




[image: ]








[image: ]







For the next generation: Hugo, Thomas, Holly and Xanthe.









In Memoriam:
George Godwin









[image: A map of Africa with all its countries labelled. An inset map magnifies Zimbabwe, marking several towns, cities, historical regions, rivers and lakes for detailed reference.]








PROLOGUE


My father is now more than an hour late. We sit on a mossy stone bench under a giant fig tree, waiting for him. We have finished the little Chinese thermos of coffee that my mother prepared, and the sandwiches.


Tapera looks up. The motion pleats the base of his shaven skull into an accordion of glistening brown flesh.


‘At last,’ he says. ‘He is arrived.’


The car, long and low and sinister, glides slowly towards us, only the black roof visible above the reef of elephant grass. It passes us and then backs up into position.


Keith jumps out of the passenger side.


‘Sorry we’re late,’ he says. ‘We were stopped at a police roadblock up on Rotten Row, they wanted to check inside, can you believe it?’


He hands me a clipboard. ‘Sign here and here.’


The driver reaches down to unlatch the tailgate. It opens with a gentle hydraulic sigh. Inside is a steel coffin. Together we slide it out and carry it over to the concrete steps. Keith unlatches the lid to reveal a body, tightly bound in a white linen winding sheet.


‘Why don’t you take the top,’ he says.


I ease one hand under the back of my father’s head and my other arm under his shoulders and I give him a last little hug. He is cool and surprisingly soft to my touch. The others arrange themselves along his body and, on Keith’s count, we lift it out of the coffin.


We shuffle up the concrete stairs that lead to the top of the iron crib. We have woven fresh green branches through its black bars. And on top of the tiers of logs inside it, we have placed a thick bed of pine needles, and garnished it with fragrant pine shavings. Upon this bed we lay my father down.


Gently, Tapera lifts Dad’s head to place a small eucalyptus log under his neck, as a pillow. As he does so the shroud peeps open at a fold and I get a sudden, shocking glimpse of my father’s face. His jaw, grizzled with salt-and-pepper stubble; the little dents on his nose where his glasses rested; his moustache, slightly shaggy and unkempt now; the lines of his brow relaxed at last in death. And then, as his head settles back, the shroud stretches shut again, and he is gone.


Tapera is staggering up the steps with a heavy musasa log. He places it on top of the body.


‘Huuuh.’ My father exhales one last loud breath with the weight of it.


‘It is necessary,’ Tapera says quietly, ‘to hold the body down in case …’ He pauses to think if there is a way to say this delicately. ‘In case, if it explodes because of the build-up of the gases.’ He looks unhappily at the ground. ‘It happens sometimes, you know.’


Keith slides the empty coffin back into the hearse and drives away down the track, where it is soon swallowed up again by the green gullet of grass.


The old black gravedigger, Robert, has his hand in front of me now. His palm is yellow, and barnacled with calluses. He is offering me a small Bic lighter made of fluorescent blue plastic.


‘It is traditional for the son to light the fire,’ says Tapera, and he nods me forward.


I stroke my father’s brow gently through the shroud, kiss his forehead. Then I flick the lighter. It fires up on my third trembling attempt, and I walk slowly around the base of the sooty trolley, setting the kindling alight. It crackles and pops as the flames take hold and shiver up the tower of logs to lick at the linen shroud. Quickly, before the cloth burns away to reveal the scorched flesh beneath, Tapera hands me a long metal T-bar and instructs me to place it against the back of the trolley, while he does the same next to me. We both heave at it. For a moment the trolley remains stuck on its rusty rails. Then it groans into motion and squeaks slowly towards the jaws of the old red-brick kiln a few yards away.


‘Sorry it’s so difficult,’ says Tapera, breathing heavily with the effort. ‘The wheel bearings are shot.’


The flaming pyre enters the kiln and lurches to a rest against the buffers. Robert the gravedigger clangs shut the cast-iron doors and pulls down the heavy latch to lock them.


We all squint up into the brilliant blue sky to see if the fire is drawing. A plume of milky smoke flows up from the chimney stack, up through the green and red canopy of the overhanging flame tree.


‘She is a good fire,’ says Tapera. ‘She burns well.’
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JULY 1996


I am on assignment for National Geographic magazine in Zululand when I get the news that my father is gravely ill.


It is night, and I am sitting around a fire with Prince Galenja Biyela. I am sitting lower than he is, to show due respect. Biyela is ninety-something – he doesn’t know exactly, tall and thin and straight-backed, with hair and beard quite white. Around his shoulders, he has draped a leopard skin in such a way that the tail lies straight down his chest, like a furry tie. A yard of mahogany shin gleams between his tattered trainers and the turn-ups of his trousers. His long fingers are closed around the gnarled head of a knobkerrie – a cudgel.


‘All is well,’ he declares.


It is his only English phrase. He speaks in classical Zulu, his words almost Italianate, lubricated by vowels at either end.


His tribal acolytes start chanting his praise names.


‘You are the bull that paws the earth,’ they call.


‘Your highness,’ they sing, ‘we will bow down to the one who growls.’


Prince Biyela’s grandfather, Nkosani – the small king – of the Black Mamba regiment, was the hero of Isandlwana, the battle in which the Zulus famously trounced the mighty British Empire in 1879. Tonight, the old Prince wishes to revel in the glory days, to relive the humbling of the white man.


He tells me how the British watched in awe as twenty-five thousand Zulu warriors stepped over the skyline and began to advance, chanting all the while and stopping every so often to stamp the ground in unison, sending a tremor through the earth that could be felt for miles. He tells me how the impi were armed with short stabbing spears, ixlwa – a word you pronounce by pulling your tongue off the roof of your mouth, a word that deliberately imitates the sucking sound made by the blade when it’s pulled out of human flesh.


As the warriors advanced, he says, their places on the ridge above were taken by thousands of Zulu women, urging on their army in the traditional way by ululating, an eerie high-pitched keening that filled the air.


Biyela tells me how the Black Mamba regiment was cut down by withering gunfire until, he says, after nearly two hours, the force ‘was as small as a sparrow’s kidney’, and the remaining men were on their bellies, taking cover. And how his grandfather, Nkosani, seeing what was happening, strode up to the front line, dressed in all his princely paraphernalia – his ostrich-plume headdress and his lion-claw necklaces – and berated them, and electrified by his example, the young warriors leapt up and surged forward again, overwhelming the men of the British line, even as Nkosani was felled by a British sniper with a single shot to the head.


And in the final stages of the battle, when the handful of surviving British soldiers had run out of bullets, a most unusual event occurred. The moon passed in front of the sun, and the earth grew dark, like night. And the Zulu impis stopped their killing while this eclipse took place. But when the light returned, they resumed the bloodletting.


Biyela tells me that night how his grandfather’s warriors, having overrun the main British camp, dashed from tent to tent mopping up the stragglers – the cooks and the messengers and the drummer boys – until they crashed into one tent to find a newspaper correspondent sitting at his campaign table, penning his report.


‘Just like you are now,’ he says, and his acolytes all laugh until Biyela raises his hand for silence.


‘They said to him, “Hau! What are you doing in here, sitting at a table? Why aren’t you out there fighting?” And this man, he was a local white who could speak some Zulu, he said, “I am writing a report on the battle, for my people.”


‘“Oh,” they said, “all right.” And they left him.


‘But soon afterwards, when they heard that my grandfather Nkosani had been shot, they ran back to the tent and said to the journalist there, “Now that our induna has been killed, there is no point in making a report any more,” and with that they killed him.’


