stimuli.


I say, ‘I’m African.’ But not black.


And I say, ‘I was born in England,’ by mistake.


But, ‘I have lived in Rhodesia (which is now Zimbabwe) and in Malawi (which used to be Nyasaland) and in Zambia (which used to be Northern Rhodesia).’


And I add, ‘Now I live in America,’ through marriage.


And (full disclosure), ‘But my parents were born of Scottish and English parents.’


What does that make me?


Mum doesn’t know who she is, either.


She stayed up all night once listening to Scottish music and crying.


‘This music’ – her nose twitches – ‘is so beautiful. It makes me so homesick.’


Mum has lived in Africa all but three years of her life.


‘But this is your home.’


‘But my heart,’ Mum attempts to thump her chest, ‘is Scottish.’
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Oh, fergodsake. ‘You hated England,’ I point out.


Mum nods, her head swinging, like a chicken with a broken neck. ‘You’re right,’ she says. ‘But I love Scotland.’


‘What,’ I ask, challenging, ‘do you love about Scotland?’


‘Oh the . . . the . . .’ Mum frowns at me, checks to see if I’m tricking her. ‘The music,’ she says at last, and starts to weep again. Mum hates Scotland. She hates drunk-driving laws and the cold. The cold makes her cry, and then she comes down with malaria.


*


Her eyes are half-mast. That’s what my sister and I call it when Mum is drunk and her eyelids droop. Half-mast eyes. Like the flag at the post office whenever someone important dies, which in Zambia, with one thing and another, is every other week. Mum stares out at the home paddocks where the cattle are coming in for their evening water to the trough near the stables. The sun is full and heavy over the hills that describe the Zambia–Zaire border. ‘Have a drink with me, Bobo,’ she offers. She tries to pat the chair next to hers, misses, and feebly slaps the air, her arm like a broken wing.


I shake my head. Ordinarily I don’t mind getting softly drunk next to the slowly collapsing heap that is Mum, but I have to go back to boarding school the next day, nine hours by pickup across the border to Zimbabwe. ‘I need to pack, Mum.’


That afternoon Mum had spent hours wrapping thirty feet of electric wire around the trees in the garden so that she could pick up the World Service of the BBC. The signature tune crackled over the syrup-yellow four o’clock light just as the sun was starting to hang above the top of the msasa trees. ‘Lillibulero,’ Mum said. ‘That’s Irish.’


‘You’re not Irish,’ I pointed out.


She said, ‘Never said I was.’ And then, follow-on thought, ‘Where’s the whisky?’


We must have heard ‘Lillibulero’ thousands of times. Maybe millions. Before and after every news broadcast. At the top of every hour. Spluttering with static over the garden at home; incongruous from the branches of acacia trees in campsites we have set up in the bush across the countryside; singing from the bathroom in the evening.


But you never know what will set Mum off. Maybe it was ‘Lillibulero’ coinciding with the end of the afternoon, which is a rich, sweet, cooling, melancholy time of day.


‘Your Dad was English originally,’ I tell her, not liking the way this is going.


She said, ‘It doesn’t count. Scottish blood cancels English blood.’


*


By the time she has drunk a quarter of a bottle of whisky, we have lost reception from Bush House in London and the radio hisses to itself from under its fringe of bougainvillea. Mum has pulled out her old Scottish records. There are three of them. Three records of men in kilts playing bagpipes. The photographs show them marching blindly (how do they see under those dead-bear hats?) down misty Scottish cobbled streets, their faces completely blocked by their massive instruments. Mum turns the music up as loud as it will go, takes the whisky out to the veranda, and sits cross-legged on a picnic chair, humming and staring out at the night-blanketed farm.


This cross-leggedness is a hangover from the brief period in Mum’s life when she took up yoga from a book. Which was better than the brief period in her life in which she explored the possibility of converting to the Jehovah’s Witnesses. And better than the time she bought a book on belly-dancing at a rummage sale and tried out her techniques on every bar north of the Limpopo River and south of the equator.


The horses shuffle restlessly in their stables. The night apes scream from the tops of the shimmering-leafed msasa trees. The dogs set up a chorus of barking and will not stop until we put them inside, all except Mum’s faithful spaniel, who will not leave her side even when she’s throwing what Dad calls a wobbly. Which is what this is: a wobbly. The radio hisses and occasionally, drunkenly, bursts into snatches of song (Spanish or Portuguese) or chatters in German, in Afrikaans, or in an exaggerated American accent. ‘This is the Voice of America.’ And then it swoops, ‘Beee-ooooeee!’


