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Abstract. 

 

Patchwork is a fictional story told by a female character from her perspective as a child 

and as an adult.  It’s set in Zambia over two periods in time, the late seventies and the start of the 

millennium. 

It’s the story of family ties and how a child can get caught up in the consequences of the 

actions and decisions adult’s make. The story reveals how the effects of these consequences can 

manifest in the child’s life for many years after the fact.   

Pumpkin is the result of a relationship between a teenage woman and a married man. The 

coming of age story reveals the impact growing up with a part-time father has on Pumpkin. 

Particularly the lengths she’s prepared to go to explain her father’s absence to her friends and the 

rejection she feels when one day her father ignores her in the street when he’s with his legitimate 

family.  Pumpkin’s mother turns to alcohol as a shield from the heartache she suffers in her 

relationship with an older married man and Pumpkin is burdened with having to look after her 

mother. Pumpkin’s life takes a turn when her father takes her to live with him in his marital 

home.  Thrust into the hostile environment of her new home, Pumpkin finds herself trying to 

adjust to a different life. Caught between struggling to survive a new home, making new bonds, 

and experiencing life issues such as the death of a neighbour, Pumpkin also has to accept the fact 

that her parents will never be together when her mother sobers and gets married. 

Although the challenges Pumpkin faces as an adult are different from the ones as a child, 

her childhood experiences have an impact on her life as an adult. Having growing in a home 

without her birth parents, she’s prepared to do whatever it takes to ensure her children are 

brought up in a home with both parents present. As an adult Pumpkin’s life is closely interwoven 

with the lives of her mother, her grandmother and her father.  Pumpkin’s bond and fixation with 

her father prevents her from fully appreciating his weaknesses. Only when she unwittingly brings 

together her father and a young woman she suspects of dating her husband, and the two get killed 

in an accident, does Pumpkin realise the extent of her father’s philandering ways. 
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Prologue 

 I’m two different people according to the Registrar of Births. My birth was registered 

twice. Both records state Mother’s Name as Totela Ponga aged seventeen, my date of birth as 

August 16, 1969 and my birth weight as an eye popping 10 pounds 7 ounces. That’s where the 

similarities end. On the birth certificate my Grandma Ponga obtained from the Register of Births, 

unknown has been entered against Father’s Name, and my name is stated as Natasha Ponga. My 

other birth certificate, delivered in a sealed envelope to my Tata two nights after I was born, has 

Father’s Name entered as Joseph Sakavungo and my name as Pezo Sakavungo.  

From my razor sharp eavesdropping skills, I know that when Grandma Ponga found out 

that Tata had bought a second birth certificate, she grabbed her late husband’s mututila and 

chartered a Zamcab to Tata’s office in town. She didn’t use the mututila because the gunpowder 

was caked solid and she had no idea how to load it. So Grandma Ponga says, ‘I used my hands, I 

grabbed his ujeni in my fist and twisted it like I was closing a tap. Tight. To stop it leaking bad 

seed all over the place.’  

But for all the ujeni squeezing, name calling, and threats that bounced between Tata and 

Grandma Ponga over whom I belonged to and what my rightful name was, I’m known neither as 

Pezo nor Natasha. Everyone calls me Pumpkin simply because I was a fat, chubby cheeked baby. 

And because when Ma was pregnant with me, no matter how much pumpkin she ate, she just 

couldn’t get enough.  

That I adopted Tata’s name as my surname didn’t stop Grandma Ponga telling the story 

of what she did to him triumphantly. With all her wisdom, she made a mistake; she misjudged 
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my level of intuition. Long before she lowered her voice or looked around to make sure I wasn’t 

about to hear her story, I knew. From the very first time I heard Grandma Ponga tell the story, 

with me strapped to her with a chitenge; my cheek squashed flat against her sticky, pulsating 

back, I knew. I knew that I was bad seed. 
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Chapter 1 

Yesterday Tata bought ma a car. A bright red Fiat 127; registration number AAC 1951; 

Nineteen fifty one, that’s the year she was born.  

This morning our new car won’t start.  

‘Come on!’ Ma slaps the steering wheel and her silver bangles, which are the jingle same 

size as her hoop earrings, clatter and jingle. With each bounce the afro puff she’s pinned high on 

her head touches the top of the car and leaves an oil smudge.  

Mwanza, the houseboy from flat four which is next to ours, is on the veranda with his 

toothbrush sticking out of the side of his mouth like a cigar. He’s with debating the Care-taker of 

Tudu Court, a skinny man who wears big framed spectacles on his small shaven head, he looks 

like a grasshopper. The two are always debating and today it’s about the odds of an African 

country winning the football world cup. When they notice our car isn’t starting they come over 

and peer into the bonnet. 

‘Problem is the battery madam!’ Mwanza says. 

‘Not battery. Starter.’ The caretaker offers his opinion and starts to explain why it can’t 

be the battery. 

‘Okay whether battery or starter. Let’s push madam so she’s not late for work’. Mwanza 

closes the bonnet and shoves his tooth brush in the pocket of his brown corduroys. ‘Madam, 

neutral gear.’ Mwanza’s built like a wrestler because he’s always eating and he lifts bricks to 
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build his muscles. When he bends over and pushes the car it rolls into motion even before the 

caretaker joins him.  

Ma steers the car out the drive and towards the gate. We live in flat three Tudu court; two 

white blocks, facing each other surrounded by a high wall with a black gate. Each block has four 

flats. In front of each flat there’s a parking space and a square patch of green lawn the size of our 

living room carpet. Only that our carpet is a deeper green and has a yellow trim.  

Bee who is the care-taker’s daughter, and Sonia who lives in flat five, jog run alongside 

the car waving at me. The car jolts along the gravel road, rolls quicker, faster. Ma pumps her foot 

up and down on the pedal as instructed by Mwanza. The pushers start running. ‘Go! Go! Go!’ 

They shout as the car gathers speed; as it pulls away they fall back, like sprinters at the finish 

line.  

‘Aaarh’ the crowd choruses as the car rolls to a halt at the top of the road. Again laughing 

and joking they jostle for a place to lay their hands on the car. Sonia and Bee catch up with us; 

they press their noses on the car window and puff fog onto the glass. I wish the stupid car would 

start. 

Ma gives up; she grabs her handbag from the back seat and steps out of the car. Mwanza 

jumps into the driver’s seat and pumps the pedal hard with his foot. ‘Push now!’ His breath 

which smells of boiled eggs overshadows ma’s perfume. Despite Mwanza’s energetic pumping 

to the top of the road and back to Tudu Court, the car jerks, coughs and stops. 

‘Pumpkin, open the window.’ Bee stamps her palm print on the window.  
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To hide my embarrassment, I smile and roll the window down. 

‘Why did your Tata buy your mother a car that doesn’t work?’ Bee whispers flashing her 

small teeth, they sit scattered in her mouth like corn on a baby maize cob.  

‘Didn’t you see it work yesterday?’ I thrust my head out of window and she steps back to 

avoid our heads bumping. ‘Didn’t you see me go for a ride in this car yesterday with my ma and 

my Tata? I say it loudly and hope everyone’s listening. Then I suck my teeth at her and roll the 

window up. Sonia pulls her away. But I’m not finished, I open the window and kneel on the seat, 

‘I won’t give you any of the sweets my Tata brought for me yesterday.’  

‘I was only asking.’ Bee says reaching into the pocket of her uniform, a brown dress with 

a bright yellow collar. She pulls out a sweet and waves it at me.  

‘Those are horrible sweets from the market. My Tata bought me sweets from London.’ 

Bee shuts her mouth. ‘I was only asking.’ She says, ‘Because the car is new and it’s not 

working.’  

‘Stupid care-taker’s daughter,’ I mutter so she can see I’ve said something but can’t hear 

what.  

‘What?’ Bee stamps her nose on the window.  I decide to ignore her for now. I’ll get my 

own back when she least expects it. She always asks questions that annoy me, and I know she 

does it on purpose. On Saturday afternoon when Tata came, she asked me how come I didn’t 

look like him. That he was as black as charcoal and I was light brown like milky tea. She said it 

as though all daughters looked like their fathers. Even when I told her I spoke, and was left 
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handed like Tata, she said being left handed didn’t count and anyway, she asked, ‘how can an old 

man talk like a nine year old?’ 

 I told her Tata and I both lisped. She didn’t understand what lisped meant so I explained 

that we both spoke on our tongues and our words came out with a hissing sound. She burst out 

laughing and said she had never seen a grown man who spoke on his tongue. So I told her she 

would never know a man like my Tata; an important man with lots of money. That shut her up. 

The discussion about how to start the car is getting animated but none of the suggestions 

get the car started.  

‘Mwanza just push the car back to the flat. I’m getting late for work!’ Ma finally shrieks 

and slams the car door shut. ‘Pumpkin lets go and get a taxi!’ She sounds as if it’s my fault the 

car won’t start.  

As we set off for the main road Bee and Sonia wave at me but I ignore them. I walk 

behind ma, lifting my feet high with every step so I don’t get too much dust on my black shoes 

and white socks. Ma’s black skirt flicks from side to side as she walks. There’s a ladder in her 

stockings just above her heel, but I decide not to say anything because I know if she sees it she’ll 

turn back to change them. Or if she doesn’t have a fresh pair of stockings, she’ll turn back to 

paint over the ladder with colourless nail vanish to stop it climbing up her leg.  

 When we get to the top of our road we turn left onto a tarred road that leads to the main 

road into the city. It’s a short walk to the main road. Before we get to it, ma stops beneath the 

shade of a big mango tree and wipes the shine from my face with a tissue and then asks me to 

wipe my shoes.  

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



9 

 

A man sitting on an empty crate puts his paper down and watches ma from behind. He 

licks his lips. ‘Hello sweetie.’ He says as ma straightens up. She glares at him in a way that 

makes him pick up his paper again.   

We walk past a woman with a baby dangling halfway down her back dropping egg-size 

dollops of batter into a basin of hot oil; they sizzle and grow to the size of an orange in an 

instant. My stomach groans at the smell of hot yeast and the sight of the golden brown fitumbuwa 

sitting in a box lined with oil stained newspaper. I think of the scrambled eggs and cup of Milo I 

left cold and abandoned on the kitchen table. The veins in ma’s hands stand up under her light 

brown skin, like the roots of a plant just under the soil. She’s angry so I keep my hunger to 

myself and hope she can’t hear my stomach groaning.  

Ma takes my hand and leads me across the main road. It’s a wide road with tall trees 

running along its middle. We cross to the middle and wait under the row of trees with trunks 

painted white half way down. They were painted when a President from another country came to 

visit. The trees look like school children standing in a line; wearing long white socks.  

When the lights turn green we cross to the other half of the road and stand beside a lamp 

post. Cars move past us slowly, bumper to bumper like a slow moving train. The drivers and 

passengers inside stare out at ma and me standing by the road side. It makes ma uncomfortable. 

If she had known she would be standing by the road side I’m sure she would have worn a longer 

skirt, or lower platforms, or ditched the fake eye lashes. She mutters about the stupid car that 

won’t start and that if an empty taxi doesn’t come along soon, she’ll be late for work. She 

irritates me by looking at her wrist watch. She’s holding my hand so each time she checks the 
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time she raises my arm with hers. The Ladder in her tights has made its way up to the back of her 

knee and she notices it. Her muttering is now interrupted by deep sighs and the sound of her 

sucking her teeth.  

‘Stand still; you’ll dirty your shoes!’ 

I’m surprised by her outburst as I have been standing still. But I don’t say anything. I 

concentrate on standing still like a statue. Then I think up a game. When I spot children in any of 

the cars going past I stick my tongue out. Poke it out of the side of my mouth so ma can’t see 

what I’m doing.  

Two little boys standing in the back of a white car jerk their heads away. A boy in 

another white car sticks his tongue back out at me then smiles. Cheeky boy.  No children in the 

next three cars. I look back along the long line of cars, to spot small heads. I spot a red car 

coming, full of heads in the back. Before my excitement sets in I stop. I recognise the car behind 

the red one.  

‘Ma loo –’ 

‘Shhh’ Ma cuts me short. She squeezes my hand when I wince she squeezes tighter. I 

look up at her. Our eyes lock. She shakes her head at me stiffly as if she doesn’t want to show 

she’s shaking it. She knows what I’m trying to tell her.  

‘Shhh,’ she hisses again, softly out of the corner of her mouth as she loosens the grip on 

my hand. She coughs shudders and stands straight. The gentle tug on my arm tells me to 

straighten up too. 
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I hold my breath. For a moment, I hope, I pray, that the car will stop. I imagine myself 

sitting on its soft black chairs and smelling the tobacco that lingers inside it. I imagine getting to 

school, stepping out of the car and waving at it as it sweeps out the gates of my school, with my 

friends looking on.   

Ma’s shrill laugh cuts through my daydream. She asks me a question that I don’t really 

hear because my heart is throbbing loudly in my chest. Something is spinning fast in my head.  

‘Pumpkin, what time do you finish school today?’  

 I know ma’s mind like mine is, on the dark green Mercedes rolling towards us. I mumble 

a response. Her hand feels moist in mine. Passengers in passing cars continue to stare, I feel like 

they can see through us. That they know the young lady with long legs in a cream and black 

polka dot blouse and black sling-back platforms, holding the hand of a fat girl in a white and 

blue checked school uniform and a dimpled smile, are pretending to share a joke. I feel they 

know we are pretending to be happy.   

Although the look in ma’s eyes forbids me to look, I give a quick glance. I see Driver in 

his usual blue shirt. Beside him sits a woman in yellow, resting a wobbly elbow out of the 

window. In the back seat, there’s one medium head and two small ones. Then tucked in the 

corner furthest away from us, I see him. I see the gold watch on his wrist sparkle as it catches the 

sun. I’ve fantasized about this moment from when I first figured out why Tata doesn’t live with 

us. Now the moment has come I stand very still and silently beg him to look at me. The moment 

doesn’t live up to my fantasy.  He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t stop for me. Tata doesn’t 

choose me.  
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Ma tugs at my hand and I look away. I don’t look again. I don’t need to. The image of 

Tata going past sticks in my mind as inerasable as the blue ink stain on the inside pocket of my 

school uniform.  

An overwhelming urge to throw myself to the ground and kick and scream surges 

through me; it’s an urge to pull the plaits out of my scalp. I feel like running into the road in front 

of a moving car. Or jumping in the basin of boiling oil and sizzling with the fitumbuwa across 

the road, but I don’t. I hold onto ma’s hand and allow her to lead me to the taxi she’s just flagged 

down.  

 ‘Don’t worry Pumpkin.’ Ma says once we’re settled in the back of the taxi. We’re only 

using the taxi today. Your Tata will sort out the car this evening,’ She says it smacking her lips at 

the mirror in her compact powder container.  She says it as if she didn’t just see Tata go past.  
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Chapter 2 

Ma grinds ice cubes with her teeth. It makes a sound that sends a prickly chill through 

me. She’s standing by the kitchen sink scaling a big fish with a sharp knife. She drops the knife, 

sucks in a breath of air, and then starts rummaging through the medicine cupboard above the 

sink. I pretend I’m not watching. She kisses her teeth and slams the door shut. An ice tray is 

sitting on the worktop; she reaches for it and pops the remaining watery cubes into her mouth.  

 ‘Pumpkin, will you go to Sibanda’s for me?’ Water dribbles out the corner of her mouth; 

she slurps to stop the flow and uses the back of her hand to dry her chin. ‘Just tell him I sent you, 

I’ll pay him later.’ 

‘Okay ma,’ I say although it’s not okay. But I have to go to Sibanda’s because if I don’t, 

ma will go herself. 

‘Let me do this for you.’ She takes the knife I’m using to spread jam on my bread. Her 

hands are cold and wet. They smell of fresh fish. Her red nail polish is chipped. ‘I need to do my 

nails.’ She catches me looking at her hands. The jam jar topples onto its side when she sticks the 

knife into it. I reach for it. 

‘It’s okay.’ She grabs the jar from me and slams it down. ‘I knocked it over by mistake.’ 

Her tone is angry.  

I move away. As I pull the empty bottles from under the kitchen sink, I start to think of 

how I’m going to get past Bee and Sonia. They used to come along with me to the store but now 

that ma sends me more often, I don’t want them to know. They ask too many questions these 
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days. Especially crooked-teeth Bee; she’s always asking me when Tata is coming, where he 

lives, why ma always sends me to the store, why I’m an only child. She thinks she’s being clever 

but I have answers for her. I say to her, when you see my Tata drive in, then he’s come. My Tata 

is very important and has a lot of work that sometimes he lives in a house near his office because 

he doesn’t have the time to come home. Ma sends me to the store because she has money and 

what use is money if one doesn’t go to the store? As for brothers and sisters, Bee has two 

younger brothers who live in Petauke in Eastern Province with their grandparents because the 

caretaker’s quarters are too small for the whole family. She also has twin baby brothers, carbon 

copies of each other, both fat, with bow legs and runny noses. So I say to her that I don’t want 

siblings. Because I don’t want to be like her; sharing clothes, fighting siblings and always 

hungry.   

Most times my answers shut Bee up. But others she tries to challenge me. That’s when I 

stand up and clench my fists. You see, Grandma Ponga, who is ma’s mother, lives in New Town 

where she runs a Tavern. I don’t know why the area is still called New Town because the small 

houses were built for blacks about thirty years ago in the 1940s. In the days before Northern 

Rhodesia became Zambia and when ‘God Save the Queen’ was the country’s national anthem.  

Anyway, New Town is still New Town although it’s old, and that is where Grandma 

Ponga lives. And if there’s one thing I’ve learnt from New Town, it’s how to throw a punch.   

Ma smears a thick layer of jam on my bread, lays it on a plate and opens the fridge. She 

claws at the ice in the freezer compartment, throws her head back and cups the loose ice into her 

mouth.  
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She used to call the drink her medicine and I believed her because when she took it she 

got better. She stopped shouting and banging doors. Now I know what it is, we don’t call it 

anything. Our ritual is familiar; we don’t need words.  

I lay an old towel lengthways on the floor. It used to be fluffy and pink. Ma used to wrap 

it round me and lift me out of the bath. She would jokingly ask me to hold it tight around myself 

so that no one could see my secret. Now the towel is flat and more cream than pink but it still 

keeps a secret. Now we use the towel to stop the bottles jingling.  

 ‘Hurry Pumpkin,’ ma leaves the kitchen. 