Biyela’s men nod. I keep writing.


At the end, according to the few British soldiers who escaped, the Zulus went mad with bloodlust, killing even the horses and the mules and the oxen. They disembowelled each dead British soldier so that his spirit could escape his body and not haunt his killer. And if an enemy soldier had been seen to be particularly brave, the impi cut out his gall bladder and sucked on it, to absorb the dead man’s courage, and bellowed ‘Igatla!’, I have eaten!


And that night Biyela tells me of how, once the battlefield fell quiet, a great wail was heard from the retinue of the Zulu women, as they mourned their dead. And this wail moved like a ripple through village after village until finally it reached the Zulu capital, Ulundi, fifty miles distant.


And here, Prince Biyela ends his telling, choosing not to dwell on what followed the Zulu victory. For the eclipse of the sun was a bad portent, and it drew down terrible times – the British reinforced and quickly snuffed out the independent Zulu nation. But still their spirit was not entirely doused – their ferocity was merely curbed, and there was a sullen dignity to their defeat. It is said that before they would sign the surrender proclamation, one old induna stood and said to Sir Garnet Wolseley, ‘Today we will admit that we are your dogs, but you must first write it there, that the other tribes are the fleas on our backs.’


Prince Biyela pauses to gulp another shot of the Queen’s tears, as the Zulus call Natal gin, and the silence is jarred by a ring tone.


‘uMakhalekhukhwini,’ says one of his acolytes – it means ‘the screaming in the pocket’, Zulu for a mobile phone – and they all grope around in the dark in their jackets and bags. It turns out to be mine. I reach in to cut it off, but it’s my parents’ number in Zimbabwe, eight hundred miles to the north. They never call just to chat. I excuse myself.


My mother’s voice sounds strained. ‘It’s your father,’ she says. ‘He’s had a heart attack. I think you’d better come home.’
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That night I climb up out of the valley to my car, which is parked on the red-basalt plateau above. Trumpeter hornbills, disturbed from their sleep, call as I pass by, a sound like an enraged cat’s screech. The hillside is peppered with thorny-leafed aloes, a plant sacred to the Zulu. They dig their graves under aloes because these succulents are poisonous to hyena, which might otherwise dig up the bodies and eat them. Many of the aloes here mark the grave of Zulu warriors felled at Isandlwana.


From my school days in rural Zimbabwe come fragments of a gory Kipling poem. It is called ‘The Hyaenas’, and it starts like this:




After the burial-parties leave


And the baffled kites have fled


The wise hyaenas come out at eve


To take account of our dead.


How he died and why he died


Troubles them not a whit


They snout the bushes and stones aside


And dig till they come to it.


They are only resolute they shall eat


That they and their mates shall thrive,


And they know that the dead are safer meat


Than the weakest thing alive.





‘When I die,’ I told my mother, after learning the poem at the age of nine or ten, ‘will you make sure you cremate me?’


‘Good heavens, don’t be silly,’ she said brightly. ‘You’re not going to die. And anyway, we’re going to die before you. But no one’s going to die yet. Not for a long, long time, anyway.’


But now, this is that long, long time away. And soon, I expect, I will have to foil Kipling’s hyenas on my father’s behalf.


I drive fast through the night towards Johannesburg, from where I will catch the plane home. Along my left flows the dark towering spine of mountains, the range the Zulus call u-Khahlamba, the Barrier of the Spears, though in the atlas they bear a more recent Afrikaans name, Drakensberg – Dragon Mountains. I am familiar with these mountains, with this country. As a boy, growing up in Zimbabwe, I used to come down here on holiday. The first snow I ever saw was on these peaks, bright white upon these dark spear tips. And I came back here as a foreign correspondent for five years from 1986, covering what turned out to be the death throes of apartheid. Since then, I have been based in London, though I come back often to Africa, and I know in my bones that I will return here to live one day, that this is still my home. Contemplating my father’s death, I realize how seldom we have lived in the same place. How remote I have been from him, all my life. I have been a largely absent son, at boarding school from the age of six, then military service, university in England, working abroad.


As I drive, I dial my mother to make sure my father is still alive.


His heart is racing at nearly two hundred beats a minute, she says – that’s higher than the pulse of a teenage sprinter, unsustainably high for a man in his mid-seventies. They’ve tried everything to lower it, but he’s just not responding. My mother is a doctor, so she knows about these things.


‘Is there anything I can bring?’ I ask.


‘No,’ she says. ‘Just get up here as quickly as you can.’


 


Ahead of me, a golden glow slowly appears. Soon, this sodium dome obscures all but the brightest stars. It is Johannesburg. The sun rising behind me catches on the latticed steel headgear above the gold mines, and shimmers the glass of the high-rise offices in the city centre. On my left, from the elevated highway that swoops across the city, I can see Soweto, a township I knew well when it was burning and barricaded. Dawn is heralded there with the switching off of the stadium-style floodlights perched on their tall gantries around the township.


The screaming in the pocket starts again.


‘He’s still hanging on,’ my mother quickly reassures me. She has called to tell me of a new class of drug she has just heard about, one for exactly this condition. ‘It’s not available here, but it might be in South Africa,’ she says with a sigh, and that’s all it takes. Now I have a task, a way to help my father.


 


I check into the Grace Hotel in northern Johannesburg and sit with the open Yellow Pages, making the calls to pharmacies and hospitals. I recruit various friends to help, but we get nowhere. Some say it has not been approved yet. Others say it is not yet commercially available. No one in South Africa appears to stock it.


But seven hours later I am on the way to the airport, and on the seat beside me is a small white insulated box containing rows of precious glass vials. Dozens of phone calls tracked down the new drug to a private clinic in the northern suburbs, where it is being tested as part of a pilot study. In a stroke of serendipity, the pharmacist there happened to be a Zimbabwean, and she bent the rules to save my father’s life.


I am very late for the last flight of the day to Harare, driving feverishly fast, fearless, invincible. I cannot die while my father is on his own deathbed; I am statistically immune. Coming off the highway I jump a red light and accelerate away.


 


My father’s eyes are shut. His head, resting on the thin hospital pillow, is monumental, a head fit for Mount Rushmore. He is seventy-two, but his hair is still thick, drawn back off his wide sloping brow in a solid silver spume. Usually tamed by some sort of pomade, it has become unruly, sprouting out in small pewter horns over his ears.


He pants fast and shallow, like a hot hound. The cadence of the electronic heart monitor is all wrong, my mother explains. His pulse rate is still twice what it should be. Nurses pad around us on the chipped linoleum floor in their laceless tennis shoes. One unbuttons the collar of my father’s pyjamas so she can get at his heart-monitor connection. The buttons below his wattle open to reveal a ruddy V, tidemark of the sun. It is the tattoo of the rooinek, the English who came to Africa, mocked by Boers for our pale skin’s propensity to burn in the sun. She buttons him back up and moves to adjust the drip in the vein on the back of his hand, settling his arm on the over-darned bedspread. That arm bears more stigmata of the white man in Africa: solar keratosis lesions that have slowly developed over years of working outdoors under the tropical sun. My father, in his methodical scientific way, had explained that to me, as a child. The rays of the African sun, so directly overhead, must pass through less atmosphere, and so far less of its dangerous ultraviolet spectrum is filtered out. We joke, my sister Georgina and I, that if you ask Dad the time he will tell you how a watch works. He knows how everything works, and if it doesn’t, he can fix it.