Dad and I go to bed with half the dogs. The other half of the pack set themselves up on the chairs in the sitting room. Dad’s deaf, from when he blew his eardrums out in the war eight years ago in what was then Rhodesia. Now Zimbabwe. I put a pillow over my head. I can hear Mum’s voice, high and inexact, trembling on the high notes: ‘Speed, bonny boat, Like a bird on the wing, Over the sea to Skye,’ and then she runs out of words and starts to sing, loudly to make up for the loss of words, ‘La, la la laaaa!’ In the other room, at the end of the hall, Dad is snoring.


In the morning, Mum is still on the veranda. The records are silent. The housegirl sweeps the floor around her. The radio is in the tree and has sobered up, with a film of shining dew over its silver face, and is telling us the news in clipped English tones. ‘This is London,’ it says with a straight face, as the milking cows are brought in to the dairy and the night apes curl up overhead to sleep and the Cape turtle doves begin to call, ‘Work-hard-er, work-hard-er.’ An all-day call, which I nevertheless associate with morning and which makes me long for a cup of tea. The bells of Big Ben sound from distant, steely-grey-dawn London, where commuters will soon be spilling sensibly out of underground stations or red double-decker buses. It is five o’clock Greenwich Mean Time.


*


When I was younger I used to believe it was called ‘Mean’ time because it was English time. I used to believe that African time was ‘Kind’ time.


*


The dogs are lying in exhausted heaps on the furniture in the sitting room, with their paws over their ears. They look up at Dad and me as we come through for our early morning cup of tea, which we usually take on the veranda but which the cook has set in the sitting room on account of the fact that Mum is lying with her forehead on the picnic table where he would usually put the tray. Still cross-legged. Still singing. I bet hardly anyone in yoga can do that.


We wedge Mum into the back of the pickup along with my suitcase and satchel and books and the spare tyres, next to the half-built generator we are taking into Lusaka to be fixed. She is humming ‘Flower of Scotland’. And then Dad and I climb into the front of the pickup and set off down the farm road. I am going to start crying. There go the horses, two white faces and one black peering over the stable doors, waiting for Banda to bring them their breakfasts. And here come the dogs, running, ear-flapping hopeful after the pickup, willing us to stop and let them ride along in the back. And there goes the old cook, hunched and massive, his bony shoulders poking out of the top of his threadworn khaki uniform. He is almost seventy and has just sired another baby; he looks exhausted. He’s sitting in the kitchen doorway with a joint the size of a sausage hanging from his bottom lip, a fragrant pillow of blue marijuana smoke hangs above his head. Marijuana grows well behind the stables, where it thrives on horseshit, cow dung, pilfered fertilizer intended for Dad’s soyabean crop. Adamson raises one old hand in salute. The gardener stands to attention on his bush-broom, with which he is sweeping leaves from the dusty driveway. ‘Miss Bobo,’ he mouths, and raises his fist in a black power salute.


Mum leans over the rim of the pickup briefly, precariously, to blow the dogs a kiss. She waves at the staff for a moment, royally, and then collapses back into the folds of the tarpaulin.


Dad offers me a cigarette. ‘Better have one while you still can,’ he says.


‘Thanks.’ We smoke together for a while.


Dad says, ‘It’s tough when you can’t smoke.’


I nod.


‘Don’t smoke at school.’


‘I won’t.’


‘They won’t like it.’


‘They don’t.’


It’s past seven in the morning by the time we leave the farm. I have to be at school by five thirty that evening to make it in time for sign-in and supper. That leaves us half an hour for business and lunch in Lusaka and an hour to get through the border between Zimbabwe and Zambia.


I say, ‘Better be polite to the blokes at the border today. We don’t have time for silly buggers.’


‘Bloody baboons,’ mutters Dad.


*


When we get to Lusaka, Dad and I drop off the generator at the Indian’s workshop on Ben Bella Road.


‘Hello, Mr Fuller,’ says the Indian, head bobbling like a bobbin of thread on a sewing machine. ‘Come in, come in, for tea? Coffee? I have something for you to look at.’


‘Not today,’ says Dad, waving the man away, ‘big hurry with my daughter, you see.’ He talks between clenched teeth.