‘I’m almost ready.’ Hurriedly, I lay each bottle on its side and wrap the towel around it 

until all six are cushioned in a bundle that fits in my arms like a baby. I push the bundle into a 

sack bag with leather handles. I know I’ve got to hurry and get back before ma moves on to stage 

two. Chewing ice is the first. Soon she’ll start cleaning the house, mopping the floors with bleach 

and scrubbing the spotless bathtub vigorously with Vim. After the cleaning I have no idea what 

she’ll do, because it’s something different each time. The last stage is when she starts to attack 

Tata. I say it’s his spirit because he’s never there. But it doesn’t stop her throwing things at him 

and calling him names and words that bounce about Friday nights at Grandma Ponga’s tavern.  

Although I have to rush, I’ve still have to think up a way to get around Bee and Sonia 

from the window in the living room I can’t see the veranda to Sonia’s flat where we usually play. 

With my fingers crossed I step out cradling my bag, and head straight for the small pedestrian 

gate at the bottom end of Tudu Court.   

‘Pumpkin!’  
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I stiffen, but carry on walking 

‘Pumpkin!’ It’s ma calling. I turn back; she’s standing in the doorway holding out my red 

windbreaker.  Before I can rush up to her she walks towards me. I hope no one is watching us.  

‘It’s getting late so hurry. And don’t talk to anyone on the way, okay?’ She holds the bag 

whilst I pull on my windbreaker. Ma never leaves the front door without her face matted in talc 

powder and one of her wigs in place. Today she’s standing in the middle of Tudu Court without 

her wig; her black hair plaited with purple thread because she claims couldn’t find the black even 

though it was sitting in the little basket on her dresser with all the other cotton reels.  

Ma places the bag back in my arms, ‘It’s not too heavy, is it?  

It’s heavy but I shake my head and start to walk away, fast. Suddenly it doesn’t matter if 

Bee and Sonia see me. Ma’s behaviour is starting to worry me. Maybe it’s time for me to tell 

Grandma Ponga. I glance back. She’s turned and walking towards the flat. It’s then I see the 

washing instructions label sticking off the side seam of her jumper. She’s wearing it inside out. 

The sun is getting ready to set. It’s shedding its yellow hue for orange and the clouds 

floating across the sky have turned a purplish grey. I hurry along the path that runs along the 

back of Tudu Court. The light brown soil has been trampled to a smooth grassless path by the 

many pedestrians who would rather risk a snake bite than take the long walk along the main road 

to get to the market. The path is narrow; every now and again I stop to let people coming from 

the opposite direction pass. I don’t want to step in the knee-high grass on the side of the path, in 

case I wake a spitting cobra.  
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The juke box at Sibanda’s blares out a reggae song about a village headman who steals 

from his people at night, then in the morning holds a kangaroo court to find the thief. The wall 

surrounding the bottle store is coated in bright yellow oil paint and above the store’ ‘Sibanda’s 

Grocery & Bottle Store,’ is written in blue. I walk through the opening in the wall, the rusty gate 

sits jammed open half buried in the ground. On the veranda either side of the door is a wooden 

bench, a few other benches are scattered outside under trees.  Two men are bent over a draughts 

board on one of the benches. They’ve seen me about enough times not to look up as I walk past 

them. A group of children are crawling in and out the body of a white Peugeot 404 sitting on its 

head. Bee told me the car belonged to the previous owner of the bottle store, a man who was 

always laughing. She said he died in the car wreck and that if one listened out late at night after 

the juke box had been switched off the man’s ghost can be heard laughing. I told Bee it was a 

stupid story. But I avoid looking at the car wreck. And whenever I wake up at night I put my 

pillow over my head so I can’t hear the ghost laughing.  

The store’s dim. The two bulbs hanging from the ceiling at either end of the room give 

out a blue glow that makes the room smoky. The store’s high windows don’t allow light in. Old 

man Sibanda looks at me over the rim of his glasses. He has a hunched back, a wrinkled face but 

his hair is as black as charcoal and his eyebrows as white as cotton wool.  

‘Has your mother sent you?’ He leans over the counter and shouts above the music. 

I nod. To avoid returning his gaze I concentrate on the shelves behind him, stacked with 

provisions; ideal canned milk, sardines, corned beef, sugar, and bottles of cooking oil. Plastered 

on the wall is a blue poster of a family, father, mother, and a daughter, all with white teeth and 
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shiny black hair, beneath them the bold caption; ‘Blu Cream hair gets you noticed.’ For a 

moment I imagine myself as the little girl and my parents’ faces in the place of the couple on the 

poster. I can’t hold the image, it fades quickly. 

‘Is your mother alright?’  

I nod again. He stands staring at me for a while as if trying to read an answer from inside 

my head.  When I remain quiet, he reaches over the counter and lifts the bag out of my arms. He 

then shuffles to the back room. I scoop a fistful of colourful bubble gum off the counter and stuff 

them into the pocket of my wind breaker.  

‘Did she go to work today?’Old Sibanda startles me. The zip of my pocket jams. I nod 

again and keep my hand in my pocket. He slowly wraps the bottles back in the towel and loads 

them into the bag. Discreetly I pull on my zip but it doesn’t budge. So I stuff my hand into my 

pocket. Old Sibanda stares at me; I’m not sure what he’s looking at.  

‘My mother is fine.’ I shout above the music. ‘She’s very well.’  

He doesn’t say anything; either he hasn’t heard or he doesn’t believe me. I decide not to 

try and convince him; just in case it slips out that my ma hasn’t left the flat for four days. That 

she’s been locked away in her room, only coming out to use the toilet, or ask me to get myself 

something to eat, or to get her medicine from the fridge.  And that these days she has her 

medicine for breakfast.  
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As he stretches up to the shelf behind him for a small bottle filled with a liquid the colour 

of tea, I notice that a grey and black tie holds his trousers up in place of a belt. The juke box 

shuts off and the sudden silence rings in my ears. 

 ‘Use both hands.’ He walks around to me. I try to lift the bag from him with one arm, my 

hands still in my pocket. I pull it out gently so the bubble gums in my pocket don’t rattle then I 

cradle the bag and turn my side towards him so he’s forced to put the wrapped bottle in my left 

pocket.  He zips up my pocket then standing before me, bends my elbows and positions my arms 

so the bag sits securely in my arms.  

‘Is it okay?’ As he asks, he pushes his wrinkled hand under the bag and pinches my 

breast between his thumb and index finger. ‘I saw you take the sweets,’ he says. 

 I jump back and jerk my head up at him but he’s already turned to walk behind the 

counter. Without stopping to think, I dump the bag on the floor. Then I step up on my toes and 

sweep my arm across the counter, as far as it can go. Boxes of matches, bubble gum, razor 

blades, pens, tot packs of gin, plummet to the cement floor; the sound of their impact is drowned 

by the music. Something I can’t see swirls inside my head. I feel as if the juke box is vibrating in 

my chest and my face is on fire. I spring up to the counter again and sweep my hand across it. A 

jar of lolly pops crashes to the ground. It doesn’t break so I send it sliding across the floor with 

my foot and I pick up my bag.  

At the door I turn around and look at old Sibanda. He’s picked up a stick and hurried 

around the counter, but he’s too slow for me. He shakes his head at the mess on the floor then 

looks up at me. I can see he’s shaking. He starts to say something, but before he does I cut him 
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short. And repeat the words Grandma Ponga said she used when she confronted Tata over the 

saga of my birth certificate. I mouth them slowly so he can lip read. Disbelief registers on his 

face, he stops with his stick in mid air.  

I walk out. He won’t follow me. I know men like him who do bad things to children are 

cowards. They are scared of girls like me. Besides he can’t tell anyone what I said because they 

will wonder why a nine year old girl would say such a thing to an old man. 

As I walk home, the left side of my jacket is weighed down by the bottle in my pocket. 

The sugar coated bubble gums clank in my right pocket.  After every few steps I stop to hitch up 

the bag. I can still feel old Sibanda’s hand on me. Saliva fills my mouth. I put the bag down, and 

spit into the grass.  

Something makes me take the bottle from my pocket and unwrap it. Using the hem of my 

dress for grip, I unscrew the metal lid and turn the bottle over. The liquid splatters onto a stone 

and dots   my legs. I lay the empty bottle on the flat stone and pick up another one which I use to 

hit the bottle. My hand hurts but the bottle doesn’t break. So I pick it up and throw it hard against 

the stone, it smashes.  

A splinter of glass pierces my thumb and when I pick it out blood trickles down my hand. 

I shake the glass away and suck on my thumb. The blood is salty on my tongue. I pull a flat 

blade of grass out of the ground and wrap it around my throbbing thumb. It’s getting dark so I 

pick up my bag and carry on home. 

 ‘You what?’ Ma has plonked a wig on her head, crooked; the middle parting is above her 

pencilled eyebrow.  
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‘It dropped onto a stone and broke.’ 

‘Didn’t he wrap it?’ She doesn’t wait for my answer, she takes a beer from the bag and 

uses the metal opening in the kitchen door frame to lever the top off. The red bottle top bounces 

off the floor, I pick it up and drop it in the rubbish bin. 

‘It’s okay. It doesn’t matter?’ She shrugs, sounds casual but looks anxious. 

I close myself in the bathroom and stick my thumb under the cold water tap before I 

stand under the shower. I try to scrub away old Sibanda’s touch. My breast feels like it isn’t a 

part of me anymore. The feeling is unfamiliar, dirty, and inerasable. I curse him. May he die and 

fry in hell forever. If I was near enough I would have done him a Grandma Ponga special. I 

would have closed him like a tap. 

I’ll have to think up a story for ma so she doesn’t send me to Sibanda’s ever again. If I 

tell her the truth she’ll stagger to the bottle store and make a scene. No one will listen to what she 

says. Instead they will say, ‘Look at Pumpkin’s mother; that drunk!’ 

 By the time I come out of the bathroom ma is asleep on the sofa. The weather man on 

TV is telling us that it will rain tomorrow. Ma’s eyes pop open when she hears the door open and 

I stand before her to allow her time to remember where she is. More and more these days she 

seems to need time to remember who she is. 

‘Oh! What time is it? She looks at her wrist. ‘Have you eaten? Let me fry the fish so –’ 

 ‘It’s okay ma. ‘I’ll eat bread and boil an egg.’ 
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‘I’ll still cook so that I can eat and if you feel hungry you can join me?’ She doesn’t get 

up which is good by me. I don’t want her to cook. Last Wednesday I fell asleep waiting for 

dinner and woke up to the smell of burning. Ma had also fallen asleep whilst frying chicken. 

Grey smoke was bellowing out of the pan and the chicken and onions where an oily black mass. 

I can still smell the smoke when I walk into the kitchen. 

I sit at the small table in the living room and eat my egg and bread. Ma dozes in her chair. 

Her head bows slowly as her eyes close, then when her chin knocks against her chest, her head 

flies up and her eyes pop open. It goes on for a while, after a while, I can’t contain myself, I 

giggle. 

‘What’s funny?’  She gets up and stumbles to the kitchen, pausing to pick up my plate 

and cup.  ‘It’s late; go to bed, I’ll wash up.’  

I get up to leave then I turn back and ask, ‘Ma, should I run the bath for you?’  

‘No thanks, my dear. The water might get cold. I’ll do it later.’ 

In bed, I peer through a gap in the curtains and count the few stars in the sky. The sounds 

of day die down slowly. TVs in the distance turn off, fewer doors slam shut, and voices fade. The 

sounds of night take over, frogs croak, a dog barks, a car horn at a gate in the distance. I get off 

my bed and sit on my pillow on the floor with my back against the wall. If I stay in bed I’ll fall 

asleep. The wall is cold and the chill seeps through my night dress, so I pull on my wind breaker. 

I wait. When I’m sure ma is asleep I open my door. The lights are off, so is the cooker. In the 

moon light I see the thawed fish still sitting on a tray and stuff it in the freezer. The smell of fish 

clings to my fingers. I check the windows and the doors.  
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Ma’s bedroom light is off and she’s lying across the bed, on the white, yellow and blue 

floral bed spread she ordered from the Freeman’s catalogue. She’s still in her jeans and her black 

cardigan inside out.  I roll her over and push a pillow under her head. She says something angrily 

when I move her but she doesn’t wake up. I remove the fluffy orange slipper that’s still on her 

foot and put it beside the one on the floor. I can’t move her to uncover the bedding. So I take the 

free end of her bedspread and fold it over her.   

Back in my bed I pull a piece of thread from my night dress and put it under my tongue. 

I’m actually supposed to use a piece of grass but I’m desperate. Putting a piece of grass under the 

tongue stops things happening. It works on the same principle as a prayer. I’ve put the thread 

under my tongue to stop Tata coming; not tonight. I don’t want him to come because if he does, 

he’ll find the answer to his question in the smell of ma’s breath.  
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Chapter 3 

‘Where’s ba Dodo?’ I ask Bee and Sonia. They’re sitting on the cement manhole outside 

Bee’s house playing chiyato. There’s a big black pot on fire logs set between bricks, letting off 

steam a few feet away from the manhole. Bee’s mother is always boiling, drying or soaking 

some part of a plant or other to use as medicine.  

‘Ba Dodo wasn’t at home when I came home from school.’ Sonia says picking at a sore 

on her knee. She’s wearing oversize brown sandals. 

‘Maybe she’s in the toilet.’ Bee says not taking her eyes off the stone she’s tossing into 

the air.  Whilst the stone is in the air, she uses her free hand to swipe a batch of stones out of a 

circle scratched onto the cement. She catches the stone before it lands then throws it up again, 

slides the stones back into the circle except for one which she puts aside.  She carries on moving 

the stones in and out of the circle, each time putting a stone aside until she’s put all of them 

aside. ‘Do you want to play?’ Bee asks throwing up her stone, picking up the last one in the 

circle and catching the falling one. She smiles a challenge in her expression. 

 ‘I didn’t come to play chiyato. I’m looking for Ba Dodo.’  

‘I’m sure she’s around. Where can she go?’ Bee moves the stones back into the circle and 

hands the main stone to Sonia, who scratches the number one under Bee’s name on the score 

chart they’ve marked on the cement. It’s the third point. There’s nothing under Sonia’s name. 

‘She can’t have gone far because the back door was unlocked.’ Daisy, who is Sonia’s 

younger sister, says. She’s pouring sweetened condensed milk from a can into her palm. ‘Here.’ 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



25 

 

She holds out the can and pours the sticky milk into my cupped hand, and then she gives some to 

Bee and Sonia.  

I leave them to find ba Dodo. She’s Sonia and Daisy’s elder half-sister; they have the 

same father but Dodo’s mother is different and dead. 

 The day ma and I moved into number three Tudu Court, Bee, Sonia and Daisy knocked 

at our door and asked ma if they could play with me. Bee’s head was clean shaven and she 

looked like a boy in a dress. Her skin was as black as Tata’s. I knew right away she went to a 

poor school because it’s the poor schools that insist that all school children should shave their 

heads.  

After she introduced herself, Bee introduced me to Sonia and Daisy. I was surprised 

when Bee told me she was twelve because she was a head shorter than me. When I told her I was 

nine she said I was the same age as Sonia. Bee took my hand and led me to flat number five. Ba 

Dodo was sitting on the verandah, with a slice of pumpkin in her hand. Her back rested against 

the wall and her legs were spread open before her. My jaw dropped open. She had two chins and 

slits in her face for eyes. A black and yellow chitenge cloth covered her waist down. Her feet; fat 

and cracked peered from beneath the chitenge like two giant turtles. 

 ‘Hello I’m ba Dodo. Call me ba because I’m older than you.’ The front of her yellow 

blouse was fastened together by a nappy pin with a pink teddy-bear head. 

 As I shook Dodo’s soft hand, I tried to figure out how old she was. She was the size of 

an adult but her face and smile were that of a child.  
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‘I want to be your play mother because your hair is long and thick like mine’ she had said 

reaching out and running her hand along the length of my plaits. The roll of tummy folded over 

the rim of her chitenge wobbled as she laughed when I told her my name was Pumpkin. ‘Your 

hair is so soft can I play with it?’  I lay my head on her lap and allowed her to undo and re-plait 

my hair. Every breath she took was followed with a deep gurgling sound. It sounded as if she had 

swallowed the lawnmower whilst it was on. I agreed for ba Dodo to be my play mum and she’s 

favoured me ever since. 

‘Ba Dodo!’ I call out at the kitchen door. No one answers so I open the door and tiptoe 

through the kitchen into the living room. The curtains are drawn even though it’s daytime so the 

room is dark and cold. I go through to the corridor leading to the bedrooms and call out again. 

It’s eerily quiet so when no one answers I rush back out. Ba Dodo is usually at home. After she 

wrote her grade seven primary school leaving examinations, a year ago she hasn’t been back at 

school because her grades were not good enough to get a place in secondary school.  

I decide not to go back to the girl’s Chiyato game because I can’t bear the smug look on 

Bee’s face when she wins, which she always does. Most times I drop the stone before I’ve 

cleared all the stones; my only consolation is that I’m better at it than Sonia. 

 I creep across to our block of flats so the girls don’t see me. I have to use the back door 

to enter or flat because the front door is locked. As I walk past the back of Uncle Oscar’s flat I 

hear a grunting sound. I stop to listen. It’s coming from Uncle Oscar’s bedroom. I crouch 

between the two plants growing by the window and grip the window ledge to steady myself. The 

grunting is more discernable. I lift my head slowly above the window sill. The sun’s glare 
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blackens the window, so I place my forehead on the glass and block out the sun’s glare by 

placing my hands on either side of my face like a pair of binoculars. Only the foot of the bed is 

visible because the curtain is partly drawn. I see Ba Dodo’s turtle feet apart, moving up and 

down at the same time. Between them I see Mwanza’s brown corduroy trousers and his dirty 

white sneakers facing the opposite way to ba Dodo’s feet. He’s moving up and down fast as if 

he’s using his whole body to pump a tyre. I jump up and run. I find myself running back to the 

girls. 

‘Did you find Ba Dodo?’ Daisy asks. 

‘Could she have gone to Sibanda’s?’ Bee catches the last stone again and scratches the 

fifth mark under her name. 

‘Where is Mwanza?’ I’m breathless and unsure of why I’ve asked. 

‘He must be in the flat sleeping that’s all he does when Uncle Oscar is at work,’ Daisy 

says. She’s cranked the can of milk open and is using her finger to get to the last bits of milk. 

‘He’s a bad man. He should be fired!’ Bee says, looking at Sonia, the two burst out 

laughing. 

‘Why?’ I’m curious. 

The three smile at one another, slyly. Then Bee laughs and says, ‘Because he likes to do 

bad things. He said to Sonia if you squeeze my banana I will give you sweets.’ 

‘Arhh..You Bee,’ Sonia giggles, ‘Even to you he told you squeeze me, squeeze me.’ 
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‘But if you squeeze him he will faint,’ I say, hardly believing what I’m hearing. 

‘Faint!’ Bee shrieks, ‘He won’t faint. He like it. Even you Pumpkin, he’ll call you soon.’ 