 


Georgina is ten years younger than me, with long dark hair, a marble-white complexion that she is careful to keep out of the African sun, a mordant sense of humour and a twenty-a-day habit. She needs a cigarette now, so we go outside and she lights up a local Madison. She exhales and looks around the car park. ‘Remember when Dad got caught pissing in a bottle?’ she says. He had been parked here, reading a book, waiting for my mother, who works here, and needed to pee. As he had suffered from prostate problems and the nearest lavatory was a fair distance, down several long hospital corridors, he had come equipped with a wide-necked plastic bottle with a screw top for just this purpose. Midstream, there was a tap at the widow. He looked up to see a lady almoner of the hospital, a friend of ours, who’d wandered over to say hello. Clutching the bottle between his thighs and drawing his book discreetly over it, he rolled down the window and the almoner started chatting. Soon the urge to pee became overwhelming – he had been interrupted midstream – so he began risking little surreptitious spurts, until finally she departed, just as he was getting cramp in his thighs from clutching the bottle between them.


It feels good to laugh out loud.


The car park is baking hot in the afternoon sun and strewn with rubbish: bleached mango pips and corncobs and fibrous pulp of chewed sugar cane. Minibuses jostle for passengers, hawkers ply tiny packets of biscuits and half-loaves of bread, and some are boiling up large black pots of sadza, maize-meal porridge that is the culinary mainstay of this part of Africa. Rolled-up grass mats stand against the trees; there is a whole community camping out here, the relatives of the sick, of the dying.


A knot of women bursts through the glass door behind us. They slump onto the kerb, weeping and rocking on their haunches. Some have babies tied to their backs in white crocheted shawls. Their grief is raw and fierce, unmediated. A couple of men in ragged jackets stand by, embarrassed and self-conscious, and a gaggle of bewildered toddlers with mango-smeared mouths look up with wide almond eyes.


Georgina and I move off to stand under a cassia tree. Dad had refused an ambulance, she tells me, so they had lowered a seat in the car and laid him in it to drive to the hospital. On the way, Mum realizes they are about to run out of fuel, so they pull in to a service station to fill up. One by one, the attendant, Mum, Georgina, all feverishly wrestle to get the fuel cap open while Dad lies groaning.


Finally Mum shakes Dad by the shoulder and his eyes open. She tells him that he has to put his collapse on hold. They haul him out and support him as he staggers to the fuel cap, which he quickly undoes in a deft manoeuvre. Then he collapses back into the car, and the emergency drive resumes.


Though my father’s life is clearly at stake, it is a matter of honour that he be treated here at the Parirenyatwa, this cash-strapped government hospital named after the country’s first black doctor. To take him to the smarter, private hospital would be, my mother insisted, a vote of no confidence in the Parirenyatwa staff. My father agreed entirely. So they had brought him into the A&E department of the Parirenyatwa where the nurses and doctors – my mother’s colleagues – rushed to admit him to the coronary-care unit. For once, Georgina says, the lift even worked. But then Dad lay for ages on a trolley in the corridor gasping like a grounded guppy before they would let him into the ward.


When he was finally wheeled in and connected to a cardiac monitor and a drip, my mother asked the nursing sister, a lady in her late middle age, about the delay. She is an ex-guerrilla, a so-called ‘bush nurse’, one of those who at the end of the civil war – the war to end white rule – was inducted, after top-up training, as a fully fledged nurse, at the insistence of the new government. She looked at the floor, out of embarrassment. But my mother had treated her at the staff clinic on several occasions, and they are friends, and finally the sister looked up.


‘It was the duty matron who made us wait,’ she said. ‘She wanted to make sure the ward was clean and tidy and that there was a proper bedspread for Mr Godwin’s bed. But there were no bedspreads in the linen room – they have all been stolen – so we had to go searching in other wards.’


So my father nearly died in their pursuit of a bedspread. But now, at least, he has a chance. Now he has the new wonder drug I have tracked down in Johannesburg. A drug unavailable to the rest of the patients at the Parirenyatwa. An expensive drug. A First World drug.


 


I sit by Dad’s bed, dozing. When I glance up I see his bleached blue eyes looking at me. He attempts a smile that comes out as a lopsided grimace, and reaches weakly for my hand.


‘Thanks for coming, Pete.’ It’s all he has the strength to croak.


I squeeze his hand.


Pete. He’s the only person in the world who still calls me that. Very occasionally, if he’s feeling particularly loquacious, he calls me Pedro.


Our uncharacteristic moment of intimacy is interrupted by a sudden roar from a patient across the aisle. My father turns in panic, rattling his drip line against its metal stand. Low guttural growls and barks of astonishing power burst up from the pit of his ward-mate’s stomach. I worry that this tumult could tip Dad’s failing heart over the edge. There are no nurses in sight, so I get up to see what I can do. A black man in his twenties is straining to rise from his bed, the sinews in his neck cording with the effort. He looks immensely strong. He sees me and bares his teeth, growls again and redoubles his attempt to get free, twisting up and dislodging his bedding. He is naked, and as well muscled as a Nubian wrestler. His wrists and ankles are bound to the bedstead with an improvised selection of straps and belts.


The sister appears next to me. ‘He has come from Ward Twelve, you know, the psych. ward. We call him Lion Man.’ She giggles. ‘Now his sedative has worn off and we have no more left. We have no budget.’ She tests his straps then wanders off again.


I return to my father’s bedside to report that Lion Man is securely lashed to his bed and cannot escape to tear us limb from limb. Dad rolls his eyes. I do not tell him that Lion Man’s sedatives have just run out.


‘We will bow down to the one that growls,’ I remember. One of Prince Biyela’s praise names. It already seems like months ago.


 


My mother returns with the consultant physician, Dr Nelson Okwanga. He is a Ugandan. I feel the beginnings of First World panic. I take my mother aside. It is time to assert myself.


‘Dad’s life’s on the line here,’ I say. ‘The time for gesture politics is over. We must get him the best physician.’


She narrows her eyes. ‘Okwanga is one of the very best,’ she says. ‘He qualified in Britain.’


Dr Okwanga bustles about but says little. Then he draws us away from the bedside. In a voice that never rises above a murmur, he says that Dad’s condition is no better, that the new drug has not lowered his pulse yet. He will give it another twelve hours. Then he will have to re-evaluate – the word is somehow wreathed with menace.


Later my father is wheeled to see the cardiologist. His name is Dr Hakim. He is from the Sudan. I say nothing. Dr Hakim is meticulously dressed in a charcoal pin-striped suit and ox-blood brogues. He makes my father lie on his side and rigs him up to a machine that videos his heart. On the screen is the blurred grey image of one of my father’s heart valves. It looks like the key of a clarinet going up and down. Up and down so fast it is shaking itself to pieces. He is literally going to die of a broken heart.


When he is back in bed, I think of that little clarinet key racing away. And I find I am cheering it on, willing it to slow its frenetic, destructive pace. But he continues to weaken. His life hangs now from the merest trembling filament. Or on the whim of a deity. As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods.


Although I went to mass every day at St George’s, a local Jesuit boarding school, I have not prayed in years. The urge to pray now seems ridiculous, a foul-weather religious conversion, Christian only in a crisis. I know that God, any god, will need something in return, a penance for my secular life. I start silently deal-making. If my father survives I will … what? What will I do? I could stop running around the world and come home to Africa? Come back and spend some time with my father. Get to know him.


As he lies there, I think how little I really know of my father. I have been conditioned by his manner not to pry. He is emotionally truculent, quick to anger, irascible, rather forbidding really, a remote Victorian paterfamilias. Mum happily talks about personal stuff. Dad does not. He sits aloof from the rest of the family, a forbidding island with a rocky shoreline. You cannot make landfall on your own, you must first take my mother on board as the pilot to guide you through the treacherous channel. And her MO depends on the nature of the mission.