He gets in the pickup. Lights a cigarette. ‘Bloody Indians,’ he mutters as he reverses out of the yard, ‘always up to something.’


We buy boiled eggs and slabs of white cornbread from a kiosk on the side of Cha Cha Cha Road, near the roundabout that leads to Kafue, the Gymkhana Club, or home, depending on where you get off. We wave some food at Mum, but she isn’t moving. She has some oil on her face from the generator, which has been leaking thick, black engine blood. Otherwise she is very white, bordering on pale green.


We stop before Chirundu, the small hot nothing town on the Zambezi River which marks the border crossing into Zimbabwe, to make sure she is still alive. Dad says, ‘We’ll get into trouble if we try and take a dead body over the border.’


Mum has undone the tarpaulin which was meant to keep the dust out of my school clothes, and has wrapped herself up in it. She is asleep with a small smile on her lips.


Dad puts his forefinger under her nose to feel for breath. ‘Still alive,’ Dad announces, ‘although she looks nothing like her passport photo now.’


From the back, as we ease into the melting hot, tarmac-shining car park in front of the customs building (broken windows like thin ice in the white sun) we can hear Mum shuffling back into life. She eases herself into a sitting position, the vast tarpaulin over her shoulders like a voluminous plastic operatic cloak in spite of the oven-breath heat. She is singing ‘Olé, I Am a Bandit.’


‘Christ,’ mutters Dad.


Mum has sung ‘Olé, I Am a Bandit’ at every bar under the southern African sun into which she has ever stepped.


‘Shut your mother up, will you?’ says Dad, climbing out of the pickup with a fistful of passports and papers. ‘Eh?’


I go around the back. ‘Shhhh! Mum! Hey, Mum, we’re at the border now. Shhh!’


She emerges blearily from the folds of the tarpaulin. ‘I’m the quickest on the trigger,’ she sings loudly.


‘Oh, great.’ I ease back into the front of the pickup and light a cigarette. I’ve been shot at before because of Mum and her singing. She made me drive her to our neighbours’ once at two in the morning to sing them ‘Olé, I Am a Bandit,’ and he pulled a rifle on us and fired. He’s Yugoslav.


The customs official comes out to inspect our vehicle. I grin rabidly at him.


He circles the car, stiff-legged like a dog wondering which tyre to pee on. He swings his AK 47 around like a tennis racquet.


‘Get out,’ he tells me.


I get out.


Dad gets uneasy. He says, ‘Steady on with the stick, hey?’


‘What?’


Dad shrugs, lights a cigarette. ‘Can’t you keep your bloody gun still?’


The official lets his barrel fall into line with Dad’s heart.


Mum appears from under the drapes of the tarpaulin again. Her half-mast eyes light up.


‘Muli bwanje?’ she says elaborately: How are you?


The customs official blinks at her in surprise. He lets his gun relax against his hip. A smile plays around his lips. ‘Your wife?’ he asks Dad.


Dad nods, smokes. I crush out my cigarette. We’re both hoping Mum doesn’t say anything to get us shot.


But her mouth splits into an exaggerated smile, rows of teeth. She nods toward Dad and me: ‘Kodi ndipite ndi taxi?’ she asks. Should I take a taxi?


The customs official leans against his gun for support (hand over the top of the barrel) and laughs, throwing back his head.


Mum laughs too. Like a small hyena, ‘Hee-hee,’ wheezing a bit from all the dust she has inhaled that day. She has a dust moustache, dust rings around her eyes, dust where forehead joins hairline.


‘Look,’ says Dad to the customs official, ‘can we get going? I have to get my daughter to school today.’


The custom official turns suddenly businesslike. ‘Ah,’ he says, his voice threatening hours of delay, if he likes, ‘where is my gift?’ He turns to me. ‘Little sister? What have you brought for me today?’


Mum says, ‘You can have her, if you like,’ and disappears under her tarpaulin. ‘Hee, hee.’


‘Cigarettes?’ I offer.


Dad mutters, ‘Bloody . . .’ and swallows the rest of his words. He climbs into the pickup and lights a cigarette, staring fixedly ahead.


The customs official eventually opens the gate when he is in possession of one box of Peter Stuyvesant cigarettes (mine, intended for school), a bar of Palmolive soap (also intended for school), three hundred kwacha, and a bottle of Coke.