‘He will faint. My grandmother did it to a man at the tavern, when he refused to pay. She 

grabbed him between the legs and turned her hand like she was opening a tap. He screamed and 

fell down. He died!’ I exaggerate because Bee thinks she knows everything. 

‘That man died from something else. Because Mwanza is still alive!’ 

‘Does ba Dodo know about it?’ I ask. They all stop laughing. 

‘Don’t tell ba Dodo, otherwise she will tell my mother and we will get into trouble,’ 

Sonia says, her eyes open with fear. 

‘If Mwanza does it to me I will tell my Tata.’ I say. 

‘But your Tata doesn’t come anymore so how will you tell him?’ Bee asks. 

‘My Tata comes.’ 

‘He hasn’t been for a long time.’ 

Something prickles in the back of my neck. ‘It’s because he’s gone overseas. He’ll bring 

me a big doll the size of a real baby when he comes.’ I notice that Sonia stops playing and looks 

up at me, her expression envious.  

‘Will you let me play with it?’ Daisy asks.  

‘Of course.’ 
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‘But even last week you said your Tata buy you a big doll. He doesn’t come.’  

‘It’s not, he doesn’t come! It’s he didn’t come.’ I snap at her. 

‘Okay,’ Bee flicks my words away with the back of her hand. ‘He didn’t come.’ She 

stresses her words and pulls a face. 

‘I told you my Tata works.’  

‘I know he works but where does he stay?’Bee stands up and pivots around the washing 

line pole holding it with one arm.  

‘Have you seen the boxes my Tata’s driver brought yesterday?’ I ask. ‘Look at the pretty 

dresses I have and the big car my Tata drives. Do you think he gets them for free? He has to 

work. Very hard all day and all night so he doesn’t have time to come home.’  

‘He sleep at work?’ Bee persists. Sonia and Daisy are suddenly very quiet. 

‘Sleeps not sleep! Sometimes he comes but it’s very late and you are sleeping and he 

leaves before the sun comes out. Look at your black face’ I mutter.  ‘Black like the devil.’ 

‘I’m black and I’m proud. Your Tata he sleeps at work even on Saturday and Sunday?’  

‘He works very hard everyday that’s why he’s rich!’ I step forward and block her. She 

moves back, hesitant. She’s never stood to my challenge. I think it’s more of fear of ba Dodo 

than fear of me. I clench my fists. My blood pounds in my head. How dare this skinny care 

taker’s daughter, in her faded dress and broken English question me?  

‘My father also works hard but-.’ 
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‘Your Tata is the caretaker of Tudu Court and an office orderly. He’s not as important as 

my Tata.’  

Bee smirks and says, ‘Anyway me what I know is every uman on this earth is same. 

Everyman he go toilet. And whetter man is white, blue green, rich, poor, he shit. And when he 

shit, his shit smell!’ 

‘Like your mouth smells.’ I pounce. Ram my fist into her face making sure the plastic 

ring I got from a lucky packet scratches her face. She yelps and tries to strike back but I catch her 

hand and use my free fist to pound her over the head. She swings her arm at me, I duck, and dive 

into her body with my shoulders. We crash to the ground. I’m on top. I hear her screaming, Sonia 

and Daisy are also screaming at us to stop fighting. But I can’t. My knees pin her to the ground 

whilst my hands lash out. She strikes me back a few times but gives up when she realises that 

I’ve gone wild. I can’t feel her punches. She wriggles from under me and scrambles to her feet. I 

pick one of the chiyato stones and tear after her. Daisy and Sonia chase after us. Bee runs 

towards the gate. My stone misses her. I pick a bigger one off the ground and aim but a big 

sweaty hand grips my wrist. 

‘Pumpkin, what’s the matter?’ It’s Mwanza. I try to shake his arm free. He smells cheesy.  

‘Are you okay?’ Ba Dodo’s wobbled up to me and pants into my face. She takes my hand 

then calls to Bee who is standing at the gate. ‘Come here, now!’  

Bee limps back, her lower lip hanging out so the pink inside shows. 

 ‘Why are you fighting?’ Ba Dodo asks.  
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‘I just asked her a question.’ Bee says softly, her head bowed. 

‘If you provoke my daughter again you’ll see,’ Ba Dodo wags a fat finger at Bee. ‘Just 

play properly otherwise I’ll tell your father when he comes home. He’s here to make sure 

everything is okay for the tenants of Tudu Court but you are making trouble.’ Dodo claps and 

puts her hands on her waist. ‘Make trouble here one more time and you’ll see.’ She tries to hold 

my hand but I shake her off and I stomp away from them. 

 My arms ache, my chest burns like melting sugar, but I don’t show it. I go to the kitchen 

and open one of the boxes Tata’s driver delivered. I pick out a packet of sweets and wait till the 

crowd has dispersed then I go back out. 

I find Sonia, Daisy and Bee on the verandah to flat five, taking turns to rotate an old 

bicycle tyre around their waist and count how long it takes for it to drop. They’re playing as if 

the fight never happened. Without saying anything, I kneel on the edge of the veranda and rip 

open the packet of sweets. I start to count and separate out the sweets by the colour of the 

wrapper, red, yellow, green, orange into four batches. Sonia and Daisy come and stand over me. 

Bee lingers in the background her hands clasped behind her back with her green tee shirt hanging 

off her shoulder.   

When I finish counting, I hand one batch of sweets to Daisy, the second I place in Sonia’s 

cupped hands. I stuff the third batch in the pouch of my dungaree shorts.  

‘Okay I want to be your friend again.’ I say, opening out my cupped hands to Bee. She 

looks at the sweets in my hands, then at my face. A thin pink scratch runs down the bridge of her 

nose.  
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‘Here. Take these sweets.’ I say. 

Bee reaches out hesitantly. When the sweets are in her hands I see her eyes light up and 

then I say, ‘The sweets are not yours. Take them to ba Dodo.’ And I burst out laughing. ‘Make 

sure she gets all ten of them because I will ask her when I see her.’ Then I stop laughing and wag 

a finger at Sonia and Daisy, ‘If any of you give her a sweet I will not give you any sweets next 

time. I still have plenty in my house.’  

I walk away pretending to laugh. I’m pretending because I’m hurting. Not from Bee’s 

blows, I can handle the physical pain. It’s Bee’s questions that hurt. They’ve raised answers 

inside me, answers that keep the fire burning in my chest.  

When I’m half way across the drive that runs between the two blocks of flats, I whip 

around and shout, ‘Bee if you want sweets, dolls or nice dresses like mine ask your Tata to buy 

them for you!’ I let out a loud laugh, to hide that I’m crying inside.   
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Chapter 4 

 ‘Pumpkin! Get up we have to go.’ Ma shakes me awake. I smell her toothpaste and 

whisky breath before I open my eyes or recognise her voice. She whispers but I feel the tension 

in her voice and in her grip.  

She hurries out of the room. The light bulb in my room is off and the light from the living 

room has cast a yellow rectangle across the floor and across the foot of my bed. My heart jumps 

when I see the light. For the past thirteen days we’re living under a curfew and blackout imposed 

across the country by the government. It’s a defence against attacks from Rhodesian forces who 

have been coming into the country to kill Rhodesian Freedom Fighters. I sprint to the living 

room, flick off the switch and blackness surrounds me. The front door’s ajar, letting in voices 

from outside and a draft that’s blowing the curtain. The side table’s on its side, the pile of Drum 

magazines that sit on it are sprawled on the carpet. I can hear Uncle Oscar speaking in a raised 

voice. Before I get to the front door Ma hurries in.  

‘Go and pack a small bag we’re going to New Town.’   

Uncle Oscar instructs the guard not to open the gate follows Ma into the living room. 

‘Totela, it’s late –‘ 

‘I have to go!’Ma cuts him short. He steps back. I’m surprised to see Uncle Oscar in our 

house. He’s Mwanza’s boss; an airline pilot who wears a navy suit with stripes on the sleeve, and 

a hat to work. No matter how many times I see him looking so smart in his uniform, I can’t shake 
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the image of him in electric blue underpants and a forest of hairy black knots on his chest. That’s 

how I first saw him. It was early one Saturday morning, three weeks and one day after we moved 

to Tudu court. A white Volkswagen sped into the complex and screeched to a halt outside Uncle 

Oscars flat. The shrieking brakes had us all outside even before we heard a woman’s scream and 

the shattering of glass. When I got outside a man, Uncle Oscar, was wrestling two women apart. 

They were raining slaps and handbags at one another, over his head, under his raised arms, and 

between his legs. The white and green stripped towel he had around his waist fell to the ground 

and he quickly tied it around his waist again. The embarrassment of losing his cover must have 

given him strength, because he suddenly pulled them apart and asked both of them to leave his 

house. One of them, her ear dripping blood onto her shoulder, jumped back into her car and sped 

off. She left her wig and hoop earring lying on the verandah.  

Ma doesn’t like Uncle Oscar because of that fight. I heard her telling a friend that 

because her neighbour can’t handle his business all the children in Tudu Court didn’t respect him 

as had seen him in his underpants. She was wrong. On behalf of the children in Tudu Court I can 

say we respect Uncle Oscar very much. He brings us chocolates from London, or Paris, or 

Amsterdam. He gives them to Mwanza who throws them at us through the kitchen window and 

watches us scramble for them like chickens after bread crumbs.  

Now ma is talking to Uncle Oscar. 

‘I have to go.’ She switches on the light. 

‘It’s dangerous.’ Uncle Oscar switches the light off.  From outside the touch light beam 

bounces up and down against the living room wall. 
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‘But there’s a curfew madam,’ Mwanza adds from the verandah, he’s holding the torch. 

‘Police will arrest you.’ 

‘I’ll use the back route. Besides this is an emergency.’ 

‘Madam the back route even is more dangerous.’ 

Ma must be crazy. It’s pitch black outside except for a few white clouds creeping slowly 

across the black sky, there’s a curfew and she’s planning to drive to New Town. She’s slurring 

and ranting on about how someone is planning to come and kill her. Uncle Oscar tries to calm 

her down. Outside Mwanza has taken up Uncle Oscars fight with the guard, who has opened the 

gate, saying if the drunken lady wants to get herself killed it’s up to her. Mwanza takes over a lot 

of things from Uncle Oscar, his old clothes, his old shoes and even his bed. Uncle Oscar doesn’t 

know about the bed. 

 Ma paces in and out of the flat muttering, ‘He’ll kill me. He’ll kill me.’ 

The only he she could be referring to is Tata. But he’s not here. If he had come I would 

have heard his car. I always do.  

‘Let’s go!’ Ma says handing me my doll. She’s grabbed a beer from the fridge and is 

holding it in one hand and has a plastic bag of clothes in the other. Despite the attempts to stop 

us, even the guard on realising Ma is serious joins in trying to persuade her to stay put, she gets 

her way. She settles me in the front seat, the plastic bags in the back and the bottle jammed 

between her knees. Uncle Oscar insists on following us. The full beam of his motor bike follows 
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us all the way to New Town. God answers my prayers we don’t come across any army or police 

road blocks. 

‘What’s happened?’ Grandma Ponga asks, holding a candle stuck on a saucer. The 

flicking flame casts shadows in her face. Makes it look like its dancing.  

‘Can I leave her here for tonight?’ Ma gestures down at me with her head as she’s 

holding the bag of clothes in her arms. She’s left the beer bottle in the car and is chewing 

spearmint gum. I clutch my doll Cindy tight against my chest and smile, unsure of what else to 

do.  

Looking at Ma, Grandma Ponga shakes her head and claps her tongue against the top of 

her mouth; disapproving. ‘Isa, come,’ She sets the candle on a ledge and reaches for my hand. 

She holds me close; my chin rests on her shoulder bone. Grandma Ponga works hard at liking 

me. Deep inside I think she does. But my being Tata’s daughter makes it hard for her. She hates 

him as passionately as Ma loves him.  

When she thinks I’m not listening, Grandma Ponga says that Tata should keep his rotten 

member to himself and not stick it in every hole he finds. She says that Tata’s weakness will kill 

him. She says Tata worships himself. She says; ‘Where have you seen a man who likes his face 

so much, he plasters pictures of himself on every surface he can find?’ 

Grandma Ponga holds me for a while then she lets go and stands aside. I walk ahead of 

them into the living room. There’s another candle on the centre table. Ma and Grandma Ponga  

stay in the doorway like I expect them to do. 
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‘I’ll be back for her, I just need to sort out some other accommodation.’ 

‘Totela, there’s a curfew. The security forces are on high alert. Moments like this they get 

jittery, all it will take is for you to make a wrong move and they’ll shoot at you.’  

‘I had to leave the flat.’  

Grandma Ponga sighs. ‘What are you running from this time?’ 

‘He’s threatened me.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘The phone keeps ringing and when I pick up, the caller hangs up. I know it’s him.’ 

‘The man is a fool, but even he is not up to such childish pranks. Besides, you can’t run 

away from him, if he’s after you, he’ll find you.’ 

‘He’s bitter and dangerous because I don’t want to see him anymore –’ 

‘Bitter? Don’t disillusion yourself. Didn’t I warn you about him? He’s stopped coming 

because he’s found some younger firmer, breasts to fondle and suckle. You have suckled his 

daughter so your breasts are not good enough for him now. Besides no man wants a woman that 

smells of beer. He’s turned you into a drunkard and he’s left you.’ 

‘Is it okay if she stays?’ Ma sounds as if she’s going to cry. 

‘As I said the last time you brought her here. I can only keep a child here. I can’t raise her 

in this place.’ 
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When ma doesn’t say anything grandma Ponga says, ‘I can keep her, but I can’t raise her; 

there’s a difference. Keeping her? Okay. She’ll eat, sleep and go to school. I can’t raise her. Not 

in this environment.  This is a Tavern. Prostitutes and drunks are around the whole time. I can’t 

cage her in the house like a bird. Her sex charged father is right when he says this place is a 

breeding ground for immorality and–’ 

‘I’ll be back for her –’ 

‘You can’t keep moving the child around. Stay in one place for the sake of your 

daughter.’ 

‘It’s difficult because –’ 

‘Ah ha,’ I hear Grandma Ponga exclaim. She starts clapping. ‘Say it again. It’s difficult to 

raise a child, not so? Well you should have thought of that before you opened your -’ 

Grandma Ponga lowers her voice so I don’t hear the end of her sentence. 

‘I’ll leave you some money.’ 

‘This is not about money.’  

I know how to eavesdrop without showing it. I hold my doll up in the path of light the 

candle casts through the doorway and hum to the dancing shadow on the wall. I hum loud 

enough for them to hear me.  

‘The bad habits she’ll pick up here can’t be erased by money. The child needs security, 

stability and a good environment. Does he know she’s here?’ 
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‘No.’ 

Silence. I imagine the grimace on my grandma’s face. She purses and twists her mouth 

when she talks about Tata. 

Ponga Tavern once belonged to my grandfather. He died long before I was born. When 

he died grandma Ponga, who has never drunk alcohol in her life, took over the tavern and turned 

it for the first time into a profitable business. That’s what Melody told me. She said Grandma 

Ponga used the income from the tavern to put my mother through secondary school and the six 

months of University it took her to hitch a ride from Tata and get pregnant with me. 

 Ma has three younger brothers, the middle of the three is Uncle Musonda, who is 

studying engineering on a mine scholarship in America. The eldest son Nelson and youngest 

Membe, disrupt grandma Ponga’s business operations for a living. They totter around the 

premises, swaying and slurring and now and again entertaining Ponga’s patrons with a fight over 

a clean shirt, the day’s takings, or a cold beer.  

Grandma Ponga walks into the living room. ‘Have you eaten?’ She manages a smile. Ma 

comes and sits beside me. I think of Uncle Oscar waiting outside in the unlit night on his motor 

bike with a helmet on his head.  

I nod to show I’ve eaten but grandma hurries around the little room. She steps over ma 

and my feet, between the living room and the kitchen. She pulls a plate from the display cabinet 

and comes back from the kitchen with sweet potatoes cooked in peanut sauce. It’s usually my 

favourite but my stomach is set in a tight knot. And my eyes have started to feel sandy. But I 

force the food down because my grandma Ponga has had enough disappointment in her life 
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without me adding to it. She has a tall bony body that’s full of energy, it’s as if it’s got a fully 

charged battery all day long, all year round. I often wonder how such a skinny body can produce 

four big adults. My uncles are very tall so is ma who has her father’s square jaw, fair skin tone 

and thick eyebrows that almost join in the middle of the forehead. I know ma looks like her 

father because a yellowing black and white picture of him hangs on the wall. I don’t know much 

about him except that he owned a Mututila, hundreds of books and that he was a soldier in the 1
st
 

Battalion of the Northern Rhodesia Regiment that was sent to guard the Belgium Congo border 

in 1939.  

Ma fishes some notes from her purse and hands them to grandma Ponga.  

‘Thank you,’ Grandma Ponga gets up and kneels by the wooden shelf weighed down by a 

row of green encyclopaedias. The books belonged to my grandfather. I wonder if my 

grandfather, between handing out beer bottles and counting the day’s takings, ever found the 

time to read such thick books. Each has about five thousand pages. Grandma Ponga tucks the 

wedge of notes snugly between the two books with letters embossed in gold, C – D and D – E. 

That is where she always hides her money. Where there’s no chance of Uncle’s Nelson and 

Membe stumbling upon it. 

‘This curfew is ruining business. I’ve lost two weeks worth of my weekly earnings.’ She 

turns to me. ‘Go and get some water to drink. Sweet potato catches in the throat.’  When she 

thinks I’m out of hearing range she says, ‘You had better take it slow. Spend wisely. You know 

his trend. The way things are going, you’ll soon find yourself walking and he’ll stop paying the 

rent for the flat.’  
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‘He has to pay. She’s his daughter.’ 

‘Totela just be aware of what happened to those that passed his way before you.’ 

I come back with my water and carry on eating. I’ve always felt a barrier between 

grandma Ponga and me. It’s the same barrier I feel between ma and grandma Ponga. They are 

careful and polite around each other.  When we visit, usually the last Sunday of the month, Ma 

sits on the same chair usually in the same pose. They ask one another the same questions. The 

responses are the same. Vague. Polite. Expected. Everyone is fine. Everything is okay. 

Conversation between the two that goes beyond asking how everything is; turns into a challenge 

to see who will make the last catty remark. I believe the relationship became that way when ma 

met Tata. I know it got worse when I came along. Things must have been different before then. 

When my plate is empty grandma Ponga follows me to the kitchen and fills a green dish 

with warm water from the kettle.  She squats, the basin balancing in her lap and rubs her coarse 

hands over mine. She holds each hand between hers, slides her palms over mine in the soapy 

water. I feel she is trying to make me feel better; to comfort me by talking to me with her hands. 