Sometimes, when we had infuriated him, she was like one of those little grooming fish swimming right up to the great white shark in an apparently suicidal approach, and nibbling at the menacing snout. And we would hold our breaths, waiting for her to be gobbled up in a flash of fish fangs, but the great white would exhibit some instinctive override, some primal understanding of emotional symbiosis – and would tolerate her proximity. And so the pattern has been established over decades.


I imagine trying to write my father’s obituary.


George Godwin, born in 1924 in England to …


Where in England? I don’t know. I realize I’ve never seen the inside of his passport. I realize that I know almost nothing about his family. I think his father’s name was Morris, a businessman of some sort.


He was educated at …


Pass again. He mentioned going to public school in St Andrews in Scotland, I think.


When the Second World War was declared …


Now I’m on stronger ground …


He joined the British army …


But in which regiment? An infantry unit, I think …


After the war he studied engineering at London University and worked on the team that designed and built the Sunderland flying boat before coming out to Africa on a contract in the early 1950s and falling in love with the place. He ran copper mines and timber estates and government transport divisions and ended up writing industrial standards for the Zimbabwe Standards Association.


He is survived by a wife and two children, and predeceased by a third.


 


The threadbare résumé is interrupted by my mother. She insists I go home to wash and sleep. She will wait at his bedside. ‘I’ll call you the second there’s any change,’ she promises.


My parents live in Chisipite (in Shona, the local language, it means ‘spring’, after the water source there), an outer suburb of the city, in a rather austere 1950s house with a Dutch-style mansard roof in an astonishingly fecund acre and a half of garden. I don’t have keys, so at the gate I give a short honk, and Mavis comes jogging down the drive followed by Isaac, the young gardener, and by our Dalmatians. Mavis has been our housekeeper for twenty years. She was divorced by her husband and cast out by her family when her first baby was born dead and she had to have a hysterectomy and became barren. She and Isaac live in separate wings of the small brick staff quarters at the top of the garden.


‘Is boss Godwin all right?’ she asks through the car window.


‘He’s alive,’ I say.


‘Oh, praise Jesus!’


‘But he’s still in a serious condition.’


‘I have been praying for him,’ she says. ‘The Lord will look after him because your father, he is a very good man.’


 


That night, I wander around the house, looking for evidence of the man. The house itself was his choice – none of the rest of us particularly liked it, but he was taken with its location, on the very northern edge of town, close to the bush from which we were returning. It is an odd mélange of styles: imposing wooden beams appear to hold up the sitting-room ceiling, but they are hollow and purely decorative, contributing to the bogus baronial look established by the large fireplace topped with a wide beaten-copper cowl, which my mother has attempted to smother with indoor ivy.


All the portraits that hang on the walls of the sitting room are, I realize, of my mother’s family: miniatures of her great-aunts in Victorian bustles and elaborate feathered hats; a gilt-framed oil of her great-great-great-uncle as a boy in pastoral England, wearing a gold riding coat over white jodhpurs and sitting astride a white steed, a King Charles spaniel yapping at them from the foreground of the canvas. The mementos too, come from her side: a trumpet-barrelled blunderbuss, salvaged from the gore of Gallipoli during the First World War by her father, a chaplain in the Royal Navy. An early eighteenth-century brass-faced, single-hand grandfather clock. A needlepoint sampler by a twelve-year-old girl, Elizabeth, in the year 1850. She has carefully embroidered a prayer: ‘When I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.’


I flip through the family photo albums. My father was quite a serious photographer once, with his own darkroom, so he is usually the one behind the camera and there are few pictures of him here. I search in vain for a single picture of us together as adults.


I unlock the garage and browse his ‘heavy workshop’ – tools on boards arranged in ascending order of calibre, screws and bolts of different sizes segregated in their own recycled jam jars, car parts swaddled in burlap sack cloth, bound with twine and neatly labelled.


Next door in his ‘light workshop’ is all his radio equipment. In the old days when he worked on plantations in the eastern highlands, the estate managers used two-way radios to communicate. He made himself into an expert repairman and became a radio ham in the process, rigging up a lofty aerial and chatting to people on other continents via a big SSB radio transmitter. The tools here are as shiny and delicate as surgical instruments: minute, long-nosed pliers and screwdrivers with heads so small that they look like spikes. Along one bench is a circuit tester he’d built himself.


As I turn to go, I inadvertently nudge some little screws onto the floor. On my hands and knees to retrieve them, I see that there is quite a large storage space down there, concealed by the circuit tester. Mostly, it seems, he uses it to store radio parts. At the back is a flat object about twelve inches by nine, wrapped in a plastic shopping bag. I reach in and peel back the plastic to find a layer of newspaper, tear it back a little, to find another layer, stiff brown paper, which I unfold and try to look inside. It’s hard to see from this oblique angle but I can make out that it’s a posed black-and-white photo of three strangers: a couple in their early middle age with a young girl of about twelve between them. Then the phone rings, and I rush out to answer it. It’s my mother, saying nothing has changed. When I hang up, I feel grubby, prying in Dad’s things while he lies dying, so I smooth back the wrapping on the photo and slide it back.


I walk back through to his study where a ‘to-do’ list in his beautiful sloping handwriting sits on the wide mahogany desk. His silver letter opener and pens are all neatly arranged in an antique brass stand, with cut-glass inkwells that belonged to my mother’s father. Two rows of locked filing cabinets flank the desk, and along one wall is a bookcase full of technical journals and alphabetized manuals and reference books on metallurgy and standards. I check the answering machine and hear my father’s outgoing message, his voice strong and deliberate, an upper-middle-class British accent, clipped and correct and authoritative, the dialect of command.


I can’t help thinking that I’m a disappointment to my father. He is a practical, technocratic, empirical man, a man who makes and runs things, who organizes people – he is a doer. I only describe, criticize, review, I am not really a doer.


‘When are you going to get a real job?’ he often says, then laughs to signal that this is just a joke question, though on one level, of course, it never really is. It’s true that I have been through a rather rapid succession of jobs. When I left school, the civil war against white rule – which the black insurgents called the Chimurenga, the struggle – was still raging, and I was drafted into the security forces. I was fighting on the wrong side of a losing war, but my father felt that it was dishonourable for me to dodge the draft when my turn came, as till then we’d been guarded by other people’s sons. White rule had been conceded, anyway, so my father reckoned I would be just helping to hold the line while peace negotiations took place. After a year in uniform I managed to get into Cambridge, but Dad seemed nonplussed – he had suggested I attend the local university and train to be a district commissioner. He bridled when I wanted to read English or history, so we compromised on law. When I graduated, I moved on to Oxford, rather than come home and face more combat. After a year of coursework in international politics, I began research for a DPhil thesis on the war I had just fought in, in a belated effort to understand it.


When peace was declared and Rhodesia became Zimbabwe the next year, I bought an antique army-surplus truck with a few friends and drove it from Oxford to the south of France, where we put it on a ferry to Algiers. We set off across the Sahara Desert and down the African continent, finally rolling into my parents’ house in Harare, lean, brown and unkempt, not having slept in beds for nearly a year. I was happy to be back home in the new, multiracial Zimbabwe.