As we bump onto the bridge that spans the Zambezi River, Dad and I hang out of our windows, scanning the water for hippo.


Mum has re-emerged from the tarpaulin to sing, ‘Happy, happy Africa.’


If I weren’t going back to school, I would be in heaven.




Chimurenga: Zambia, 1999
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‘Look,’ Mum says, leaning across the table and pointing. Her finger is worn, blunt with work: years of digging in a garden, horses, cows, cattle, woodwork, tobacco. ‘Look, we fought to keep one country in Africa white-run’ – she stops pointing her finger at our surprised guest to take another swallow of wine – ‘just one country.’ Now she slumps back in defeat: ‘We lost twice.’


The guest is polite, a nice Englishman. He has come to Zambia to show Africans how to run state-owned businesses to make them attractive to foreign investment, now that we aren’t Social Humanists anymore. Now that we’re a democracy. Ha ha. Kind of.


Mum says, ‘If we could have kept one country white-ruled it would be an oasis, a refuge. I mean, look, what a cock-up. Everywhere you look it’s a bloody cock-up.’


The guest says nothing, but his smile is bemused. I can tell he’s thinking, Oh my God, they’ll never believe this when I tell them back home. He’s saving this conversation for later. He’s a two-year wonder. People like this never last beyond two malaria seasons, at most. Then he’ll go back to England and say, ‘When I was in Zambia . . .’ for the rest of his life.


‘Good dinner, Tub,’ says Dad.


Mum did not cook the dinner. Kelvin cooked the dinner. But Mum organized Kelvin.


Dad lights an after-dinner pipe and smokes quietly. He is leaning back in his chair so that there is room on his lap for his dog between his slim belly and the table. He stares out at the garden. The sun has set in a red ball, sinking behind the quiet, stretching black limbs of the msasa trees on Oribi Ridge, which is where my parents moved after I was married. The dining room has only three walls: it lies open to the bush, to the cries of the night insects, the shrieks of the small, hunted animals, the bats which flit in and out of the dining room, swooping above our heads to eat mosquitoes. Clinging to the rough whitewashed cement walls are assorted moths, lizards and geckos, which occasionally let go with a high, sharp laugh: ‘He-he-he.’


Mum pours herself more wine, finishing the bottle, and then she says fiercely to our guest, ‘Thirteen thousand Kenyans and a hundred white settlers died in the struggle for Kenya’s independence.’


I can tell the visitor doesn’t know if he should look impressed or distressed. He settles for a look of vague surprise. ‘I had no idea.’


‘Of course you bloody people had no idea,’ says Mum. ‘A hundred . . . of us.’


‘Cool it, Tub,’ says Dad, stroking the dog and smoking.


‘Nineteen forty-seven to nineteen sixty-three,’ says Mum. ‘Nearly twenty bloody years we tried to hold on.’ She makes her fist into a tight grip. The sinews on her neck stand taut and she bares her teeth. ‘All for what? And what a cock-up they’ve made of it now. Hey? Bloody, bloody cock-up.’


*


After independence, Kenya was run by Mzee, the Grand Old Man, Jomo Kenyatta. He had been born in 1894, the year before Britain declared Kenya one of its protectorates. He had come to power in 1963, an old man who had finally fulfilled the destiny of his life’s work: self-government for Africans in Africa.


*


Dad says, mildly, ‘Shall I ask Kelvin to clear the table?’


Mum says, ‘And Rhodesia. One thousand government troops dead.’ She pauses. ‘Fourteen thousand terrorists. We should have won, if you look at it like that, except there were more of them.’ Mum drinks, licks her top lip. ‘Of course, we couldn’t stay on in Kenya after Mau Mau.’ She shakes her head.


Kelvin comes to clear the table. He is trying to save enough money, through the wages he earns as Mum and Dad’s housekeeper, to open his own electrical shop.


Mum says, ‘Thank you, Kelvin.’


*


Kelvin almost died today. Irritated to distraction by the flies in the kitchen, he had closed the two doors and the one little window in the room, into which he had then emptied an entire can of insect-killing Doom. Mum had found him convulsing on the kitchen floor just before afternoon tea.


‘Bloody idiot.’ She had dragged him onto the lawn, where he lay jerking and twitching for some minutes until Mum sloshed a bucket of cold water onto his face. ‘Idiot!’ she shrieked. ‘You could have killed yourself.’