When she’s through, she places the dish on the floor and dries my hands with the free end of the 

chitenge tied around her waist.  

Back in the living room we find ma standing, ready to go.  

I pick up my plastic bag. 

‘I’ll come for you tomorrow,’ ma says. 
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‘Where are you going this time of the night? You’ve been drinking haven’t you?’ I hear 

grandma Ponga ask as I leave the room and I hear ma deny she’s been drinking. Again Grandma 

Ponga clucks her disapproval. 

The bed is high and rests heavily against the wall. It’s got a dark wooden base and square 

headboard. Beneath it are dusty cardboard boxes that I don’t think have been opened since before 

I was born.  

There’s a big crack across the dressing table mirror. It’s always been there. It makes my 

face look lop-sided and my eyes squint.  

As the toilet is outside, Grandma Ponga brings me a white enamel chamber pot, and 

places it at the foot of the bed. When she leaves the room I quickly squat over the chamber 

before I climb onto the bed. The wooden base creaks. The mattress is soft and lumpy and the 

white sheets smell of washing powder. 

I hear the front door close and ma’s car start up. A motor bike kick-starting sounds in the 

distance. I pray they won’t meet any security road blocks on the way back. 

 Grandma Ponga shuffles around the house before she finally comes into the bedroom. I 

feel her lean over and look at me. She sighs heavily as she pulls the heavy blanket over my head, 

almost buries me. I lie still. I hear her removing her clothes. Then the mattress beside me sinks 

and I feel myself roll into the depression. My back rests against hers.  

She sighs again. This time gently. And I feel like saying sorry. Because somehow, 

something inside me, always makes me feel like I owe grandma Ponga an apology.  
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Chapter 5 

There’s a loud banging on the gate the following morning. 

‘Mama Ponga, it’s me Melody, curfew has been lifted!’ A hoarse female voice calls out. 

‘Halleluiah!’ Grandma Ponga shouts and rushes out of the shower. From the bedroom 

window I watch her, a chitenge wrapped around her body and a pink shower cap on her head, 

hoist a radio on her shoulders and dance around the compound. 

 I spend the morning at the tavern, watching Melody boil then deep fry cow feet to sell to 

the customers at the tavern. She seasons the trotters with salt and red chilli powder to boost sales. 

‘The salt makes the customers thirsty so they buy more beer to quench their thirst.’ She explains 

as the trotters crackle and spit hot oil out of the pan. When the hooves turn the colour of honey, 

Melody scoops them onto a tray lined with newspaper.   

For lunch I have rice with gummy hooves which stick to my teeth and a big cup of water 

to cool the fire the pepper lights in my mouth. When Ma arrives to pick me up, she finds me 

halfway through my second helping.  

‘Totela, don’t let him turn you into a drunk.’ Grandma Ponga tries to whisper as she 

walks with us to the car. ‘And pin him down on a concrete financial agreement. He needs to 

clearly state his intentions for support.’ 

‘He sends his driver with boxes of food and money.’ 

‘Wake up! ‘Grandma Ponga snaps, ‘Since when did a box of sweets and biscuits and an 

envelope of small change raise a child? If he decides to stop sending the box today what 
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happens? You need something legal and binding.’ She says then turns and hugs me before I get 

into the car.  

It’s good to be back in my bed. To put my head down and smell the sulphur 8 pomade 

from my hair on my soft pillow. Now that the curfew has been lifted there seems to be a lot of 

noise around. I can hear the security guard’s radio playing outside. Ma is in her room with a 

headache. I’m sure Ponga’s tavern is full, I imagine the regulars dancing and snacking on 

hooves. I picture Grandma Ponga sitting on a stool behind the counter; rising discreetly and 

wandering back to the house to stuff the day’s takings between the green encyclopaedias.  

I count the days in my head. It’s been exactly fifty seven days since Tata last came. 

Usually when he’s going to come I get a feeling. I haven’t had it for a long time. Maybe now the 

curfew has been lifted the feeling will come back and Tata will come.  

A sound wakes me up. I sit up and try to listen through the sounds of my dream that are 

still playing in my head and the raindrops falling outside. It’s coming from ma’s bedroom. I 

scramble out of bed and run to her room. 

She’s perched on the edge of the bed, her hands on her stomach. Vomit has splattered on 

the bedside rug and some of it is on floor. 

‘I’m okay, go back to bed,’ she says breathing fast, as if she’s been running. The room is 

hot and smells like the inside of Grandma Ponga’s tavern. I open the window and rush to the 

kitchen then realise that the mop is outside and it’s raining. I go to the toilet and pull the toilet 

roll from its holder.  
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I unwind a wad of paper from the roll, and try to sponge the warm slime off the floor. 

The paper soaks up the vomit and disintegrates into wet blobs with green bits; ma ate spinach for 

dinner.  I pick the bits of meat that the tissue can’t absorb off the floor and drop them with the 

slimy tissues into the waste basket under the dressing table. 

Ma tips onto her side. ‘Pumpkin, go tuur bed. Go tuur bed,’ she slurs. 

The toilet roll finishes and I go for another. Two toilet rolls later the floor is dry. The rain 

showers on the curtain and the bed so I close the window again.  

‘You’re a gooo girl Pumpkin.’ Ma says. She has no idea of the number of times I’ve 

taken coins from her bag to buy sweets from the school Tuck-Shop. 

In the bathroom I hold the rug under the running tap. The gush of water sweeps the bits 

of meat and spinach down the drain. The rain has started falling heavily, and it’s drumming on 

the bathroom window. I hold the mat so that the water doesn’t touch my hands. Someone, I can’t 

remember who, once told me not to touch water when it’s raining because it increases the 

chances of being struck by lightning. The same way someone once told me not to wear red when 

it’s raining because lightning strikes red things. Quickly I shake the rug and hang it, flat and 

soggy over the edge of the tub. I rush back to my room and change my red and white pyjamas, 

for blue ones.  

My eyes are starting to itch. So I check on ma one last time. She’s fallen asleep on her 

side; her mouth is slightly open and her legs dangle to the floor. I lift her legs onto the bed, and 

feel a patch of vomit on the bed cover. I can’t remove it because she’s lying on the bed, so I 

cover the patch with a towel.  

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



46 

 

I switch off her light and go back to my room. As I jump into bed Tata’s car horn sounds 

at the gate. My heart makes one hard beat and I swear it stops for a second before it jolts into a 

wild gallop.  

The gate clangs and I hear the security man calling out a greeting. I grab the can of air 

freshener sitting on the toilet cistern and zoom from room to room spraying spurts into the air. 

Then I change my mind, reach for the Insect killer and hit the nozzle. Ma starts to cough and sits 

up. I stand on her bed and open the window again. I hear the car door shut so I push the cans 

under the bed. The key turns in the door. Ma cocks her head at the sound. She looks at me and I 

see a question in her expression, then I see fear register in her face.   

‘Pumpkin?’ Tata calls. I find him peering into my empty room. He turns round to me. 

Tata has a birthmark, a big pimple on his right earlobe; it makes him look as if he’s wearing an 

ear ring.  

 ‘What’s happening?’  He walks towards me. I’m standing in the doorway of ma’s 

bedroom. She’s scrambled under the covers.  

‘What’s that smell?’ Tata twitches his nose, rubs his natural ear ring.  

‘Tata I sprayed too much Target, by mistake.’ 

‘This time of the year the mosquitoes are a problem.’ Ma’s eyes are red and watery.  

He shakes his head. ‘What is that smell’ He backs out of the room and circles the small 

square landing, peering into the four doors leading off it. The living room, my bedroom, the 
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bathroom and toilet, ma’s bedroom, the plastic mat in the landing squelches under his shiny 

black shoes.  

‘Pumpkin, what’s that smell? And why are you not asleep?’ His eyes weigh down on me. 

I look at the floor and pray the dim orange glow of the bedside lamp will hide the fear in my 

eyes. 

‘What’s the matter?’ 

Now I can keep quiet or I can tell Tata the truth. I can tell him that nowadays, ma doesn’t 

send me to the bottle store to buy her six bottles of beer and one quarter bottle wrapped in a 

newspaper.  Nor does she call me to get her a chilled bottle from the fridge. Now she drinks 

when she thinks no one is watching. The other day I went to throw the rubbish in the dustbin 

outside and I found a plastic bag of empty bottles. And I often find full or half full ones, in her 

handbag and amongst her shoes in the bottom of her wardrobe. I can tell him that sometimes late 

at night, I hear her open the kitchen and I hear the bottles jingling. And that when her friends 

visit she serves them beer and drinks coke with them in the living room. Then when she goes 

into the kitchen she sips from her small bottle hidden in the cupboard above the sink.  

But I don’t tell him this, instead I say. ‘I’m okay Tata. I woke up to spray the house 

because a mosquito was buzzing around my ears.’ I hope my smile will straighten out the crease 

on his forehead. 

‘Pumpkin, it’s late. Go back to bed.’ Ma says and does a stupid thing. She tries to stand 

up. 
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It’s my turn to be stupid I rush up to her and say. ‘Ma don’t!’ I say it a bit too loud. 

Tata turns to me. ‘What’s going on?’He turns on the main light. 

Silence. I keep my eyes on the floor and pray ma stays put. She doesn’t; something 

possesses her to get up. She steps forward and slides feet first, the rest of her body follows, and 

she falls as if she’s going down a slide. She lets out a gasp and holds out her elbows so the top 

part of her body lands on the bed. 

 ‘You’re drunk!’ Tata’s eyes open wide. ‘That smell!’ He lifts the bin from under the 

dressing table and tips the wet tissues onto the floor. ‘Pumpkin , who cleaned up in here?’ Tata 

doesn’t give me a chance to reply he orders me out the room before I can move to help ma to her 

feet. 

‘Get all your things, pack them all!’ I’m taking you with me.’ He says.  

I don’t believe him. Then he says it again. 

‘Pumpkin, I said pack. I’m taking you away from this drunk.’ 

I rush to my room. Tata is shouting at ma. I worry that everyone in Tudu Court can hear 

him. He calls ma, loose, finished, a drunk. He says she’s not responsible enough to look after me. 

So he’s taking me away. He says she had better find a job because he is not going to give her any 

more of his hard earned money so she can throw it all down her throat. He keeps saying my 

daughter, my daughter., the way I’ve never heard him say it. He says it in a way that makes me 

feel warm inside. 
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 ‘Where do you think you are taking her?’ Ma sounds like her mouth is full of water. 

‘You can’t even take her in your car when she’s standing stranded by the roadside.’ 

‘You think I can’t take my daughter?’ 

‘Your daughter? You wanted me to get rid of her so I could finish my degree-’ 

‘Shut up!’ Tata slams the door shut, calls ma some more names then he opens the door 

again. ‘Watch me. She’s my daughter; I’m taking her to my house.’ He says walking towards my 

room. 

The warmth in my stomach turns to ice. Tata sounds serious. 

Ma laughs, tauntingly. ‘I dare you!’ 

Tata storms into my room with ma’s car keys in his hand. I want to ask him not to take 

ma seriously. To remind him that ma is just drunk. But his eyes are wide open and he’s breathing 

heavily, so I keep quiet. 

 ‘Let’s go’ He squashes the clothes I’ve heaped onto my bed into my case and shuts it. 

Fear prevents me telling him the fasteners on the suitcase don’t work. He snaps them down and 

they snap back up again. He swears loudly, lifts the case under his arm and carries it out to the 

car. The sleeve of my pink blouse hangs out and sweeps the floor.   

I follow him cradling my doll and Fluffy my black and white stuffed dog. The rain 

showers on the shoulders of my gown. Tata opens the door for me then once I’m seated he puts 

my case in the boot. He slams it hard. Then he rushes back into the house and comes out carrying 

our new TV which he puts on the front seat and revs off. 
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Huddled in the back of the car, I feel the ribbed seat hard and cold against my skin.  A 

yellow beam from the street lights breaks intermittently into the blackness inside the car. The car 

tyres squish on the road.  

Tata keeps telling me I’m his daughter. As if I ever need reminding.  

Questions whirl in my head. I ask the back of Tata’s head, glistening with shiny drops of 

rain; when will I see my school friends again?  Who will lock the front door? Is it true you didn’t 

want me? Can I please go back for Cindy’s white shoes sitting on the bathroom window sill? 

‘Tata, where are we going?’ I ask. 

He picks his jacket sitting on top of the TV and reaches back, ‘Here, cover yourself with 

this.’ 

 The shiny lining of his jacket is colder than the car seat. I wrap it around my shoulders 

and tie the sleeves over my folded knees. The jacket smells of cigarettes. 

The car wipers squeak rhythmically, as they swipe at the rain drops that trickle down the 

wind screen like tears. Sometimes I imagine that the tears we cry on earth rain down on a world 

somewhere below us.  Univ
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Chapter 6 

We drive away from the street lamps and buildings, along a long dark road before Tata 

signals and turns onto a gravel road. The rain has tapered off and Tata turns off the wind screen 

wipers. We drive up to a high white grill gate beyond which stands a big white house adorned in 

bright round lights built into the walls. A man in a black hooded raincoat and four dogs with 

sharp teeth run towards the gate. The man opens it hurriedly and salutes as we drive past. Tata 

waves back. Barking excitedly, the dogs race the car down the drive.  

‘Let’s go. We’re home.’ Tata gets out of the car and opens my door. He instructs the man 

in the coat to take the dogs away and carry my suit case into the house. He asks him to leave the 

TV in the car.  

Tata unlocks the door and we enter a room with a shiny wooden floor and two tables. On 

one table sits a telephone. On either side of the second table stands a wooden carving of a small 

African hunter with a spear. The sculptures stand as if they are guarding the vase of pink and 

white flowers sitting on the table.  

‘Leave your slippers on.’ Tata stops me pulling off my bedroom slippers. I hesitate; look 

at the muddy footprints he’s made on the polished floor.  

‘Don’t worry about the floor.’ Tata holds out his hand. ‘Come and sit down. This is your 

home.’ Despite his assurances, I tiptoe towards him and hope my muddy slippers won’t mark the 

floor.  
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Tata opens a frosted glass door and leads me into a sitting room crowded with furniture; I 

have to walk slowly to avoid knocking into a side table or a chair. Gold framed mirrors and 

photographs cover one side of the wall. On the other side is a big wooden display cabinet with 

lots of ornaments and decorations. 

Tata asks me to sit down. He walks out and leaves me sitting in a brown velvet chair, 

with Cindy on my lap, without her white shoes. 

The living room is the size of our whole flat. A brown dinner table with ten chairs is on a 

level three steps higher than where I’m sitting. Wooden railings separate the dinning from the 

living room area. The level I’m sitting at has two sofas and two single chairs around a coffee 

table. Apart from the high-back chair I’m sitting in, the other chairs are covered in a fabric of 

floral cream, brown and orange.  

I wonder who plays the piano. Grandma Ponga was right when she said Tata loves his 

face. He’s on most of the photographs on the wall. The biggest picture in the centre is of him, a 

fat woman and five boys. On the display, in frames of different shapes and sizes sit pictures of 

Tata and his family. Pictures of boy’s faces changing; from cute and round, they get slimmer, 

squarer, uglier and pimpled. Images of Tata and his wife; slim in black and white photographs to 

fat in colour.  

I hear Tata’s voice and footsteps approaching and I stiffen to stop myself shivering. 

Tata walks in and his wife follows close behind. She’s wearing a sleeveless night dress, a 

chitenge wrapped over it and a green scarf on her head tied over sponge rollers. I recognise her 

from the pictures. Her skin is smooth and yellow all over like the skin of a ripe mango. Except 
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for her elbows and her knuckles which are as black as Tata. Her face has stuck in my mind from 

the day I first saw her sitting in the front seat of Tata’s Benz, wearing a yellow blouse.    

 ‘Pumpkin, this is your Mama eh?’ Tata says it in the tone of a question as he reaches for 

my hand and stands me up. He says it looking straight in her face in a tone that dares her to 

disagree with what he has said to her. I don’t look at her.   

Tata doesn’t tell her who I am. He says to me, ‘Her name is Teresa; you can call her 

mama T. He sits down and pats the chair for me to sit beside him. ‘This is your home okay?’  

I nod, that’s what he expects me to do. 

He takes off his shoes, peels off his socks, and then he gets up and lifts a picture frame 

from the display. Holding it out to me he points at the photograph.  

‘We took this last Christmas. This is Junior he’s away at University. Lazarus and Nenani 

are both away at secondary school.’ 

 I try to take it all in. But I’m conscious of Mama T standing in the doorway as still as a 

statue, quiet as a ghost, watching me. What does she think of my blue pyjamas or my muddy 

pink slippers? 

‘Job and Amos are here with us you’ll meet them in the morning.’ Tata carries on with 

his introductions. 

I nod again. I find myself holding Cindy tight. Fluffy is lying on top of my suitcase in the 

landing where the gate man left him, but I’m too scared to get up and reach for him. 
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My father looks at the picture for a while before he puts it back.  He says,’ they will look 

after you because they are your elder brothers.’ 

Footsteps sound and a woman in a white house coat walks in and stands behind Mama T.  

‘Sissy.’ Tata clears his throat. ‘This is Pumpkin. Make her comfortable for tonight. We’ll 

sort everything else out tomorrow.’ 

‘Yes sir.’ Sissy says and smiles at me. I see she has no front teeth. ‘Pumpkin, come with 

Sissy. I’ll come back for your case.’ She hands me fluffy and I stuff him and Cindy under my 

arm and follow her. I don’t say anything to Tata or Mama T as I leave the room because I can’t 

think of anything appropriate. 

We walk through the kitchen. The light is off but I can make out a table in the centre and 

a fridge and deep freezer in a corner. We leave the kitchen and step outside onto an enclosed 

courtyard with a tree in the middle.  Sissy locks the door behind her and drops the bunch of keys 

in her pocket.  

It’s stopped raining. We cross an enclosed court yard with a washing line running across 

it. Sissy suddenly kneels before me and I almost bump into her. 

‘Get on.’ She says 

I think I know what she’s asking me to do but I’m not sure. 

‘Pumpkin, your slippers will spoil. Let Sissy carry you on her back so your slippers won’t 

spoil.’ 
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I’m too old for a piggy back. But I daren’t turn down her offer. I sense she’s warmed to 

me and I want to be in her good books. So for the rest of the way I find myself bobbing from side 

to side in sync with each step she takes, my legs wrapped around her wobbling body. 

Sissy’s room smells of lifebuoy soap. Across from an unmade bed there is a counter with 

a two plate cooker. A small sliver teapot is boiling on the cooker. ‘Sissy will give you tea.’  She 

says following my gaze to the cooker.  