To subsidize my thesis research, I began practising as a lawyer, and my father basked in my respectability. But my legal career was short-lived. Most of my time was spent helping to defend seven guerrilla officers, all Matabeles, the southern Zimbabwean tribe which was an offshoot of Prince Biyela’s Zulu. The officers belonged to the Patriotic Front, one of the two factions that fought against white rule but lost to Robert Mugabe’s ZANU (Zimbabwe African National Union) in the country’s first universal-suffrage elections. Now he accused them of plotting a coup, of committing high treason. After a lengthy trial, we secured their acquittal, but Mugabe immediately ordered them rearrested under the ‘emergency regulations’, draconian laws introduced by the last white Prime Minister, Ian Smith. So I resigned as a lawyer, to my father’s chagrin, and took up freelance journalism, still trying to write up my thesis on the side.


The next year, 1983, I saw what the new government was really made of. Mugabe unleashed his new North Korean-trained 5th Brigade troops on the civilians of Matabeleland; and I went down to investigate, to discover a full-scale massacre. Even after all these years no one knows the final toll – somewhere between ten and twenty thousand were killed, possibly more. The sheer scale and ferocity of the killings dwarfed anything that had happened in the independence war, but now there was little outcry or reprisals from the international community. When my reports ran in the Sunday Times they brought death threats down on my head, and forced me to flee the country just ahead of being declared a foreign spy and an enemy of the state.


I continued as a journalist, posted by the Sunday Times to Eastern Europe and to South Africa. Then I moved to the BBC, based in London, making TV documentaries around the world. I took a sabbatical to write a book, Mukiwa, about my African childhood and the independence war and the Matabeleland massacres. And I found I didn’t want to go back to the BBC, so went freelance instead, still based in London. My father tried, but failed, to mask his puzzlement at my walking away, again, from a full-time job.


For several years after reporting on the Matabeleland massacres I couldn’t go home. But then the two main political parties merged, and the men I had defended in court were absorbed into the new establishment. One of them, Dumiso Dabengwa, became the Minister of Home Affairs, and he saw to it that I could finally come back without being arrested. So for the last few years I have returned to Harare as often as I can, and whenever I appear my father observes the same ritual.


‘Ah, Pete. Would you come here a minute,’ he calls from his armchair when he has finished his supper of ham-and-cheese sandwiches. I sit on the ancient slip-covered sofa while he asks me where I’ve been, and poses questions I never seem able to answer quite to his satisfaction. These questions are nearly always quantitative; his instinct is to measure. How many people do you think were killed in the Matabeleland massacre? How long will apartheid survive? When will the Berlin Wall fall? What effect will the ivory-sales ban have on elephant-poaching? Can Cuba survive the end of the Cold War? How dangerous are Eastern Europe’s nuclear-power stations? Is the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in Indonesia inexorable? As if I really know. I am just a journalist, a hack. I don’t have a real job.


 


Dr Okwanga, normally quite inscrutable, now looks extremely worried. He sighs and steps away from the bedside and tells my mother that the prognosis is not good at all. As a last resort he wants to give my father a megadose of the new drug, my new drug, in the hope that this will shock his system into rebooting at a more plausible heart rate. He orders the last six vials to be injected at once.


We watch my father closely, but nothing happens. I sense that he is slipping away. For the first time, my mother begins to lose her composure. She has witnessed many deaths in her long medical career, and I can see she thinks he is lost. Rather than break down in public she excuses herself to go to the bathroom, and my sister accompanies her.


The nurse pulls the curtain around my father’s bed, and I realize that she is preparing for his death, so that he can die in private. While I wait for him to go, I look out the window at the treetops over Mazowe Street, and then blankly watch the flies battering themselves at the windowpane, trying to escape. And while I stare I become aware that the soundscape is changing subtly. It is the rhythm of the ECG monitor getting slower. His heart is weakening, the thumping of those clarinet keys finally fading. His laboured breathing seems to ease a little as his pulse lowers on the way to stopping. I look at his face. Nothing. Then back up at the monitor.


‘You still here?’


At the sound of my father’s voice, I lurch back in my chair and upset the bedside tray. My father is grinning his lopsided grin. A blush of colour is returning to his face.


‘Can you help me sit up?’


I prop the pillows behind him.


‘What I’d really like is some tea,’ he says.


The ward sister goes to get it.


And when Mum and Georgina return from the bathroom, they find Dad sitting up, chatting and drinking tea.


 


The wonder drug, it seems, has lived up to its billing. By delivering it, I have actually saved my father’s life. I have proved myself as a son.


Soon he is ready to come home.


‘You know, I felt you would actually be sorry if I died,’ he says to me on his last day in hospital, as though surprised by this discovery.


The sister, the same one who had tested Lion Man’s restraining straps, insists on packing up his clothes and his wash things and his leftover medications. She hums as she works.


‘I am so happy for Dr Godwin,’ she says to me. ‘She looks after us very well at the staff clinic when we are sick. I am happy that she will not be a widow, as I am.’


She embraces me and I can see that her eyes are wet.


What my mother does not tell me, at least not until much later, is that among my father’s possessions, helpfully assembled by his ward sister, is my box of wonder drugs. My mother eventually looks inside and notices four of the glass vials are still there – still full. The ward sister has misunderstood the doctor’s instructions. Instead of administering all six vials in the last megadose, she has injected only two, which is too little to have played any significant role in my father’s recovery. And though my mother doesn’t tell him this, my father has recovered on his own, spontaneously, unaided by me.


‘What did you do about it?’ I ask my mother.


‘Do? I did nothing,’ she says.


‘But the mistake could easily have killed him.’


‘Well, she was her family’s only breadwinner, and she was about to retire,’ my mother says. ‘I didn’t want to put her pension at risk.’
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So my father survives, and I don’t have to seek out a poisonous aloe under which to bury him, to keep Kipling’s hyenas at bay. At least not yet. He can sail on towards the landmarks of old age. And the first of those landmarks is Georgina’s wedding, the following year.


I travel up from Cape Town, where I have been living for the last six months, to be closer to home. With me is Joanna, my English girlfriend, a reporter for the Guardian, who has come over from London for the wedding. At home, I find that Dad has shrugged off his brush with mortality and is completely restored to his old bluff, inaccessible self. Our relationship is back in its default of remoteness.


Before the wedding, Joanna and I stay at the Chisipite house. We swim lengths of the pool while Dad fiddles happily with the filter and tests the pH balance of the water, carefully adjusting the ionizer to keep it sparklingly clear. Though he designed it – an irregular curved shape finished in a ceramic mosaic of blues and greens with a vaguely Moorish feel and a stone waterfall at one end – and though he monitors it lovingly, he seldom gets in it himself; he just likes to admire it. The surroundings of the pool are admirable too, borders of agave plants entwined with pink rambling roses reaching out to a small frangipani tree. A mass of blue plumbago grows around the waterfall and up a sturdy aloe plant. The lawn is broken up by an acacia thorn tree, supporting a lilac potato vine and a slender ivory-flowered kapok tree.


 


Georgina’s wedding is scheduled to take place a week before her thirtieth birthday.


‘I promised myself I’d get married before I was thirty,’ she says briskly.


We are having tea in the orchid house of the thatched stone cottage where she lives with her fiancé, in a converted stable block at the bottom of the eight-acre garden of her future in-laws, who occupy the big ship of a house on the crest of the hill overlooking them. Together Georgina and her fiancé, Jeremy, a blond photographer, run a PR firm that handles hotels and airlines. She has returned to Africa after three years at an English drama school, and another two to secure her actor’s Equity card. This she did as Georgie Porgie, a clown who performed at children’s parties – and by touring with repertory theatre groups, principally as the tart in a rather successful farce called The Tart and the Vicar’s Wife. But she missed Africa. So after six years away, she came back to become something of a celebrity in a somewhat smaller pond.