*


Now Kelvin looks as self-possessed and serene as ever. Jesus, he has told me, is his Saviour. He has an infant son named Elvis, after the other king.


Dad says, ‘Bring more beers, Kelvin.’


‘Yes, Bwana.’


We move to the picnic chairs around the wood fire on the veranda. Kelvin brings us more beers and clears the rest of the plates away. I light a cigarette and prop my feet up on the cold end of a burning log.


‘I thought you quit,’ says Dad.


‘I did.’ I throw my head back and watch the light-grey smoke I exhale against black sky, the bright cherry at the tip of my cigarette against deep for ever. The stars are silver tubes of light going back endlessly, years and light-years into themselves. The wind shifts restlessly. Maybe it will rain in a week or so. Wood smoke curls itself around my shoulders, lingers long enough to scent my hair and skin, and then veers towards Dad. The two of us are silent, listening to Mum and her stuck record, Tragedies of Our Lives. What the patient, nice Englishman does not know, which Dad and I both know, is that Mum is only on Chapter One.






	Chapter One


	    

	The War







	Chapter Two


	    

	Dead Children






	Chapter Three


	    

	Insanity







	Chapter Four


	    

	Being Nicola Fuller of Central Africa








Chapter Four is really a subchapter of the other chapters. Chapter Four is when Mum sits quietly, having drunk so much that every pore in her body is soaked. She is yoga-crosslegged, and she stares, with a look of stupefied wonder, at the garden and at the dawn breaking through wood-smoke haze and the thin grey-brown band of dust and pollution that hangs above the city of Lusaka. And she’s thinking, So this is what it’s like being Me.


Kelvin comes. ‘Good night.’


Mum is already sitting yoga-crosslegged, cradling a drink on her lap. ‘Good night, Kelvin,’ she says with great emphasis, almost with respect (a sad, dignified respect). As if he were dead and she were throwing the first clump of soil onto his coffin.


Dad and I excuse ourselves, gather a collection of dogs, and make for our separate bedrooms, leaving Mum, the Englishman, and two swooping bats in the company of the sinking fire. The Englishman, who spent much of supper warily eyeing the bats and ducking every time one flitted over the table, has now got beyond worrying about bats.


Guests trapped by Mum have chapters of their own.








	Chapter One


	    

	Delight







	Chapter Two


	    

	Mild Intoxication Coupled with Growing Disbelief






	Chapter Three


	    

	Extreme Intoxication Coupled with Growing Panic







	Chapter Four


	    

	Lack of Consciousness








I am here visiting from America. Smoking cigarettes when I shouldn’t be. Drinking carelessly under a huge African sky. So happy to be home I feel as if I’m swimming in syrup. My bed is closest to the window. The orange light from the dying fire glows against my bedroom wall. The bedding is sweet-bitter with wood smoke. The dogs wrestle for position on the bed. The old, toothless spaniel on the pillow, one Jack Russell at each foot.


‘Rhodesia was run by a white man, Ian Douglas Smith, remember him?’


‘Of course,’ says the unfortunate captive guest, now too drunk to negotiate the steep, dusty driveway through the thick, black-barked trees to the long, red-powdered road that leads back to the city of Lusaka, where he has a nice, European-style house with an ex-embassy servant and a watchman (complete with trained German shepherd). Now, instead of going back to his guarded African-city suburbia, he will sit up until dawn, drinking with Mum.
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‘He came to power in 1964. On the eleventh of November, 1965, he made a Unilateral Declaration of Independence from Britain. He made it clear that there would never be majority rule in Rhodesia.’ Even when Mum is so drunk that she is practising her yoga moves, she can remember the key dates relating to Our Tragedies.


‘So we moved there in 1966. Our daughter – Vanessa, our eldest – was only one year old. We were prepared’ – Mum’s voice grows suitably dramatic – ‘to take our baby into a war to live in a country where white men still ruled.’


Bumi, the spaniel, tucks her chin onto the pillow next to my head, where she grunts with content before she begins to snore. She has dead-rabbit breath. I turn over, my face away from hers, and go to sleep.


The last thing I hear is Mum say, ‘We were prepared to die, you see, to keep one country white-run.’


*


In the morning Mum is Chapter Four, smiling idiotically to herself, a warm, flat beer propped between her thighs, her head cockeyed. She is staring damply into the pink-yellow dawn. The guest is Chapter Four too, lying greyly on the lawn. He isn’t convulsing, but in almost every other respect, he looks astonishingly like Kelvin did yesterday afternoon.