She opens a door for me and asks me to use the toilet. It’s a small room with a toilet and 

shower. A pair of big, white cotton pants hangs over the shower tap. I try hard not to look at 

them.  

Sissy makes pours two cups of tea, hands me one and goes for my case. After I drink my 

tea, she asks me to get into bed. She tucks Cindy and fluffy beside me. The bed is still warm 

from her body. Although Sissy’s bed is a metal base with a mattress and has no wooden base, it 

reminds me of Grandma Ponga’s bed. 

 ‘Tata says I’ll arrange a room for you tomorrow. Don’t worry; Driver told me all about 

you.’ 

I keep quiet. 

Sissy looks at me. ‘It’s okay, Sissy will look after you,’ she says. Then she lets out a deep 

breath and asks, ‘Eeeish! What has Tata done?’ 

I don’t say anything, though I fall asleep wondering just that. 
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Chapter 7 

Its four weeks and two days since I arrived on the farm. It feels like four years. The morning 

after Tata brought me here, Mama T left the farm with five big suitcases. I knew it was because 

of me even though Sissy lied to me that it wasn’t. When Tata got home and found she had left, 

he said to Sissy, ‘She’ll be back. She just needs time.’ He was right Mama T came back five days 

later with her five suitcases and six elders from her church. They prayed loudly and sprinkled 

water all over the house; inside and out. I watched them from the laundry room I was squatted 

between the concrete sink and the dryer, all the while wishing with all my heart that I could go 

back home to ma. 

 Sissy says Mama T’s moods change like the weather in November. Dull and over cast 

most times. Others times deep rumblings like the sound of thunder before a storm, and rarely 

bright and sunny. Mama T is bright and sunny only when Tata is around, which isn’t often. Tata 

spends about three nights a week at his house in town because it’s nearer to his offices. Only 

when Tata is around do I get a smile from Mama T, she smiles at me with her mouth for all to 

see, but I see something scary in her eyes. When Tata is around everyone smiles at me for one 

reason only, to please him. 

 I haven’t met Junior, Lazarus and Nenani yet because they’re away at school. The 

morning after I arrived on Tata’s farm Amos and Job watched me from a distance, as if they had 

never seen a nine year old girl before. But in the evenings, the days Tata comes home, he makes 

us sit together and tells us about his life as a boy, he had no clothes, no food and no love. It’s a 
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sad story that never ends. Tata could go on for ever. His relatives were crueler than Cinderella’s. 

Except that Tata didn’t only have a cruel one stepmother and two stepsisters. He had a cruel 

Clan. Aunts who gave him dried nshima to eat with salt instead of vegetables or chicken. Uncles 

who put their cigarette stubs out on Tata’s head and stepbrothers who made him wash their 

blankets even though he was much younger than they.  

Tata is nothing like his family. He’s the opposite. Sissy says that if Tata could feed the 

whole world he would. According to Sissy, Tata’s only weakness is women, young, fair skinned 

women. She says God made it that Tata married Mama T because he needed a miser to balance 

out his generosity. She said, ‘Good and good together can’t work. Good and bad work together  

because they balance. So Tata good; Mama T, Eeeish!’ 

Sissy has been telling me all about everyone on the farm. But some of the things I’ve 

discovered myself. 

I’ve discovered why Tata’s driver is referred to as Driver and not by his real name. His 

real name is Fuckson Lungu. I saw it on his driving license when I was nosing around in the 

glove compartment of the car. With such a rude name, it’s no wonder he doesn’t seem to mind 

being called driver. It’s also just as well he didn’t go to school, if he had, with a name like that he 

would have been bullied to death.   Anyway Mr Fuckson Lungu only speaks when absolutely 

necessary and he follows Tata around like a shadow. Driver always leaves the buttons of his blue 

uniform shirt undone half down and has an irritating habit of scratching the hairs on his chest as 

he drives. Personally I think he should just use an anti dandruff shampoo and comb the knots out 

of his hairy chest once and for all. 
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Sissy’s taught me how to use lime as deodorant. She picked a few hard green ones and 

showed me how to cut them in half and rub them in my armpits just before I bath. She asked me 

to use it because I’m reaching puberty so my armpits are starting to smell. I used lime for a 

week. It stung my armpits, like salt on a cut, and then Mama T found three lime halves with 

green fir growing on them in my drawer. She asked me what I used the lime for and when I told 

her she wriggled her nose at me like I smelt and asked. ‘Haven’t you ever heard of deodorant?’ I 

decided not to give Sissy up. 

I’ve also learnt that if a chicken gets sick and dies it should be thrown away, if it’s 

cooked, it turns black in the pot. That’s what happened to the sick chickens the security man 

found in the chicken run. Instead of throwing all the chickens away as Tata ordered, Mr Security 

man decided to have himself a chicken feast. He plucked and fried them on the charcoal pot he 

borrowed from Sissy. He ate all the black chickens then he knelt over and vomited into one of 

Mama T’s big white flower pots. Sissy said it’s not the sick chickens that made him vomit it was 

his greed. She said. ‘Even Tata’s dogs know they’ve had enough.’  

Then there’s the big secret that everyone on the farm knows about, there’s a base for 

ZAPU Rhodesian freedom fighters right next to Tata’s farm.  

Today Mama T has summoned us into the kitchen. We’re standing in a circle; Amos and 

Job are standing either side of me, a new houseboy, and two clean-shaven young men who 

arrived from Chavuma yesterday.  

 ‘I’ve lost my ring,’ Mama T says her face unsmiling. She stands  in the centre of the 

circle, as though she’s batting in a game of rounder’s.  Except she’s not playing. She smacks the 
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back of a wooden spoon against her palm then stretches and whacks the spoon on the window 

sill. Splinters fly, the circle loses shape we duck away then quickly regroup.  

‘Who has taken my ring?’  

No one says anything. We stand, straight, still and wide eyed like soldiers on parade. 

Though I try not to, I keep looking at Kiki the hen lying beheaded in a metal basin, on the 

counter. I worry that if I keep looking the lump in my throat will dissolve and run from my eyes 

down my cheeks. Since I came to the farm I’ve convinced Amos, Job, and the farm worker’s  

children that I’m too strong to cry. What they don’t know is that I’ve cried often in the past few  

weeks. I’ve cried inside, dry tears that tighten my chest and stick in my throat. Now seeing 

Kiki’s stiff open claw jutting out of the basin as if she’s waving is too much for me. I feel a tear 

lingering on my lower lid.  

 ‘Mama, maybe you left it somewhere else.’  Amos whines. He drops to his knees. ‘I’m 

tired of standing.’ 

 Mother T ignores him. Her nostrils flare up and down in rhythm to the crucifix sitting on 

her chest. ‘I said I left it here.’ She points at the window sill.  ‘That ring is very special to me. 

Your father bought it for me in India before any one of you was born.’ Each me, is followed with 

a thump to her chest and the clanging of her gold bangles.  

I first saw Kiki a few mornings after I arrived on the farm. She was as yellow as an egg 

yolk; and trailed her mother-hen with her siblings, pecking for food, always losing her way. 

Always running away from me. Once, only once, I caught her, caged her light and feathery body 

in my hands whilst she squawked and struggled to free herself so I put her back down. As she 
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grew she changed, from yellow to light brown to deep auburn.  I thumbed dry corn off the cob 

and tossed it at Kiki. I favoured her, shooed away her family so she got to the corn first. There 

was something about Kiki that made me feel warm inside.  

 ‘I will ask you all again.’ Mama T is still at it. She circles looking into the eyes of each 

one of us as if she has the powers to see into our minds. She’s moving slowly, like a predator 

getting ready to pounce.  ‘No one is going anywhere until one of you owns up.’ Her body 

wobbles beneath her orange kaftan. She’s shaped like the trunk of a baobab tree, thick and 

lumpy.  

Sissy tip-toes around; she walks behind us to stir the pot, wipes the work top, then stirs 

the pot again.  She doesn’t look at us directly. The clock in my head tells me we’ve been 

standing for over ten minutes. I wonder why Amos is not crying yet. His tears might thaw his 

mother’s heart. Her voice is getting louder and her head tie has slipped down to her eye brows. 

She bends over me; I look up at her. I don’t want to blink as that will send the tear blurring my 

right eye rolling down my cheek. I hold her gaze; hope that she will see in my eyes that I haven’t 

seen her ring. 

Out of the corner of my eye I watch Sissy lift the kettle off the stove, walk towards the 

table and douse Kiki.   Steam hisses out of the basin and the smell of wet feathers and chicken 

droppings fill the air. Sissy picks up the basin and walks out. I blink. 

 ‘Ummm,’ Mama T grunts. ‘Now you’re crying. Can you see anyone else crying?’ She 

moves away, a smirk on her face. 
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I swipe at my tears with the back of my hand. No matter how hard I try I can’t get the 

picture of Kiki, plucked, carved and simmering in brown gravy. The image keeps my tears 

flowing. 

My tears set Amos off.  The expression on Mama T’s face changes. The crease on her 

forehead smoothens.  

Sissy walks in and kneels just outside the circle. She says, ‘Madam, Sissy will find the 

ring, please let the children be.’ I’ve now gotten used to Sissy talking about herself as if she’s 

someone else. When I first met her I thought there was another Sissy.  

It’s obvious from the way she’s panting that Mama T is tired, but disbanding us before  

she’s found her ring, would make us victors. So she circles a few more times then she turns to 

Sissy, ‘You had better find it or else they will all be back here tomorrow morning.’ Then she 

storms off, taking Amos by the hand.  

I hurry out of the kitchen. The peach tree shades the courtyard. Red and yellow furry fruit 

hang from the branches and some lie scattered on the floor. Sissy says this is a special year, 

because for the six years she’s lived on the farm it’s the first time the tree has produced good 

fruit. She says in the past, year after year the tree bore stunted green peaches; hard and dry, with 

a shudder – inducing bitterness. Sissy says the tree has produced sweet juicy fruit tree this year 

because it’s happy to see me. 

Before I can cross the courtyard Sissy falls in step beside me, ‘Come with me.’ I can’t 

think of an excuse not to follow her, so I do.  We slop down the path towards her room. The 
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wind blows over the open fields and bites at my knees. Apart from the flapping of my flip flops 

and the swishing of Sissy’s starched white house coat, it’s quiet. 

‘I don’t know why Mama T worries you,’ Sissy unlocks her door. She sighs lowering 

herself slowly to her bed and then guiding me onto her lap, ‘It’s not right.’  My long legs fold 

awkwardly to the cement floor. Sissy holds my head against the soft cushion of her bosom. 

Although I’m in a hurry to get away, I smell the snuff on her uniform and I remember another 

place another time. I’m fastened to a back with a chitenge, my head bobbing up and down in 

rhythm to a warm body. I’m peering over a shoulder into bubbling pots and wooden mortars. I 

remember falling asleep and waking, stuck to a sweaty body surrounded by the smell of starch 

and ironing. I see many faces. Grandma Ponga, Ma, different nannies in my past. So many faces. 

Too many faces. The bodies all give me comfort, but none of the faces stick in my mind. 

‘Pumpkin, did you take Mama T’s ring?’ 

 I shake my head. She holds me away from her so she can look into my face, then she 

shrugs. ‘I shouldn’t have asked you that. I saw the ring on the window sill. I saw it.’ She shakes 

her head and rubs her inside lip over the gap where her two top teeth should be, as she does when 

she’s anxious. 

 I’ve always wondered how Sissy lost her teeth though I’ve never asked her.  I know she 

wouldn’t like me to because she doesn’t like to show her gap. Sissy talks and smiles with her 

mouth closed. ‘I should have taken Mama T’s ring and put it away safely,’ she mumbles. ‘Then 

no one would have taken it and there would be no trouble in Tata’s house.’ She shifts me off her 

lap.’ Let me go and finish cooking. Then I will look for the ring. I will not rest until I find it.’ 
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Sissy is always doing things to make peace in Tata’s household. She says it’s an unending task, 

like trying to keep a vegetable garden free of weeds.  

As we leave the room, I pick up the small bag of rubbish sitting in the corner of her room 

and start for the rubbish heap.  

‘Good girl,’ Sissy says. ‘Can you come with me and take the rubbish in the wheel barrow 

by the kitchen for Sissy?’  

I nod even though my heart sinks.  

She stops and looks at me. ‘Don’t be sad okay?’  

I nod again I don’t say anything.  

‘Once I find the ring, you can come to my room and I’ll tell you some stories’. She digs 

in her pocket, pulls out a roll of sweets and hands me one, ‘I will give you another one once you 

have eaten dinner.’ I curtsey and slip the sweet into my pocket. 

Cabbage leaves, red tomatoes skins, twirls of sweet potato skin, red on the outside white 

on the inside, and maize cob skins reek out of the wheel barrow. I quietly wheel it away from the 

kitchen window. I plan to stay out of Mama T’s way.  

Once I’ve cleared the courtyard I sprint down the path, past Sissy’s room to the compost 

heap. The front wheel of the barrow rattles and squeaks as it bobs over the path.  I keep going, 

pushing my arms and legs as fast as they can go.  
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I get to the compost heap, mush my way up the manure pit and tip the wheel barrow onto 

its side, then onto its head. The air is heavy with the smell of rotting vegetables and manure.  I 

shake the wheel barrow to free the rubbish then turn it up.  I glance behind me; I’m alone. So I 

squat and spit Mama T’s ring onto the heap of rubbish. Then I kick and bury it under the  rubbish 

with the tip of my of my flip flop.  

 A few paces away from the dump, I stop and pop the sticky sweet into my mouth. Its 

sweet creaminess melts over the metallic taste Mama T’s ring has left in my mouth. 
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Chapter 8 

‘You’re such a good girl Pumpkin,’ Sissy clucks her tongue and claps to show pleasure 

she doesn’t feel. She rubs the inside of her top lip against her gum.  

‘I emptied all six and I’ve packed everything back neatly.’ I move down pulling out then 

shutting all six drawers for Sissy to see. 

‘You’re a clever girl.’ Sissy says lifting the lid off the pot and grimaces at the puff of 

steam that bursts up into her face.  

‘Where should I look now Sissy?’ 

She turns off the gas cooker and sighs heavily, worry registers on her face, before she can 

reply I say, ‘I know, I’ll look outside, under the tree and around the courtyard, just in case Mama 

T’s ring fell down and rolled out the kitchen door.’ 

‘Oh Pumpkin, Sissy doesn’t know where to look now.’ It’s been a week and Sissy hasn’t 

given up on finding Mama T’s ring. She dabs the gravy off the wooden spoon onto her palm then 

slurps it. Placing the lid on the pot she says, ‘you and I have looked everywhere for that ring.’ 

Sissy rubs her hands together. ‘You can leave it for now, go and play. I’ll go and do the washing’ 

I dash out the kitchen door and head for the front gate; where I’m not allowed to play. 

When Mama T is not home I like to sit outside the gate and look up the dust road that leads away 

from the farm house. Beside the gate is a big jacaranda tree that shades and cools the air. The 

hedge of small white, yellow and blue flowers that line the outside of the wall are the same 

colour as ma’s bedspread. The farm is far away from the city so there’s not much to see. But I sit 
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here anyway because I get to play with the small white stones that surround Mama T’s flower 

beds and hedges. They’re smooth and fit in my palm, so it’s easy to play chiyato with them. I’ve 

packed a few in the pocket of my suitcase, so I can take them to play games with Bee and Sonia 

when I go back home, whenever that will be.  

Someone is coming up the road; I duck out of view and squint. The sun’s glare makes it 

difficult for me to see who it is. Probably a farm worker, returning from town, usually they get a 

bus from the city bus terminal and drop off at the top of the road. I don’t worry about the 

pedestrians that come up our  road; they’re harmless, either farm workers returning home or 

ZAPU fighters from the camp coming to buy chickens or eggs. I don’t take my chances with 

cars, if it were a car coming down the road; I would be on my way back to the house. 

 Slowly the figure takes shape and colour. I make out Zu’s black and red jumper; I gasp. 

He’s stumbling down the road, from the way his feet criss-cross in each others way and his head 

bobs; I know he’s been drinking. I drop the stones and start towards the house, to find Sissy.  

After a few paces I stop and swing back towards the road. I’m not sure if I should go for Sissy or 

if I should stall Zu first.  He staggers sideways into the dry shrubs by the roadside. He’s still 

trying to get up when I reach him.  

‘Tata is home!’ My voice startles him into another stumble, he drops on to his knees, then 

rises slowly. Before he’s right up on his feet he burps in my face; a slow croak and steadies 

himself, but his body’s swaying.   

‘Zu, I said Tata is home!’ 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



67 

 

‘Shooo...?’ He slurs through his thin lips, bleached pink by the kachasu he sips all day. A 

lady that lived next to my grandmother’s Tavern used to brew kachasu, and all her regulars 

looked like Zu; pink lips, red eyes and skin dried out like biltong. She used to hide the Kachasu 

in a big gourd under a tree in her garden and measure it out to her customers in empty Coca cola 

bottles corked with old newspaper. Until one day two city council officials, backed by police 

officers came and confiscated her brewing equipment. 

 ‘Serves her right for selling alcohol that’s so potent it can bleach a baby’s nappies.’ 

Grandma Ponga smirked when her neighbour was raided. She said that there was so much 

rubbish in kachasu those who drank it risked having wild mushrooms grow in their stomachs. 

Now standing before Zu, I imagine brilliant-white mushrooms sprouting in his stomach. 

He tries to side-step me but I block him. 

 ‘I can’t care if your father is home!’ His tongue hangs as if it has grown too big and 

heavy for his mouth. 

‘Sissy said you should wait for her here. She’s gone to find some money for you.’   

 ‘Money?’ his eyes widen, he stops trying to get past me.  I grip his sleeve, its got twigs 

and specs of wool stuck to it and so does the hair on his head. He must have slept on a blue 

blanket the night before. The white of his eyes match the red diamond shapes on the front of his 

jumper. We stare at each other, though I don’t think he sees me. I’m not sure what to do next. He 

tries to shake himself free but I hold on.  
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‘Zu I said wait here for Sissy.’ I push him to make him sit. His heel hits a stone and 

before I can catch him he stumbles back, then falls, fast and straight, like a tree. His head makes 

the sounds of an egg shell being cracked as it hits the ground. Lying still with his eyes closed he 

looks dead. A loud drum starts to beat in my head and chest.  I try to call his name but I end up 

making squeaky sounds. I’ve heard of adults killing children, but I have never heard of a child 

killing an adult. I wonder what happens to child murderers. I turn and race back home, my legs 

refuse to move as fast as my mind wills them to. 

The laundry door slams against the wall. Sissy jumps, turns, her face twisted, then she 

looks at my face and asks. ‘What’s wrong?’ 