Back home she helped Jeremy research and write Mhondoro (‘The Lion Spirit’), a play about Ambuya Nehanda, a famous Shona spirit medium who had largely inspired the 1896 uprising – the First Chimurenga – against white rule. When Nehanda was executed, she was said to have declared, ‘My bones will rise again,’ and one night shortly after her death wild lions were seen trotting through the centre of Harare. The lead role of Nehanda was played by Georgina’s best friend and colleague at ZBC radio, Tsitsi Naledi Vera, and it was the first really multiracial Zimbabwean drama. Georgina and Tsitsi were also busy writing a soap opera, called Radio Rumpere (‘to break’ in Latin), about two girls, best friends who work for a radio station, when one of them gets Aids. It was supposed to explain cultural differences and challenge racial stereotypes. But they never finished it. Tsitsi suddenly died – officially, from pneumonia.


Later, Georgina was the lead actress in Strange Bedfellows, an adaptation by the black Zimbabwean playwright Steven Chifunyise of Strindberg’s Miss Julie. Georgina played Sandi Grobelaar, a white Zimbabwean, who complains to Farai, the black servant, ‘I cannot be held accountable for the sins of my fathers,’ and eventually snogs him on stage. The play toured through Europe, showcasing the artistic vitality of the new Zimbabwe.


Now Georgina presents the early morning drive-time radio programme, The Good Morning Show, for the state broadcaster, ZBC; she reads the TV news and hosts a TV interview programme; and she writes a column called ‘Between the Sheets’ about social life in the ‘low-density’ suburbs for a monthly newspaper called the Northern News. She wears big hats to open supermarkets, rappels down tall buildings to raise money for the Mayor’s Christmas Cheer Fund, and produces comedy reviews to Save the Rhino. She compères the Mr Iron Man competition, and judges karaoke contests and Elvis lookalike gigs and the ‘Jacaranda Queen’ drag festival. Georgina’s approach to these enterprises is cheerfully casual. Her TV interview show is dizzyingly improvised, featuring whatever flotsam washes through town, from Aboriginal Australian didgeridoo players to entire troupes of Congolese kwasa kwasa dancers, who speak no English. On air she’s as relaxed doing horoscopes as she is introducing sporting events for sports she has no idea how to play.


‘How’s business going?’ I ask.


Her ZBC salary is a pittance, but it doesn’t really matter. The fact that she is back home, near our parents, as they grow old, is of huge comfort to them and worth any subsidy that might be necessary. Her presence enables my absence.


‘It’s going OK, I suppose,’ she says. She lets one of her Dalmatians curl up on her lap.


‘We had an incident with a lion cub the other day at Meikles Hotel,’ says Jeremy as he lowers one of the rolls of plastic sheeting that form the sides of their bush conservatory.


Meikles is one of the oldest hostelries in the country, opened in 1915 by a pioneering Scottish trader. The low colonial building has long since been rebuilt as a five-star tower block but it is still guarded by its original twin stone lions, who are supposed to roar every time a virgin walks by. (To date they have remained oddly silent.)


‘We’d organized a bit of a do,’ Georgina says, ‘to promote their refurbishment. They’ve put in lovely beige carpets with lion paw-print motifs. Anyway, it was a must-be-seen-at event, with the whole press corps in attendance. In one corner we had a harpsichordist, the only one in the country, a sixteen-year-old schoolgirl, and for back-up, in the hotel lounge, the British High Commissioner’s wife on a baby grand playing her repertoire of show tunes. And in keeping with the carpet motif, a tame six-month-old lion cub.’


‘He was called Hercules,’ calls Jeremy, from behind a fuchsia orchid he’s tenderly spritzing.


‘That’s right,’ says Georgina, ‘and he was fine to begin with, padding around frightening the waiters. But then …’


‘But then indeed …’ says Jeremy.


‘But then, he came up behind the Lady High Commissioner as she sat playing, jumped up and put his front paws on her shoulders, and started dry humping her, just like a dog!’


‘She was very game about it,’ says Jeremy, dead-heading a rhododendron.


‘Yes,’ says my sister, ‘she just carried on playing “Climb Every Mountain”, while Hercules lunged at her back with his engorged pimento. The handler had disappeared and no one else quite knew what to do. She got halfway through “Send in the Clowns” before she abandoned the piano and made a dash for the loo with Hercules, me and a stringer from the Daily Telegraph in hot pursuit.’


‘It was good publicity for the hotel,’ says Jeremy drily from somewhere behind the plinth of their decorative fountain.


‘Yes,’ says Georgina, ‘and we did pay her dry-cleaning bill.’


She squints at a chip on her fingernail. ‘By the way, I’ve block-booked manicures and pedicures for the whole bridal party.’


I examine my own nails. They are clipped short and square. ‘No, I’m fine, thanks,’ I say.


‘Oh, come on,’ she rolls her eyes, ‘pamper yourself. I’m getting a full set of acrylic nails. You won’t be the only man, you know. Manuel and Jeremy will be there.’


‘Neh. I’m OK, really.’


‘I’ve reserved Esnat to do you,’ she says.


Esnat is Georgina’s Deep Throat in a lurid case that is about to come to trial in Harare. The manicurist’s boyfriend, a handsome young policeman, Jefta Dube, was aide-de-camp to Canaan Sodindo Banana, the country’s first black President (a largely ceremonial position that disappeared in 1987 when the British-style post of Prime Minister was abolished in favour of an executive presidency – assumed by Robert Mugabe). Banana is also a Methodist minister who became a liberation theologian and once reworked the Lord’s Prayer to include the lines: Teach us to demand our share of the gold, And forgive us our docility.


And despite being married with four children, it was rumoured that President Banana was partial to men, a somewhat precarious position given that Mugabe had denounced gays as ‘lower than pigs and dogs’, declared them to be ‘a colonial invention, unknown in African tradition’, and passed laws punishing consensual homosexuality with ten years’ hard labour.


Jefta Dube was being tried for the murder of a fellow policeman, and though the trial was held in secret, salacious titbits were beginning to leak. Dube was pleading in mitigation that the President had repeatedly raped him and that finally, when a colleague had taunted him calling him ‘Banana’s girlfriend’, he’d snapped and shot the colleague dead.


‘She’s quite happy to chat to you about the case,’ Georgina promises.


 


Soon I am reclining in a chair at Cleopatra’s beauty salon in Newlands shopping centre. It sits above a Greek restaurant and is permeated with the fumes of dolmades and sheftalia and stale retsina.


‘Hold out your hand,’ says Esnat. She is a slender black woman in a white smock with her name embroidered in pink on its breast. She scrabbles around in her tray of utensils, many of which look alarmingly like surgical instruments, selects a metal nail file with a curved point and begins to scrape back my cuticles. I am just summoning up the courage to ask her about President Banana when the file slips and stabs my thumb.


‘I’m so, so sorry,’ she says, aghast.


She looks over to see if the manageress has noticed.


‘That’s OK,’ I say quietly.


But her file has punctured a vein, and my thumb is pumping out blood with each beat of my pulse. It quickly overwhelms her tissue, and her paper towel, and soon the salon has come to a standstill to staunch my spurting wound as Esnat writhes with embarrassment.


‘I told you I didn’t want my nails done,’ I say to Georgina.