Kelvin has brought the tea and is laying the table for breakfast As If Everything Were Normal.


Which it is. For us.




Chimurenga: The Beginning
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In April 1966, the year my parents moved to Rhodesia with their baby daughter, the Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) launched an attack against government forces in Sinoia to protest against Smith’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence from Britain and to fight for majority rule.


Sinoia, corruption of ‘Chinhoyi’, was the name of the local chief in 1902.


The Second Chimurenga, it was called by the black Africans in Rhodesia, this war of which the 1966 skirmish in Sinoia was just the start.


Chimurenga. A poetic Shona way of saying ‘war of liberation’.


Zimbabwe, they called the country. From dzimba dza mabwe, ‘houses of stone’.


The whites didn’t call it Chimurenga. They called it ‘the troubles’, ‘this bloody nonsense’. And sometimes ‘the war’. A war instigated by ‘uppity blacks’, ‘cheeky kaffirs’, ‘bolshy muntus’, ‘restless natives’, ‘the houts’.


Black Rhodesians are also known by white Rhodesians as ‘gondies’, ‘boogs’, ‘toeys’, ‘zots’, ‘nig-nogs’, ‘wogs’, ‘affies’.


We call the black women ‘nannies’ and the black men ‘boys’.


The First Chimurenga was a long time ago, a few years after the settlers got here. The welcome mat had only been out for a relative moment or two when the Africans realized a welcome mat was not what they needed for their European guests. When they saw that the Europeans were the kind of guests who slept with your wife, enslaved your children, and stole your cattle, they saw that they needed sharp spears and young men who knew how to use them. The war drums were brought out from dark corners and dusted off and the old men who knew how to beat the war drums, who knew which rhythms would pump the fighting blood of the young men, were told to start beating the drums.


Between 1889 and 1893, British settlers moving up from South Africa, under the steely, acquiring eye of Cecil John Rhodes, had been . . . What word can I use? I suppose it depends on who you are. I could say: Taking? Stealing? Settling? Homesteading? Appropriating? Whatever the word is, they had been doing it to a swathe of country they now called Rhodesia. Before that, the land had been moveable, shifting under the feet of whatever victorious tribe now danced on its soil, taking on new names and freshly stolen cattle, absorbing the blood and bodies of whoever was living, breathing, birthing, dying upon it. The land itself, of course, was careless of its name. It still is. You can call it what you like, fight all the wars you want in its name. Change its name altogether if you like. The land is still unblinking under the African sky. It will absorb white man’s blood and the blood of African men, it will absorb blood from slaughtered cattle and the blood from a woman’s birthing with equal thirst. It doesn’t care.


Here were the African names within that piece of land for which we would all fight: Bulawayo: the Place of Killing. Inyati: the Place of the Buffaloes. Nyabira: the Place Where There Is a Ford.


The white men came. They said, ‘What name do you give this place?’


‘Kadoma,’ they said. Which in Ndebele means, ‘Does Not Thunder or Make Noise’.


The white men call that place Gatooma.


‘And what name do you give this place?’


‘Ikwelo,’ they said. Which in Ndebele means, ‘Steep Sides of the Riverbank’.


The white men called the place Gwelo.


‘What is this place?’


‘Kwe Kwe,’ said the Africans, which is the sound the frogs make in the nearby river.


The white men called the place Que Que.


‘We will live in this place.’


‘But this is the chiefdom of Neharawa,’ said the Africans.


‘And we will call it Salisbury.’


The white men named places after themselves, and after the women they were with or the women whom they had left behind, after the men they wanted to placate or impress: Salisbury, Muriel, Beatrice, Alice Mine, Juliasdale, West Nicholson.


And they gave some places hopeful names: Copper Queen, Eldorado, Golden Valley.


And obvious names: Figtree, Guinea Fowl, Lion’s Den, Redcliff, Hippo Valley.


And unlikely, stolen names: Alaska, Venice, Bannockburn, Turk Mine.


In 1896 the Ndebele people had rebelled against this European-ness. They killed about one hundred and fifty European men, women, and children in a matter of a few weeks. But within three months the settlers, with the help of military reinforcements from South Africa, had defeated the Ndebeles, and Cecil John Rhodes had negotiated a ceasefire with the Ndebele leaders at Matopo Hills.
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