 ‘Zu is here!’  

Sissy doesn’t register right away, she starts to shrug, to say Zu is always showing up to 

cause trouble, then it dawns on her and I see her  face lose shape, together we say, 

 ‘Tata’s home!’  

Sissy drops the soapy garment back in the basin, and rushes out the door, drying the soap 

suds on her hands with her apron, she’s gasping and chewing her upper lip. I’m praying that Zu’s 

alive.  

I’m still trying to concoct a story to tell of how Zu met his death when we get to the road. 

Tata’s driver has just driven through the front gate and we’re just in time to see Zu stagger 

through the open gate.  
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‘Oh my God!’ Sissy flips off her canvas shoes with a jerk of each foot and breaks into a 

run. Zu is almost half way down the drive when she gets to him. She grabs him by the arm and 

drags him like a little boy back towards the gate. Sissy is double Zu’s size.  I squat behind the 

wall, fingers crossed, urging Sissy to muster the strength to pull Zu away before Tata hears the 

commotion. At the same time thanking God for keeping Zu alive despite all the trouble he’s 

causing Sissy.  

Driver gets out of the car and walks towards where Zu and Sissy are knotted, twisting and 

turning. Zu is stamping his gum boots on Sissy’s feet as she tries to wrap her arms around him 

and lift him off his feet. But it’s all too late, the front door opens and Tata steps out.  

A few weeks after I came to live on Tata’s farm, I was perched on the bonnet of a van 

with the farm foreman’s daughter; a skinny girl who wore the same oversize black dress for the 

week our acquaintance lasted. We decided to each tell one another a secret. I went first; ‘I wet 

the bed last week.’  I whispered into her ear. I decided against confessing all. That most 

mornings since I had moved to the farm I woke up tangled in wet sheets. That I had taken to 

sneaking the iron from the kitchen and ironing the wet patch dry whilst everyone was still 

sleeping. Until Sissy figured out what the smell in my room was, and became my co-conspirator. 

She wrapped a plastic sheet around my mattress and laundered my bed clothes behind Mama T’s 

back.  

My new friend gaped then giggled at my confession. When her turn came; she hesitated, 

and then asked, ‘It’s a big secret isn’t it?’ 

 ‘Of course it is.’  
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‘Promise, it’s just between the two of us?’  

 Promises to keep our secrets flew back and forth a few times before she leaned forward 

and said, ‘My Ta calls your Tata–’ she turned to make sure no one was listening then whispered, 

‘a Penguin.’  

 I let out a startled laugh, then I composed myself and laughed convincingly, I slid off the 

bonnet in a fit of giggles. Fooled by my performance she let loose, tears rolling down her face 

and dramatizing with her hands she said; ‘he does look like a penguin, what with his small head, 

thick neck, big stomach and short legs.’  

As soon as I got home I told Amos what the girl had said and as I expected, he tore off to 

find his mother. Early the next morning, Mama T stormed to the foreman’s house, and gave him 

and his family twenty-fours to leave the farm. The foreman denied ever calling Tata a penguin. 

He pleaded for his job, said it was his life, his children would starve. It was the first time and 

only time I ever saw a grown man cry. But I felt no sympathy for him. I was with Mama T one 

hundred percent. They had made fun of Tata; they should suffer the consequences.  

After they had walked off the farm premises their possessions bundled on their heads and 

a rolled sponge mattress tied to the foreman’s bicycle, Mama T sat Amos and I down. She 

threatened that if any of us ever told anyone what the girl had said about Tata they would be hell 

to pay. She banned me form playing with the worker’s children. She said, ‘If where you come 

from, you play with dirty children that insult adults; it’s against the rules in this house.’  Mama T 

spoke as if I was responsible for what the girl said about Tata. She seemed to forget that we were 

on the same side.  
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Now as I duck away and watch Tata step off the veranda, I see that the description was 

somewhat accurate. Driver, who was watching the fight with a smile on his face, sees Tata and 

quickly joins the tussle between Sissy and Zu.  Sissy lets go of Zu and runs towards the veranda.  

She drops to her knees a few paces from Tata, ‘Sorry Tata, I’m so sorry Tata,’ Sissy holds her 

arms up and bows as though she’s praying. I turn away. Driver lifts Zu off the ground and 

bundles him out the gate. He staggers away shouting something about how Tata is not the only 

man with a farm. No one pays attention to him. We all know Zu will be back to beg for a job 

once he has peed all the kachasu out of his body and needs money to buy more. 

‘One more chance please.’ Sissy sounds as if she’s crying. The last time Tata fired Zu he 

had threatened that if he came anywhere near the farm Sissy would also have to go. He’s been 

back many times since, but this time unfortunately for Sissy, Tata is home. 

 I can’t hear what Tata’s saying but he’s shaking his head. He walks back into the house 

and closes the door. Sissy’s body heaves up and down.  She gets up, bends over and wipes her 

face with her apron which now has two grey patches where her knees rested on the paved 

driveway. As she walks towards me, I kneel and unbuckle my shoe then buckle it again, I repeat 

the process a few times, I want to give Sissy time to dry her tears and steady her voice before she 

reaches me.   

 Sissy takes my hand. ‘Don’t worry you’ll be okay’ she says to me. I nod and hold out her 

canvas shoes. Wriggling her feet into them she mumbles, ‘I’ve got nowhere to go. I’ll will come 

back and beg Tata again tomorrow’  

‘I’m sure Tata will allow you to stay.’  
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She shakes her head. ‘Even if he does, for how long? Zu will come again and make 

trouble. One day Tata will get tired of Sissy and her apologies.’ 

I can’t even start to imagine life on the farm without Sissy. As if reading my thoughts she 

says, ‘You see Pumpkin, this is why all the time Sissy tells you, learn to look after yourself 

because one day Sissy will go away. And that woman,’ Sissy wags her finger in the air. ‘That 

step mother of yours will not look after you. But you’ll be okay, eh? Although Sissy smiles her 

voice is sad. ‘It’s good you listen, I feel happy because I know you will be okay when Sissy is 

gone.’  

‘But Sissy is not going anywhere.’ 

She hesitates then says slowly, ‘Zu will kill me one day.’ 

Zu is Sissy’s fourth husband, her first and third died. The second one, the one she says 

loved her very much, walked over the border into Zaire to look for emeralds. He promised he 

would be back for her and she’s still waiting, she often says,  ‘the day he comes back for me is 

the day my days of washing clothes, polishing floors and refereeing fights in Tata’s house, will 

be over.’  

For Sissy’s sake I hope that day comes soon. Because until it comes, Zu will continue to 

disappear with her grandchildren’s school fees and stagger home with no shoes and his trouser 

pockets hanging inside out, like a rats ears. That’s the way he came back the last time. The time 

before that Zu came back with a broken arm and a deep cut on his ankle. A freedom fighter had 

beaten him for talking to his wife. Although Sissy didn’t believe he was beaten up just for saying 

hello to someone’s wife, she still washed Zu’s sore with salty water and wrapped it in a clean 
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cloth. Every time Zu comes back Sissy seems to forget about the stolen money, the puffy blue 

eye he gave her or that he had called her Tata’s prostitute. 

Back in the laundry room, I watch Sissy rub the clothes with vigour, as if she wants to rip 

them apart, soap suds fly everywhere. I think she’s trying to erase the past hour from her life.  I 

think she wishes she could erase Zu from her life as well. Though I doubt she can, if she could I 

think she would have done so long ago.  

‘Sissy, why does Zu hurt you?’ I interrupt her attack on the washing. 

‘It’s the drink. It makes him mad.’ She doesn’t look at me. 

’But why doesn’t he stop drinking so he can stop causing problems for you? ’  

‘He can be a good man. Sometimes’ 

‘Does a good man hurt the people who love him? ‘ 

‘Sometimes people do things even they don’t understand.’ Sissy nods at me, entices me 

to agree, ‘If I could choose who to love as if I was picking a mango from a tree. I tell you I 

would leave Zu to rot in the tree. I would leave him to die.’ She lets out a harsh laugh then says, 

‘But when it comes to here,’ she thumps her chest, ‘I can’t control or ignore my heart. Pumpkin, 

one day when you grow up you’ll understand. Love and hate is same same.’   
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Chapter 9 

It’s Sunday and I’m staring into a tray of inswa on the kitchen work top. I have a crazy 

urge to count them. They must be millions of salted lifeless insects before me, small brown 

bodies with black eyes the size of a sewing pin head. They come out of the ground once a year 

after the second or third rains. Flapping their delicate transparent wings, they flutter around about 

in short spurts of flight hitting into one another, against walls and light bulbs before they shed 

their wings and they burrow back into the ground.   

The smell and taste of inswa remind of a time Grandma Ponga gathered the inswa she 

had trapped by placing a bucket under the verandah light overnight. In the morning she gathered 

them laid them on a tray to dry in the sun. When they dried she tossed the tray in the air and 

inswa lifted off the tray like a brown wave, it separated in the air, the light wings floated away 

whilst all inswa settled back on the tray – not one landed on the floor. Later when she was at the 

tavern, I tried it; tossed all the inswa off the tray and straight onto the floor. I picked them up one 

by one and put them back on the tray. Grandma Pong never figured out why the inswa was 

seasoned with sand. 

 I scoop a handful of inswa off Sissy’s tray and pop them in my mouth, they crunch like 

popcorn and taste like butter.     

Sissy walks into the kitchen to tell me Tata is looking for me. I find him in the living 

room and he asks me to get ready then tell Mama T that I’m going out with him. Fear and 

excitement rumble in my belly at the prospect of telling Mama T that I’m going out with Tata.  
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I count to ten before I knock on Mama T’s bedroom door. Oddly Mama T and Tata don’t 

share a bedroom. I haven’t yet plucked up the courage to ask Sissy how this is so.  Mama T’s 

bedroom is at the end of an L-shaped corridor, which has a spare bedroom, my bedroom and Job 

and Amos’ bedroom leading off it. Tata’s bedroom is at the other end of the house through the 

living room, past the study and up ten stairs.  

Mama T doesn’t respond to my knock. So I knock harder, it’s a hard door and my 

knuckles hurt. Mother T still doesn’t respond.  So I take off my clog and knock it on the door. It 

flies open. 

‘Is that the way you’ve been taught to knock on doors?’Mama T stands in the door way. 

I step back and hold the clog behind my back. ‘Sir told me to tell you that he’s taking me 

out with him.’ Since I moved to the farm I can’t get myself to refer to Tata as Tata. I refer to him 

as sir. Sissy says I should call him Tata because that’s what he is. But I’ve noticed Sissy looks 

around to make sure no one is listening whenever she says, ‘Call him Tata because he is your 

Tata.’ 

‘What did you say?’ 

‘Sir told me to tell you that he’s taking me out with him.’ 

‘Say it again.’ Mama T keeps asking me to repeat myself. She asks in a low voice. I feel 

myself start to sweat. My heart is beating hard in my chest. She’s heard me but she keeps asking 

me to repeat myself. Then as I’m saying it again, into her smiling face she slams the door in my 

face. 
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‘Ah, you took your time. Were you changing?’ Tata asks when I get into the car.  

I nod. 

I’ve got something for you.’ Tata hands me a big white doll, with golden hair and blue 

eyes in a plastic bag. 

‘Thank you Tata.’ I smile though my smile doesn’t cool the shame and humiliation I feel 

hot in my face. Sometimes I wonder how come Tata can’t see what’s going on. Sometimes I 

wish he could look at me closely so he could see the tears inside me.  

Tata hums as he steers the car with one hand, and uses the other to fidget with the radio 

dial, the red pointer moves back and fourth across glass panel with numbers. Muffled voices and 

songs sound up then down over a crackling background. We drive slowly up the gravel road to 

the tarred road. He’s sitting on two velvet cushions so it’s hard for me to sneak glances at him 

without turning my head. I know I should be able to turn and look at him because he’s my Tata. 

But I know if I look at him he’ll ask me why I’m looking at him and I won’t know what to say. I 

could say I love you Tata! A chuckle escapes me before I can stop it so I turn it into a cough and 

I quickly squeeze my lips together to turn my smile to a grimace.   

Tata looks at me, ‘Do you like the doll?’ 

I nod and swallow my smile. The thought of saying the words I love you to Tata tickles 

me. I’ve never heard any of my friends say I love you to their parents. I’ve seen it on TV. The 

Partridge family on TV say I love you to each other all the time.  So do the family in the TV 

series, Eight is Enough.  The parents even apologise to their children. I’ve never had an adult 
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apologise to me. There was a time ma hit me with a frying pan because she had drunk too much 

of her medicine, and she thought I said stupid when I had said stop it. She didn’t say sorry. She 

bought me a pack of pink vests with matching pants the next day. She looked sad when she gave 

them to me. That was the way she apologised.  

The Partridge parents even kiss in front of their children. I don’t think Tata and Mama T 

kiss, ever. If they tried their stomachs would get in the way and stop their mouths touching. 

Unless of course Mama T is wearing one of her stiff white corsets.  The ones that hold her 

stomach in so tight, her voice changes and so does her walk. She walks carefully one leg before 

the other as if she’s counting her steps. Sissy told me that sometimes Mama T wears two corsets 

at a time. That plus I know Mama T doesn’t like kissing because when she see’s couples kissing 

on TV she yells, ‘Switch it off, cha!’ 

At the top of the road Tata turns in the direction of the town centre. He’s given up on the 

radio and has decided to provide his own music. He croons the Jim Reeves record he plays 

repeatedly when he’s home; 

‘I’m gonna change everything that holds a memory of you, 

 I’ll start with the floor take pictures off the wall and burn them....’ 

I wonder whose memory he’s trying to erase. Not Mama T. She’s his favourite. Tata 

adores Junior and Lazarus his eldest boys. He introduces them to all his business associates as 

my boys.  

When he talks about his sons, Tata says. ‘My boys will take over after I’m gone.’ Then 

he talks about how clever they are. He talks about what they’ll do when they graduate.  Junior 
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and Lazarus were born fourteen months apart and although Lazarus is younger he is taller than 

big nosed Junior. They both have spots but Lazarus’ show more because he’s fair so his spots 

show like red polka-dots. Junior is as black as shoe polish.   

There’s no way Tata could be singing about Nenani his middle son. Everyone likes 

Nenani. He’s the Inter Secondary school 100 metre sprint champion. He runs like a cheetah. He’s 

my favourite brother so I don’t want to think he’s the one Tata is singing about. Nenani likes 

everyone the way they like him. The girls at my new school are crazy for Nenani. I can tell by 

the way they smile and coo at me when they ask after him. They ask about him in round about 

ways. They say, ‘so and so is asking how Nenani is.’ Then so and so shrugs her shoulders and 

denies asking about Nenani and the group of girls burst into giggles. Once one of the girls gave 

me a letter addressed to Nenani. It was a small white envelope with bright red lips smudged all 

over it. I took it home and tore it up into pieces, chewed it to pulp then flushed it down the toilet.  

Amos and Job are Tata’s little boys, so he can’t be singing about them. He can only be 

singing about either ma or me. I’m his only girl and although he once left me standing by the 

roadside with ma, he must like me. Why else would he choose me over Job and Amos to ride 

with him? So it can’t be me he’s singing about; it has to be ma.  

The bushy road side turns into open space then buildings and houses as we get nearer to 

town. We drive along Cairo road. It runs between tall banks and offices. It’s Sunday so there are 

not many cars. Security men huddle in the entrances to the empty buildings. We get to a big 

round-about and drive past a statue of a man holding up hands he has just broken out of chains. 
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The chains dangle from his wrists. After a few left and right turns I’m lost.  Tata turns into a 

block of a red brick flats. 

‘Master, welcome.’ A man cutting a hedge smiles at Tata who gives him a few notes for a 

coca cola.   

 I count eighteen blue doors, six on each level, ground, first and second. A metal railing 

runs along the three floors.  

We walk up two flights of narrow stairs with a rusty railing. Tata flattens his sideburns 

and dusts his mouth as we walk. Then he stops at a door and looks me over before he raps on the 

door.  He doesn’t say anything but I feel conscious of the way I look. I keep straightening my 

dress and can’t decide where to put my hands.   

The door swings open and a tall lady stands before us. ‘Hello.’ Her smile is so wide I can 

see all the teeth in her mouth.   

She’s almost bald, her scalp glistens under the fine layer of hair.  Two big gold hoops 

hang from either side of her small head that’s shaped like a pawpaw. 

‘Pumpkin’ she holds out a slender hand with red finger nails from beneath her long 

yellow and blue dashiki. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you. I’m Gloria.’ She speaks slowly in a tone 

that sounds like she’s singing out of tune. I try not to show that I’m surprised she knows my 

name. I reach for her hand. It’s soft but her grip is strong. Without letting go of my hand she 

leads me along a corridor into a big sunny room with black chairs and books everywhere. Tata 
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walks in behind us. He walks across the room, and then stops, something catches his eye. He 

walks towards a shelf, and picks an ashtray from between two piles of books. 

‘What’s this?’ He asks. 

It’s a cigarette, I answer in my head as I sit down. Then I see the seriousness on his face 

and I know he knows what it is but he wants her to answer him. 

She sits me down and turns to Tata. 

‘I’m sorry,’ her smile has gone she looks worried. ‘I’ve been good. I only had one 

yesterday.’  

Tata stands and looks at her as if her explanation is not enough. 

‘I promise I’ve cut down it was just one last night. I’m getting there considering I used to 

smoke ten a day. Trust me.’ She walks up to Tata. They stare at each other. And for a moment I 

feel they have forgotten about me. Embarrassment burns in my cheeks. 

 ‘Trust me’ she says again softly. And I wait for Tata to say smoking is for men. I wait 

for him to ask her if she has no shame. I wait for him to tell her off as he does to people who 

don’t do as he says. Tata doesn’t. He puts the cigarette butt back on the shelf; slides open a glass 

door and steps out onto the balcony. He closes the door behind him.  

 ‘Are you comfortable?’ She leans over me and moves a pile of papers sitting beside me 

onto a coffee table. She smells of cocoa butter. 
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To make myself comfortable I shuffle back, rest my back against the wall and pull the 

hem of my dress over my dry knees. A phone rings. ‘I won’t be long, make yourself at home.’ 

She calls out hurrying through a door leading out of the living room. 

There’s a record player on a short table sitting at an angle where the wall and sliding door 

meet. Records are piled under the table; LPs on the left and singles on the right. The walls are 

painted cream but the room glows yellow as the sun’s rays beam through the yellow curtains. On 

the other side of the room is a shelf stacked with books. More books sit on the floor beside the 

shelf. There’s also a small round table with four matching chairs. A branch of stems sprouting 

small pink flowers, like the ones that grow wild in my school playing field, sit in a glass vase on 

the table.  