 


The drive to the village of Chimanimani, where the wedding is to be held, is about three hundred miles. Joanna and I have hired a little Nissan in an arresting shade of canary yellow. Its faded blue velour seats are infused with the sour aroma of sweat, and its history of accidents and improvised repairs is manifested in an awkward crablike diagonal trajectory. At the industrial eastern suburb of Msasa we leave the city behind us and soon the vista is punctuated by huge outcrops of granite boulders, balanced improbably upon one another since time prehistoric, and then the central plateau slowly tilts up through some of the country’s richest farmlands towards the hazy blue mountains of Nyanga, the roof of Zimbabwe. To either side of the main road stretch tracks that lead to the network of commercial farms, the junctions festooned with clusters of signposts bearing witness to old allegiances and origins, farm names like Tipperary, Tintagel, Grimsby, Saffron Walden.


Until about fifteen years ago, when the war for independence ended, you could only make such journeys in heavily guarded convoys, which were frequently attacked. But today the countryside radiates peace. We stop the car at a lay-by and sit on a concrete bench to eat our picnic on the inverted cement mushroom of a table, in the shade of a musasa tree. The occasional faint chug of a tractor ploughing a distant field, and the slow tuc, tuc, tuc of a diesel generator come floating across the ridge in little wind-borne swells. And behind this is the background screech of cicadas – the tinnitus of nature.


Abruptly, the cicada screech stops, and the bush is eerily quiet. When I was in the armed forces, lying in ambush, waiting for so long that fear was finally displaced by boredom and fatigue, the sudden hush of the cicadas heralded the possible approach of danger – of guerrillas in a blur of olive fatigues and AK47s and Chinese stick grenades, of shouts and the rattle of gunfire and the Doppler zinging of ricochets, and the air being sucked out of my chest by the percussion of a grenade exploding; all the orchestrated cacophony of combat, and with it that acute post-adrenalin awareness of the exquisite fragility of life itself.


That first moment of silence when cicadas cease, feels like nature’s herald of danger, even now.


‘What’s wrong?’ says Joanna, and I almost tell her.


‘Nothing. I was just thinking how peaceful it sounds when the cicadas stop.’


The cause of the cicadas’ silence crests the path into sight: a ragged crocodile of small black children jogging back from school. Joanna takes in their threadbare khaki uniforms and the striped jute book bags bouncing on bony shoulders, and I can see how it must look to her. Even when they whoop and wave and flash bright-toothed smiles as they pass by, she sees ill-fitting hand-me-down clothes and scuffed shoes or bare feet of kids who walk miles to and from school each day and go home to thatched huts without indoor plumbing or electricity. But what I see are functioning schools: pens and paper and near-universal education producing Africa’s most literate population. She compares up, to the First World, where privileges are treated as rights. I compare down, to the apocalyptic Africa that presses in around us, where rights are only for the privileged. After covering wars in Mozambique, Angola, Uganda, Somalia, Sudan, Zimbabwe feels to me like Switzerland.


 


After five hours on the road, just as Joanna is despairing of us ever reaching the fabled Chimanimani, we strain up a final hill to find the quartz amphitheatre of the mountains glistening ahead. Soon we are coasting down through timber plantations and orchards and coffee estates, to the little village itself.


The Zulu people sometimes call us white ones inkonjane, the swallows, because we arrived from overseas, just as the migrating birds do. If I were a swallow, Chimanimani is the place that my avian GPS would draw me back to. It’s my true north, the fixed point by which I situate all other points, the closest place I have to a spiritual home.


Chimani has supplied a seedbed of images in my memory that seem as fresh today as when they first sprouted in my childhood. My mother in her white coat marching down a long line of tribespeople that coiled through the bush, vaccinating arm after arm. Or peering into the chest of a disinterred three-week-old cadaver, her scalpel poised for the autopsy. It was here, in the Biriwiri valley, that I used to play with the lepers at their colony – who were not infectious, my mother assured me, because they were dry lepers, not wet. Here where I padded around after Albert the Mozambican, our gardener, wrenching weeds out of the rich red African earth and tossing them into his big green wheelbarrow. Here I rode on horseback with Jeremy Watson, my childhood friend, helping to herd the cattle to new grazing grounds. And at night beside the fire, Isaac the chief herdsman told us long magical fables about ancestors and demons.


At Silverstream my father ran the heart of the estates, the big factory that pounded away all day and night, extracting tannin (for leather) from the bark of wattle trees, creosoting their trunks and turning them into railway sleepers and telegraph poles and pit props. During the winter, when the cane was harvested and trucked up from the Save River valley, the factory turned it into brown sugar and there were African bees everywhere. Dad strode around in his desert boots and shorts and cotton safari jackets, with a slide rule and a packet of Gold Leaf cigarettes in his top pockets, keeping the whole thing going.


It was here at Silverstream that I went in secret with my nanny, Violet, to worship with the Vapostori (Apostolics), the African charismatic sect who wear long white robes and become possessed with the spirits of their ancestors. In their bush temple made of logs and mud and thatch I would dance around the tree trunk in the middle or beat skin-covered drums around the outer circle until I too once spoke in tongues, and everyone grew afraid.


It was here between Biriwiri and Skyline Junction, where a road is carved into the mountainside, that our next-door neighbor, Oom Piet Oberholzer, was murdered by the Crocodile Gang, in the first guerrilla attack of the war to end white rule. And after he was killed, I was sent away to boarding school. And once Mozambique became independent of Portuguese rule in 1975, and its new Marxist government, FRELIMO, threw its support behind anti-Rhodesian guerrillas, it was here, along this densely forested frontier, that our war was at its worst. One in every six adult male whites in Chimanimani was dead by the end of it, many of their bodies now buried in the little cemetery by the side of the road into the village.


And when peace was declared and Robert Mugabe ascended to power, his men took sledgehammers to the pioneer memorial in the centre of the village green and smashed it to pieces and they changed the name from Melsetter, which had been taken from a town in the Orkney Islands, to Chimanimani, the name of the mountain range, ‘a space too small to turn around in’, because the mountain passes were so winding and narrow and steep.


 


The wedding party has taken over the Chimanimani Arms Hotel and the Frog and Fern Bed & Breakfast, Mawenje Lodge and Heaven, the backpackers’ hostel. Some of us are billeted with friends in the village or on farms. We sit on the lawn of the hotel where we used to sit twenty years before, served tea by the same waiters in the same faded red-baize fezzes, looking out at the towering mountains. Just above us, in the game sanctuary on the side of the hill called Pork Pie, for its shape, a herd of eland graze. They are monumental even from a distance, Africa’s biggest antelope, bison-big, with great humps at their shoulders and wattles dangling in loose folds of skin beneath their necks. Sleek, taupe and plump, they toss their corkscrew horns and swish their tails and chew their cud, mouths flecked with green foam. In this sanctuary they are without predators. We are too high for lion, and they are too big for leopard.


My mother and I stroll across the village to her old clinic, a cluster of rough rondavels, now closed and replaced by a new one down the valley. It was at this old clinic that as a child I used to mingle with the African patients who congregated on the grass slope, sitting patiently with their bundles, waiting to be treated. This was where I came across Mr Arrowhead, who had a barbed fishing arrow lodged straight through his head and yet walked and talked still, though not for long. This was where my mother and her black nurse Janet endeavoured to blunt the scythe of death that cut through rural African communities – TB and tetanus, bronchitis and bilharzia, pneumonia, smallpox and malaria. And blunt it they did. Infant mortality fell, lifespans rose, the population swelled.