She’s talking on the phone; she exclaims then bursts into laughter. Tata’s shadow has 

sunk into a chair on the balcony. I try to peer through the crack in the door to see into the room 

she’s in, but I can’t see. A big straw handbag is on the coffee table beside the piles of paper. I 

force my eyes away but something draws me to it. It’s open. I can see a black spectacle case 

sticking out. I stretch a bit, there’s a green cosmetic case. In the corner is a khaki envelope with 

white paper sticking out. The writing on the paper is in green ink, but I can’t read it because the 

paper is upside down. I spot a red purse with a gold clip. Tata’s shadow is still. She’s still on the 

phone. I shouldn’t. I know I shouldn’t. But it calls me, something in the bags beckons. I try to 

distract myself. Imagine what Tata would think if he knew my thoughts. But it doesn’t stop me. I 

reach out shakily at first then in the split second I know what I’m going to do, I reach for the 

purse. 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



82 

 

‘Okay...where was-’. She stops mid sentence. 

The purse slips out of my hand and I jump back onto the sofa. She’s in the door way 

looking at me. I look back wide eyed. Her eyes fall to the coffee table. I don’t follow them. I 

know the purse hasn’t landed back in the bag because I can hear a coin rattling on the table. I 

imagine it spinning on its edge then slowing falling horizontally to rest on its head or tail. A 

second coin knocks against the wooden base of my clog.  

I hate myself. I wish I was somewhere far away from this strange woman’s living room. 

My heart pounds inside me and my mouth tastes salty and sour at the same time. But I open my 

mouth. I start to deny that I touched her purse. Start to say that I’ve no idea why her coins are 

scattered all over the table and carpet. But she speaks before I do. 

‘Pumpkin what can I get you to drink?’ Her question throws me. My mouth is half open. 

I can’t engage my brain to change the words of denial about to burst out of my mouth so I 

swallow them and just stare at her. 

‘I have Raspberry Squash, or would you prefer orange.’ She’s already walking past me 

and out towards the kitchen. I nod even though she can’t see me. Should I pick up the coins and 

put them back? There’s no way she can’t have seen the coins. Why is she pretending she hasn’t 

seen what I’ve done? Is she waiting for Tata to come in and see for himself? Tata! What will he 

say? Before I can stop myself I duck under the coffee table to pick up the coins. My forehead 

cracks against the edge of the table and a sharp pain shoots through my left eye. I can’t see so I 

pat the carpet and feel three coins, which I hurriedly shove into the purse and drop it back into 

the bag. 
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‘Joe, what will you have?’ She calls out to Tata. Joe? No one ever calls my father Joe? 

It’s either sir, or boss or bwana or bashi Junior, father of Junior. Or behind his back, Neckless, 

because his neck is short and thick, it’s like his head sits straight on his shoulders. It’s never Joe. 

‘Joe?’ She’s louder this time. 

Tata jumps up and cuts through the curtains. His eyes widen at me. ‘What happened?’ I 

follow his eyes and see the bright red spot beside the small flower shaped button on the front of 

my dress. Then I feel the trickle running down the side of my face. Before I can stop myself I 

swipe at my face with the inside of my elbow. 

‘Don’t do that’ Tata says too late. My sleeve has a smear of blood. 

‘What happened?’ Gloria walks in and sets the tray on the edge of the coffee table. The 

glass rattles and raspberry juice wobbles and runs down the edge of the long glass. I’ve nowhere 

to fix my eyes so I keep them on the puddle of red that maps the white tray. 

‘Come here,’ She sandwiches my face and tilts it towards her. It’s okay just a small cut. 

The table edge is sharp I should have warned you.’ 

Tata hurries out of the room and comes back with a cloth in his hand. 

 ‘She should have been more careful. What were you doing anyway?  Before I can find 

an answer to Tata’s question, she comes to my rescue. ‘It’s okay Joe she’s only a child let me get 

her a plaster.’ She leads me by the hand. Out of the corner of my eye I see Tata bend over and 

wipe the tray with his cloth.   
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Her bathroom is pale blue and smells of lavender. She sits me on the toilet seat and squats 

to wipe the blood from my face with a piece of cotton wool. Her face is very smooth and taut, 

like Mama T’s except she’s dark brown like coffee. I can’t tell whether she’s young like Ma or 

old like Tata and Mama T. 

As I follow her out the bathroom she says, ‘Lie on my bed until your head stops hurting.’ 

The white bedcover is nylon with Criss-cross stitching all over it forming small triangles. 

A satin trim runs around the edge of the bed. I’m glad she’s asked me to lie down. I feel sick 

with shame that I tried to take her coins. What is wrong with me? Besides my guilt and shame, 

I’m itching to look under the bed. But I decide not to. I’ve been caught once already. I’m not 

going to touch anything. There are bottles of perfume on the dressing table; I recognise a yellow 

box of topaz. Mama T also uses it. There’s a cream jewellery box, a box of tissues with a pale 

orange tissue jutting out. My eyes skip over the picture of Jesus, ever since I moved to the farm 

I’m scared of pictures of Jesus. He reminds me too much of Mama T. She has a picture of Jesus 

tucked in the tattered bible she carries around with her. And she has his face in the locket that 

hangs around her neck, when she’s not wearing her crucifix.  

On one bedside table there are three picture frames two in black and white and one in 

colour. The colour one is of her. Sitting in an arm chair in a photo studio, there’s a vase of plastic 

flowers beside her and she’s pretending to read the open book on her lap. In the other 

photographs, a grey-haired couple, both with black framed glasses. There’s a family portrait; 

parents and five children including her, I recognise her smile, she’s the only female of the 

children. On the other side of the bed, sits a small flag on a stand between two photographs. The 
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flag has three stripes blue on either side with a yellow one in the middle. There’s a black symbol 

shaped like a fork with only three teeth on the yellow strip. I sit up to get a clear look at the two 

photographs. The same boy in both photographs, I tell from his big front teeth. In one 

photograph he looks about two years old and the other when he looks about eighteen. I wonder 

who he is. Who she is. Why has she allowed me to put my rough knees on her soft silky 

bedspread? I can hear her talking, softly, huskily. Tata’s breaks in now and again. But she is 

doing most of the talking. His voice is low I can’t hear his words but he sounds different.  

She’s talking about fear and insecurity. That circumstance is to blame. She doesn’t 

mention names but I know she’s talking about me. Just like I know she saw me open her purse. I 

can’t sleep; the surroundings are too unfamiliar. Plus I want to listen and hear if she’s going to 

tell Tata that she saw me take her money. The cigarette moment is still in my mind, her towering 

over him. The two caught in something I felt but couldn’t understand. Then I hear her laugh, 

squeals of delight. And then I hear another sound that makes me sit up. It’s Tata. Tata makes 

laughing sounds many times. This time it’s different. He sounds like he’s hiccupping, sounds 

breathless. Tata sounds happy. Something in the sound of his laughter tells me that Ma will never 

wear the white lace dress hanging in the back of her wardrobe. 
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Chapter 10 

If the Sakavungos don’t cut down their annual photograph-taking ritual, they’ll soon have 

portraits hanging on the outside of the house because the inside walls are covered. It’s two 

months to Christmas and Mr Prakash, a short Asian man with a football size stomach, has come 

to take a photograph of the family. Perched on a table in the living room with a camera hanging 

around his neck, he greets Amos, Job and I as we troop in, ‘Muli bwanji, muli bwanji. From his 

smile he’s obviously pleased with himself for having mastered a few Nyanja words.  

‘An Indian speaking Nyanja.’ Amos elbows me and jerks his head at Mr Prakash as we 

settle on the sofa.   

‘He’s Zambian.’ Job who’s sitting on my other side hisses. ‘And don’t talk so loud he can 

hear you.’ 

 ‘Zambian?’ Amos opens his eyes, disbelieving. 

‘Not all Zambians are black, idiot.’ Job says. He leans forward to say something else but 

stops because his brothers walk in. Tata arranged permission for Lazarus and Nenani to come 

home from boarding school for the photo-taking session. Junior is also home from University for 

the weekend. The boys shake Mr Prakash’s hand and sit on the sofa across from us. As soon as 

they sit down, Job and Amos jump up and join them. Left alone I feel myself shrink, but I smile 

and wriggle back so my back rests flat against the sofa, as though I appreciate the space they’ve 

left me. I sit up and stare straight at them.  
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The Sakavungo boys look alike, all dressed in black trousers and white shirts, except 

Junior has on a red waistcoat and Job is extra fat, his thighs stick together when he walks. Sitting 

side by side they look like a family singing group: The Sakavungo five. 

Mr Prakash’s face is set in a smile; he moves his head from sofa to sofa, from the boys to 

me, ‘Okay?  You okay? Muli bwanji? Muli bwanji,’ He asks repeatedly. We all keep nodding in 

response and my jaw hurts because I fake a smile.  

Tata breezes in smiling, humming. ‘Prakash, you look well eh? You’ve gained weight.’ 

He shakes Mr Prakash’s hand and slaps him on the shoulder. 

Mr Prakash nods to the hand shake. 

Tata joins me on the sofa; Amos and Job scramble back across the room, and sit on either 

side of Tata and me.  

‘This is Pezo Sakavungo, my daughter,’ Tata says to Mr Prakash whose eyes fly open, he 

hops to his feet and knocks over a side table in his haste to reach out and shake my hand again. 

‘Your daughter?’  

‘Yes.’ To my relief Tata doesn’t elaborate. ‘She’s also my mother,’ he says bending over 

and pulling up my socks. ‘Pezo was my mother’s name. She was a very strong woman. Just like 

this one. She’s just like my mother.’ 

‘I would love to meet your mother,’ Amos says 

‘She’s dead, silly.’ Job rolls his eyes. 
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‘On a photograph!’ 

‘Amos, I have no pictures of my mother.’  

‘Were there no pictures in those days?’ 

‘There were. But my mother was too poor to worry about pictures. In the few years she 

lived, her life was spent trying to find food to feed her two sons.’  

‘Tata was very poor.’ Amos the dumbest of Tata’s sons explains to Mr Prakash. 

‘Sometimes, he drank his tea without tea leaves, milk or sugar!’  

‘Yes, we were very poor; very poor. You’re lucky you have food and can even throw 

leftovers in the bin. We ate the neighbour’s leftovers.’ Tata rests his elbows on his knees and 

rubs his hands together. ‘Prakash you see; they see me today, and no matter how many times I 

tell them I once had nothing, they can’t comprehend. They think Tata arrived in this world with 

six cars, designer suits, three farms and two factories.’ Tata chuckles; like quick hiccups and 

shakes his head. ‘These kids have no idea.’ 

‘I was also very poor growing up,’ Mr Prakash says, ‘My sister and I shared a pair of 

brown leather sandals.’ 

‘Is that so?’ Tata sits up. ‘Then you know what I mean. Tell them.’ He waves his hand at 

the sofa where the boys are sitting. ‘Hunger pangs? I wouldn’t wish hunger pangs on my worst 

enemy.’ 

‘Hunger can be painful,’ says Mr Prakash patting his stomach.  
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‘Imagine.’ Tata says, ‘a fire burning in your stomach. The bitter sweet taste of bile from 

the stomach stinging the back of your tongue. A pain in your stomach so sharp, your head throbs 

and your vision blurs.’ He speaks slowly looking around at us. We stare back at him; helpless; 

unable to taste, smell or feel what he wills us to.   

‘Think of a time you’ve been hungry.’ Tata says. ‘Imagine living with that feeling, day 

after day after day. That’s what it was like for me.’  

Mr Prakash nods. We all do to convey our sympathy.  

‘Never in my life will I turn a hungry man away from my doorstep.’ Tata says. 

‘You’re a good man Mr Sakavungo.’ Mr Prakash nods, fidgets with his camera and 

glances at his wrist watch. 

 The hint is lost on Tata. ‘Prakash, I would swallow my own salvia to fill my stomach. It 

made me nauseous then I would vomit bile.’ 

The boys bow their heads, as if they’re praying. Junior and Lazarus stare at the Archie 

Comic on Nenani’s lap. I stare down at Tata’s black, cream-tipped shoes. I long for Mama T’s 

entrance, so we can get on with taking the photograph. 

Tata startles us with a burst of laughter. ‘And now look at me - Joseph Sakavungo. Look 

at what I have done for myself. I have so much I could live to one hundred and still have a full 

plate. I have worked for all this alone.’ He pats himself in the chest. ‘Do you know that I walked 

bare foot to school everyday for three years until a school priest, Father Ward, gave me his old 

pair of shoes?’ Tata chuckles again. ‘I was ten years old.’ He points at me, ‘not much older than 
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Pezo.  I used to stuff newspapers into the front of the shoes to make them fit. Prakash, I wore 

those shoes for three years, as my feet grew I reduced the amount of newspaper till my big toe 

drilled a hole through the worn leather.’ Tata holds his foot up to demonstrate. Then he gets up 

and stands before a big gold framed wall mirror; he flattens the collar of over the lapel of his 

cream jacket and straightens his tie. 

‘You know,’ Tata says walking back to sit beside me. ‘What made it worse for me is that 

I’m Luvale. Do you know what that meant in those days?’ 

We nod because we know, he’s told us numerous times, but he tells us again. ‘It meant 

learning the language and customs of another tribe so you could pass yourself off as someone 

else.’ 

Mr Prakash looks surprised. 

‘True!’ Tata says. ‘I’ll tell you a story. I first came to Lusaka from Chavuma in ‘54, no... 

it was 1952. I came to start my secondary school education at Munali. For the first two nights I 

slept alone in a dorm meant for six. You know why? No one wanted to share a room with a 

Luvale. No one wanted to share a room with someone from a tribe that was only fit to empty 

buckets from pit-latrines. I was a shit carrier. That’s what they called us.’ Tata sighs. ‘You know 

what the irony of it is? We were the tribe that had a strong cultural heritage. So when the white 

man came and tried to impose his culture on us we resisted him. So he labels us stupid. Says we 

are too stupid to learn or understand his culture, his religion, his education. The white man’s 

tactic was to demonise in order to alienate. He made us outcasts and kept us outcasts to stop us 

influencing other tribes into resisting him.’ 
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‘That’s absurd!’ How can you allow someone to oppress you to the extent that you deny 

your own heritage?’ Nenani says. 

 Now what I think is absurd is that Nenani doesn’t know when to keep his big mouth 

shut.  

Tata ignores him. ‘That was the way of the coloniser. I can’t blame him for using 

whatever tactics he can to colonise the black man. What I find amazing is that we,’ Tata thumps 

his chest, ‘we blacks turned on one another. The white man came and told us which tribe was 

better than the other and we listened to him. No questions asked.’  

‘You’re not entirely blameless.’ Nenani says in the tone and accent he adopts when he 

heads his school debate team on the TV provincial debate competition. ‘If Luvales were so 

sharp, why did they end up as outcasts who had to hide their identity?’ 

‘Many Luvales pretended to be from a different tribe.’ Tata holds his head up and looks 

straight at Nenani. ‘I didn’t, my name gave me away. It got to a stage I couldn’t take the taunts 

and prejudice any more. I got up one morning and walked out of school with a plastic bag 

containing two shirts and two books, I never went back.’ He shrugs, ‘Not that it matters now. I 

have more wealth than the ones that remained in school.’ 

 ‘Tata,’ Nenani says. ‘I’m Luvale. I’m proud of it and I wouldn’t hide the fact from 

anyone.’ 

‘In my time things were different.’ Tata’s face falls and I see that he’s travelled back to 

the days when he was a young student at boarding school. 
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‘I would have stood up to them. I would never allow anyone to make me feel inferior.’ 

 ‘You are in a different time and place.’ Tata narrows his eyes. He claps his palm on his 

chest slowly. ‘I have made it possible for you to be able to stand up for yourself.’ 

‘All I’m saying is one should be proud of who they are.’ 

‘Ha ha.’ Tata laughs with a serious face. ‘Prakash these children of nowadays they tell 

their father he has no pride. They say their Tata is a coward.’ 

 Tata’s smile gets ugly. We all notice except Nenani, instead of shutting up he shakes his 

head and says, ‘Ah, but Tata, if you allow someone else to make you feel inferior then––.’ 

‘Shut up boy!’ Tata shouts. 

Nenani winces, surprise in his face. 

‘Okay.’ Tata jumps to his feet. ‘Okay. You think I was weak? I’ll put you all to test.’ He 

starts to count his fingers. He starts with the little one. ‘One. From now on driver won’t drive 

you to school. Tomorrow you find your own way back. Two. I’ll stop paying your school fees. 

Three. Then when you come home on holiday, I’ll stop filling the pantry with food, Sissy will 

cook one meal a day at about 2pm. Okay?’ Tata claps. ‘Let’s see if you stand up for what you 

believe in without my support. Let’s see if you’ll survive a day without food being put in front of 

you.’ 

‘Tata, I’m trying to understand.’ 
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‘Boy, you will never understand. Unless you were Luvale in the 1950’s in Northern 

Rhodesia, you’ll never understand.  You stand up proud to be Luvale today, because of my 

suffering and the suffering of generations of your tribesmen.’ 

‘Sorry Dad.’ Nenani lifts up his hands in surrender. ‘I was just trying to –’ 

‘Understand? You have no idea! I didn’t have a father to provide for me.’ Tata grabs a 

fistful of air, ‘I built all I have from air. Don’t assume what I have is yours, it’s mine.’ Tata 

stands up. ‘I’ll leave it all to my daughter. Once you boys get your degrees you can fend for 

yourselves!’ 

An eerie silence like the inside of an empty church descends on the room. 

I pray Mama T is not listening.  

Tata breathes as if he’s been running. His huffing fills the room. ‘Anyway,’ he sighs 

heavily, ‘life has a way of coming full circle. The same people that refused to share a room with 

me, come to me today, asking for loans. And you know what? I give them.’ Tata counts 

imaginary notes, rubs his right thumb against the palm of his left. ‘I give them the money and 

look them straight in the face.’ 

Tata sits down; another quiet moment. Then suddenly he claps; hitches his trousers up 

symmetrically at the knees, and says, ‘Okay, time to take the photograph. Where is your 

mother?’  The moment has passed. We exhale. 

The three elder Sakavungos jump up at once, but Nenani is quickest, he scurries out to 

find Mama T. 
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Mr Prakash stands up, and moves the centre table away. He asks us to all sit on one sofa.  

 ‘Where is your mother?’ Tata asks again and looks at his watch. ‘Is she still at Church?’ 

‘She’s back.’ Nenani re-enters the living room. 

Tata throws his hands in the air. ‘Church, Church!’ what does she pray for Monday to 

Sunday? Don’t I give her everything? Isn’t it selfish to keep asking for more?’  