We look at the abandoned clinic in silence, and then my mother sighs, in a way that seems to mean both, ‘Well, fancy that,’ and ‘Let’s not get maudlin about this.’ We make our way back to the hotel to find my father alone at a wire-mesh table in the flower garden where the rose blossoms are as big as babies’ heads. He half raises a hand and grunts a greeting.


‘Where’ve you two been?’


‘Exploring,’ says Mum. ‘We need to go for a fitting now. You too.’


‘Ugh,’ he says, tossing his head like a horse refusing its harness, ‘not me.’


Georgina has had green waistcoats made for all the men in the wedding party to wear under our dinner jackets, but Dad is refusing to wear either the waistcoat or a dinner suit.


‘It’s ridiculous,’ he says. ‘Pretentious.’


‘Oh, c’mon, Dad. It’s what Georgina wants. We’re all doing it.’


‘Well, not me,’ he says crossly. And with an air of finality he lights up a cigarette.


We leave him there at the garden table, gazing up at the mountains, refusing the embrace of his own family.


‘His behaviour’s verging on the surly,’ I complain to Mum.


‘You’ll just have to tolerate it,’ she says mildly.


‘I suppose it’s because he can’t stand all the socializing,’ I say, ‘all the rushing around and the pre-wedding chaos.’


‘No, it’s not that.’


‘Well, what, then?’ I am beginning to get irked at her defence of him.


She pauses and then says quietly, ‘It’s because he’s afraid.’


‘Afraid?’


‘He’s afraid to enjoy this wedding, to anticipate it, after what happened before Jain’s wedding.’


Jain is my other sister, my dead sister, older than me by seven years, but forever frozen at twenty-seven, killed just weeks before her own wedding. It was in 1978, during the civil war. She and her fiancé and their best man were travelling back to their home in Shamva in the north-east of the country, when their car ran into an army ambush that was preparing to attack guerrillas in a roadside village. The only survivor was Spence, the best man’s fox terrier. Jain was the nurturing one, the glue that held our family together, an infants’ teacher, a home bird, the organizer of reunions and Sunday lunches, the keeper of the domestic flame. Her death is the ugly scar that overlays our family’s emotional topography, less a scar really than a sore that even after all these years still suppurates.


‘The wedding’s going to go off fine this time,’ I say to my father later.


‘What do you mean?’ he says blankly.


‘We’re all here and we’re safe and it’s going to be a great wedding.’


But he still can’t bring himself to acknowledge its lethal precedent, let alone discuss it, so it just hangs there full of menace, this grenade of history rolled onto the dance floor of the present, primed to sabotage our family festivities.


 


‘You’d better come and let Jeremy show you around the car,’ says Georgina.


I am to be the wedding chauffeur, and the car is a 1976 bronze Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow that belongs to the Summer-fields, the parents-in-law to be. It is said to be one of only three Rollers in the entire country, two of which are theirs. It sits now in the hotel car park, looking quite out of place among the beaten-up pickup trucks and the little Japanese compacts. A black gardener with a rag is gingerly polishing the silver Spirit of Ecstasy statuette mounted on the hood.


Looking at it I feel a twinge of unease. ‘You don’t think it might be a little over the top?’ I say.


‘Over the top?’ Georgina frowns. ‘Why?’


‘I dunno. Maybe it’s a bit … insensitive for us to ride around the African bush in a Roller?’


Georgina rolls her eyes. ‘Oh, for God’s sake! It’s an ancient borrowed Roller at a wedding, not a fucking Ferrari at a famine.’


Jeremy is explaining the foibles of the car’s eccentric gear lever.


‘Tell me, then,’ Georgina lobs from over my shoulder, ‘would it have worried you if I’d been getting married in England and we drove to the church in a rented Rolls there? Why is it OK to do it there but not here?’


I ignore her as Jeremy moves on to explain the badly adjusted clutch.


‘And anyway,’ she continues, ‘the black elite here swan round in squadrons of the latest luxury SUVs, each of which is worth ten times this eccentric old thing.’


‘It’s true,’ says Jeremy ruefully. ‘We’ve been trying to sell her for ages, but they’re impossible to get spares for, so no one wants to buy her.’


 


On the day of the wedding, I knock on the door of my sister’s hotel room. From within, Abba is blasting. She appears, wearing a dress of cream lace and green chiffon looped at the waist with strings of pearls, and on her head a hooded cape instead of a veil.


‘I know green is an unlucky colour to get married in, but it’s supposed to echo the bucolic venue,’ she laughs.


My father is waiting for us in the lobby, trussed in black tie, his previous objections notwithstanding. He takes Georgina’s arm and escorts her to the car. I slide in behind the ivory wheel and settle back into the age-scored cream-leather seat and drive them slowly down the pitted red track around the side of the mountain towards Bridal Veil Falls. It’s a dead-end road leading up to the eland sanctuary, its edges lined with dense foliage that teems with morning glories and flame lilies, red-hot pokers and buffalo beans, serrated bracken and perforated elephant ears. The only people we encounter are barefoot Ndau tribespeople who step back into the bush to allow our stately progress and to stare after the Silver Shadow crunching slowly by. Georgina, in her green chiffon hood and pearls, waves with the back of her hand pretending to be the Queen of England, and they return her wave, astonished at this passing spectre. She giggles with nerves.


‘Stop the car,’ she says as we near the falls.


‘What?’


‘Stop the car, I need to wee.’


‘Can’t you hold it?’ I ask as I pull over.


She swings out of the car, walks behind a small tree, hoicks up her chiffon frock and pees, trying to keep the splash from wetting her shoes. Dad and I stand watching a troupe of vervet monkeys scampering in the umbrella trees above us and chattering indignantly at our intrusion. And when Georgina returns, he lights up two cigarettes and gives her one, and they stand smoking in silence.


I get down on my knees and begin picking off the black jacks and burrs that have attached themselves to her dress


‘I can’t go through with it,’ she suddenly blurts above me.


Dad rolls his eyes.


‘You have to. Everyone’s waiting,’ I say, rising to my feet. ‘And we’re already late. C’mon, let’s get back in the car.’


I take her by the arm towards the open door.


‘No.’ She shrugs off my hand. ‘I want to call it off.’


‘Listen.’ I can hear the panic in my own voice. ‘Just go through with the ceremony and if you still feel like this afterwards you can get the marriage annulled.’


She sighs and throws her cigarette down on the road and twists it out with her shoe.


‘Fodga?’ asks an old Ndau tribesman who has caught up with us. He wants a cigarette.


Dad hands him his unfinished one, and the man immediately takes a drag and exhales twin plumes through his nostrils while he cocks his head to one side and observes us arguing.


‘Oh, all right, then,’ says Georgina. ‘Let’s get it over with.’


At Bridal Veil Falls, I open the heavy bronze door and let her out into the enchanted fern-flush glade to greet the congregation gathered on a grassy hummock in the lee of the waterfall.


A string quartet from her old school is playing but they are drowned out by a white filigree of water that tumbles a hundred and fifty feet down the cliff side behind them. When Georgina and Jeremy had reconnoitred the venue, it was dry season, and the river was far smaller. Now, as they exchange vows, we can see their lips move but can barely make out their words over the rush of the water.


After the ceremony, we move down to a long trestle table topped in white linen where canapés and Mukuyu brut de brut, a local sparkling wine, are served. A camera crew from ZBC are filming the procession for a little feature to be shown later on the national news, Georgina arm in arm with her maid of honour and best friend, Ellah Wakatama – blacks and whites together, totally at ease, friends since elementary school, Zimbabweans now for nearly twenty years. Race, it seems, is finally losing its headlock on our identities in this little corner of Africa.
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