‘Prayer is not just about asking. It’s also about saying thank you and asking for 

guidance.’ Lazarus says. 

‘What guidance? Everything she has is through God’s blessing. Am I not the one that has 

blessed her? There’s nothing wrong with saying thank you, but do you need to do so 365 and a 

quarter days? If those that have are asking for something from God everyday, what of those that 

are less fortunate? Leave time and space for those without to ask.’ Tata speaks as if Mama T is 

standing before him. His brow creases so Lazarus doesn’t say anymore. 

‘Maybe I should give her less. She’s taking what she has for granted.’ Tata mutters to 

himself.  

Mama T hurries in, wearing a white hat with a purple bow.  

‘Teresa, you knew Mr Prakash was coming why-.’ Tata says but Mama T cuts him short. 

 ‘I’m so sorry Tata, Mr Prakash. We were delayed at Church. I had to stay behind to 

prepare for the Church fete.’ 
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Tata doesn’t return her smile. Mr Prakash accepts Mama T’s apology with a smile and 

dip of the head and guides her into a space on the sofa. In her tight purple skirt suit, Mama T sits 

beside Tata. Junior and Nenani sit on either side of them. Amos and Job perch on either arm of 

the sofa. Lazarus bends over from behind the sofa and puts his folded arms on the head rest.  

Mr Prakash seats me between Mama T and Tata. My hair is split down the middle with 

two plaits on either side of my head. I’m wearing my orange halter neck dress and a pretty smile. 

With the silkiness of Mama T’s stockings brushing against my left leg and the ridges of Tata’s 

black corduroys against my right; I join in the chorus; ‘Cheese!’  

 We all smile - the Sakavungo family plus one bad seed right in the centre of the 

photograph. Me; the new feature on the landscape of the Sakavungo family portrait, taken in 

October of 1978.  
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Chapter 11 

‘My baby! My Pumpkin.’ Ma opens the door and drops to her knees. She holds me close 

I can feel her heart beating through her pink sleeveless blouse. I haven’t seen her in two school 

terms. In the seconds before she comes too close for me to see her face, I see that she’s changed. 

Her eyes are white again and she doesn’t smell of tooth paste, or whiskey, or both.   

‘Pumpkin.’ She steps stands back to look at me. A wave of warmth surges from my 

stomach up to my face and down into my toes. The urge to laugh and cry overcomes me with 

equal intensity; I have a big smile on my face and a painful lump in my throat.   

Standing behind me with my bag in his hand, Tata coughs and ma looks up at him. ‘I’ll 

get the file.’ She stands up and walks back into the flat.  

We enter the living room. It’s changed. The olive three piece sofa set is gone replaced by 

two wooden dinning chairs and a single bed covered in a yellow cloth. The bed rests against the 

wall where the display cabinet used to be. It’s only the green carpet with the yellow trim that 

remains of the old living-room furniture. Grandma Ponga bought it for ma and I when we moved 

into the flat so I guess Tata couldn’t reclaim it like he did the Fiat and all the other stuff.  A 

painting of huts clustered together against an orange sunset hangs in the place where I once sat 

on Tata’s lap smiling. 

Tata asks me to sit down; he remains standing. Ma walks back in and hands him an 

envelope.  
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‘It’s all in there.’ She says to him though she’s smiling at me. Ma’s put on weight. Her 

fitted shirt and jeans shape her body like the number eight. I watch Tata’s eyes as he watches 

her; they twinkle. I think she notices as well because she quickly picks my bag off the floor and 

starts out the room again. She’s followed by Tata’s gaze until he feels me watching him, then he 

quickly steps forward and grabs the bag out of her hand. ‘Let me take it.’ In his haste he startles 

Ma into a stumble.  

‘I’m sorry.’ Tata holds Ma by her arm to steady her. 

‘It’s okay.’ Ma flinches and steps aside to allow him to take the case. She dusts the spot 

where he touched her. She does it gently, quietly. But I notice.   

She sits beside me, takes my hand, oblivious to how sore I feel inside and at her for 

brushing Tata’s touch away like dandruff off a collar. Tata comes back in and shuffles  through 

the papers in the envelope. ‘Okay.’ He seals the envelope and looks at me. ‘I’ll be back for you.’ 

We stand up to see him out.  

He hesitates in the doorway, ‘Is everything okay?’ His glance sweeps over the scanty 

living room furniture. ‘If you need any –’ 

Ma grimaces ‘Everything’s fine. Thank you very much.’ She takes my hand and we step 

out onto the verandah. A white mini bus drives in and stops past our flat. Uncle Oscar hops out 

in his uniform holding his hat in his hands. He waves at the bus as it reverses out and walks over 

to the line of grey bricks that divide his section of the lawn from ours. 
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‘Hello Pumpkin.’ He puts his black case down and holds out his hand to me, then he 

turns and walks into his flat, he doesn’t acknowledge ma or Tata. 

‘Pumpkin, I’ll come and check on you tomorrow,’ Tata says as I walk up to the car with 

him. Ma stays on the verandah.  Before Tata drives off he pulls out his wallet and holds out a 

wad of notes. ‘Give this to your mother,’ he says. Then he drives off. 

Ma and I sit on the bed with the yellow cover. Neither of us says much, we just smile a 

lot. Like two strangers meeting for the first time. Shy of one another. Three times she asks how 

my new school is. I say it’s okay three times. I ask after grandma Ponga and my uncles twice. 

Twice she tells me that Uncle Nelson is back from the states on holiday.  As we talk I snatch 

glances of her. She’s braided her hair in thin lines of cornrow, running from her forehead to the 

nape of her neck. She’s got on big silver hoop earrings and pink lipstick which matches her 

sleeveless pink shirt. I think she dressed up for Tata so I don’t understand why she winced when 

he touched her arm.  

She gets up and brings me a glass of milk and a scone. 

‘I baked it,’ she says placing the plate in my lap. ‘I did.’ She answers my look of surprise. 

We’re quiet again. I try to chew without a sound.  She reaches for my hand and her smile 

turns sombre. She starts to talk. She says that every life is full of special moments. She says 

holding me in her arms for the first time was very special to her.  She says I was warm and sticky 

and she couldn’t believe I was hers. She tells me another special moment for her was when she 

graduated from Secretarial school. Then she keeps quiet. It’s the kind of silence that says there’s 

more. I’m right because she starts talking again, her head bowed; she winds and unwinds her  

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



99 

 

blouse tie around her index finger. She says that not all special moments are happy.  Some are 

sad. Like when her father passed away. She thinks of him often and wishes I had met him. Then 

she tells me that the night Tata took me away was a very sad moment but was also special. She 

hesitates, then tells me it was special because it made her realise how special I was to her and 

that if she didn’t stop drinking she would throw away her life and lose me for ever.  

Her voice changes as she speaks. It sounds like the words are getting stuck in her throat.  

I don’t want to see her cry so I stand up quickly, ‘Ma, Can I go and play?’ 

She looks up at me and nods. I’m sure it’s relief I read in her face. 

I find Daisy sitting on the man hole outside Bee’s house. Eyee Pumpkin.’ She jumps up 

and hugs me. ‘When did you come?’ The inside of her mouth is green. 

‘What are you eating?’ 

She points at a tall tree with white flowers that’s leaning over into Tudu court from the 

other side of the wall. ‘I have a cough.’  

‘So you eat leaves?’ 

‘It’s a Chifumbe tree. The juice from the leaves cures coughs. You don’t swallow the 

leaves.’ Daisy spits out a dark green blob of leaves to make her point. It lands on the man hole 

beside other lumps of chewed leaves. 

‘Where is Sonia?’ I keep my eyes off the man hole. 

Daisy gives a green monster like smile. ‘They are doing it with ba Dodo.’ 
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‘Doing what?’ Her smile rouses my curiosity. 

‘Pulling.’ Daisy says pointing down at me. 

I look at me feet. 

‘Not there,’ she giggles. ‘There!’ She reaches between my legs. I jump back and smack 

her hand away.  

‘Ba Dodo is showing them. They said I’m too young.’ Daisy says her voice whiny. ‘You 

go to the house. You are almost ten. So Ba Dodo might allow you in.’ 

‘Ah.. I don’t want to do that.’ 

‘You’re a girl. You have to.’ 

‘And you?’ 

‘They’ll show me when I’m older. Anyway I already know. Bee has shown me.’ 

‘Has she?’ 

‘Yes. It’s easy when you open your legs and look down you’ll see two small pink wings. 

They feel like rubber and are slippery. You have to pull them everyday until they grow long.’ 

She giggles. 

‘Yuck!’ 

‘You have to. Every girl has to do it. That is why Bee’s mother told Ba Dodo to show 

Sonia and Bee how to do it. If you don’t, you’ll never get married. Anyway you won’t do it 
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because your mother is like this,’ Daisy stands on tiptoe and sashays away from me holding her 

hand up daintily. Then she twirls around and sashays back twitching her nose up in the air. 

I burst out laughing. ‘You look so funny trying to look posh with a mouth full of green 

leaves. I’ll tell you something if all girls have to do it, my Grandmother will tell me. And 

anyway muzungus don’t do it and they get married.’  

‘But you are not a muzungu.’ Daisy stuffs more leaves in her mouth, chews then muffles, 

‘Hey, do you know Mwanza made big trouble so Uncle Oscar chased him?’ 

‘Mwanza’s gone?’  

‘Yes, he tried to do jiggy-jiggy with Bee.’ 

‘You swear?’  

‘Please Pumpkin.’ Daisy spits. ‘Please don’t tell Bee I told you. Ba Dodo said no one 

should talk about it.’ 

‘Does Bee’s mother know?’ 

‘No one knows.’ 

‘Then why did Uncle Oscar chase him?’ 

‘Mwanza called Bee and gave her two kwacha. He rubbed himself on her back and asks 

her to squeeze him. He even squeezed her breasts, he said so that they can grow. Ba Dodo is the 

one who peeked in Uncle Oscars window and saw Bee and Mwanza. She was so angry with 

Mwanza she told Uncle Oscar. She said Mwanza is always playing with the children here at 
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Tudu Court and that he wanted sex with her. So Uncle Oscar kicked Mwanza out. Mwanza kept 

saying ba Dodo was lying. He said Ba Dodo agreed to have sex with him but  he refused that’s 

why she made up a story about him.’ She shrugs.  ‘But we all know Mwanza is a liar’ 

‘Iye! Mwanza told the truth! I know he was telling the truth.’ I blurt out. 

‘He was lying. How can he say Ba Dodo did jiggy jiggy with him? Ba Dodo doesn’t do 

bad things like that.’ 

‘What if he was telling the truth?’ 

‘He was lying. When men who do bad things they always deny it, or they scare the girls 

into keeping quiet. Like Mwanza told Bee that if she tells he will let everyone know and she will 

be chased from school. He also said when you do it when you’re a child and you tell you’ll grow 

a beard.’ Daisy laughs, ‘He was lying. But everyone knows that some men do bad things to girls 

and when they are caught they say, “I didn’t do it.”’ 

I decide not to tell Daisy what I know. ‘Where did Mwanza go?’ 

‘I don’t know. Then a lady ba Gertrude came to work for Uncle Oscar. But he chased her 

because she stole your mother’s shoes.’ 

‘My mother’s shoes?   

‘Yes, because ba Gertrude clean your place as well as Uncle Oscar’s. 

‘Now another man works for Uncle Oscar. He-.’  

‘Pumpkin! Pumpkin! Pumpkin is here!’ Bee’s shriek cuts Daisy short. 
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Bee runs towards me and throws her arms around me. I hug her back tight and feel all 

warm inside I have to let go to stop the lump in my throat growing again. 

‘Daisy go home, your mother is calling you.’ Bee says to Daisy. Then she turns to me. 

‘Eh, Pumpkin, you go fat. Now you look like a real pumpkin.’ She jiggles my cheeks 

gently and surprisingly I don’t feel as irritated as I think I ought to. 

She twirls around and shakes her bottoms at me, ‘Bumpty, bum , bumpty bum.‘ She sings 

and I join in. We wriggle waists, bump hips left right then left, clap palms then fall over 

laughing. 

‘So are you at a new school?’ Bee steps on a heap of Daisy’s soggy leaves. ‘Arhh! Look 

at what Daisy has done!’ She stamps her feet. 

‘She was chewing it for her cough.’ 

‘My mother showed her.’ Bee say’s proudly. ‘You know my mother she knows all about 

medicine. All those people who come to see her. You know the women they come to get 

medicine from her.’ 

‘But how does she know?’ 

‘She just knows. She dreams about it. In her dream someone shows her. Like–’ Bee looks 

around. ‘The root for that plant,’ she points at a shrub growing against the wall. It’s for taking 

out babies.’ 
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The surprise in my face shows because she leans forward and says. ‘It’s a secret but I’ll 

tell you. Some young girls fall pregnant by mistake. So when they come to my mother. She gives 

the root of that plant and then the baby,’ she shakes her head. ‘I mean it’s not yet a baby but, it 

comes out. Abortion.’ Bee whispers.  

 ‘What? Is it true? Daisy has sneaked up on us. 

‘Go away! You talk too much!’ Bee says. 

We watch Daisy stomp away. Then Bee asks. ‘So is it true you live with your Tata?’ 

‘I hear Mwanza was fired.’ 

‘Who told you? What did Daisy say?’  

‘I heard from my mother.’ I say to protect Daisy. 

‘What did she say?’ 

‘That Mwanza was fired.’ 

‘Did she tell you why?’ Bee looks anxious. 

‘No.’ 

‘It’s that Ba Dodo. She told lies that Mwanza did something bad to me because she 

wanted to do it with Mwanza and he didn’t want her because she’s fat like an elephant. She told 

the lie so that Mwanza will be put in jail for doing bad things to me’ 
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‘Can you keep a secret?’ Before Bee can say anything I say. ‘I saw Dodo and Mwanza 

doing it.’ 

Bee looks startled then she narrows her eyes at me. ‘Are you sure? Where? When? 

‘Before I left. They were in Uncle Oscar’s room.’ 

‘You’re lying.’ 

‘I’m not. Anyway you know what Mwanza is like. Last time you and Sonia told me he 

had asked you to squeeze his banana.’ 

‘Did he ever ask you?’ Bee asks. 

‘Of course not.’ 

‘If he did would you tell me?’ 

‘Never. He wouldn’t dare. So I would never have to tell you anything. But if he did I 

would take his ujeni off with my bare hands. Mwanza wasn’t good so it’s just as well Uncle 

Oscar chased him.’ 

 Bee laughs abruptly then turns serious. She looks around and says, ‘I have another secret 

to tell you.’ 

‘What ?’ 

Bee makes a circle with her thumb and her index finger with one hand and then pokes her 

other index finger into the hole, ‘Uncle Oscar is doing jiggy-jiggy to your mother.’ she says. 
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Chapter 12 

Today can’t get any worse. It’s the worst day of my life. Finding out earlier at Tudu 

Court about Ma and Uncle Oscar almost killed him. To hide my shock and distress at Bee’s 

revelation I called her a smelly bush rat and told her at least my mother wasn’t a witch and then I 

ran home to the flat. I snuck into Ma’s room and felt inside her wardrobe for the rustle of lace 

against plastic, the wedding dress was gone. Eventually I spotted the white lace peeking out of a 

small opening in the zipper of a case sitting on top of her wardrobe. It was all the confirmation I 

needed; the wedding dress had been hanging in Ma’s wardrobe for as far back as my memory 

goes.  

And then just before Driver picked me up, Uncle Oscar knocked at the door. All evening, 

he and Ma behaved like children. Whispering and giggling the whole time; jumping apart when I 

walked into the living room as if I had caught them doing something wrong. They spoke a silent 

language that kept the dimple in Ma’s left cheek indented the whole evening.  

To teach them a lesson I refused to answer any of the silly questions they asked me just to 

try and make me talk. Is Sonia home? Would you like something to eat? What do you want to 

watch on telly?  I shrugged and shook my head to all their questions. At one stage, from the 

bedroom, I heard Ma say she had always wanted to have three children. Three girls she said. 

Then she shrieked at Uncle Oscar’s deep inaudible response.  

Boy was I glad when Driver finally arrived to pick me up. Just as well it was Driver who 

came for me not Tata. If he had come he would have found Uncle Oscar slouched back on the 

bed in the living room, with the shiny buckle of his belt undone, his little toe jutting out of a hole 
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in his black sock, reading,  90 Minutes at Entebbe. Because that’s what he was doing when 

Driver hooted at the gate.  

Ma stood at the gate and waved me off with a smile on her face; pleasure to see me leave.  

Now back at the farm I’m in a fix. As I refused to eat at Ma’s, I was starving by the time 

we got to the farm. At supper, I asked Sissy for a second helping of rice without realising Mama 

T was standing behind me. When I turned and saw her I quickly back tracked and said I was fine. 

But she picked my bowl up and piled it with rice so high that if someone had been sitting across 

the table from me, I wouldn’t be able to see them. As she put the plate before me Mama T said, 

‘Remember your Tata says you should finish all the food on your plate as there are children out 

there that don’t have a tablespoon of rice to share.’ 

I’ve taken her challenge on. I will finish the rice if only to wipe the smirk off her ugly 

face. My mouth is struggling to open and the rice feels like it wants to rush back up my throat 

but I force it open and swallow spoonfuls. Each time I burp I feel the rice rise up my throat into 

the back of my mouth. It burns in my throat and tickles my nose then it goes back down. 

 ‘Pumpkin finish your food, I want to wash up.’ Sissy walks in from the kitchen. A 

kitchen towel is perched on her shoulder and she has a plastic bag bunched in her fist. As she 

talks, her voice unnecessarily high, she swiftly lifts my plate and empties the rice into the plastic 

bag and then shoves it into the front pocket of her apron. 

 ‘Good girl now take your plate to the kitchen.’ She says loudly looking towards the 

living room whilst waving me out the room.  
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 As I’m washing my plate, Mama T calls out for a glass of water.  

Sissy who is just outside the kitchen door burying the rice deep in the rubbish bin asks 

me to take it. I’m happy to do so for Sissy; especially after she’s just rescued me from Mama T. I 

walk along the corridor slowly balancing a glass of water on a small silver tray.    

‘Pumpkin told me that Driver’s real name is a rude word that’s why we call him driver. 

She said his name means–’’ I hear dumb Amos say. 

‘No! Don’t listen to what that girl says. She’s a thief and a liar.’ Mama T says. ‘How 

does she even know Driver’s name when she hasn’t been here two minutes?’ 

Mama T’s words send a surge of anger through me. Without stopping to think, I lower 

the glass shakily, cough and spit into it. A cloudy blob of froth sits on the water then starts 

floating to the bottom of the glass.  

‘Where is my water?’ Mama T shouts. 

My hands shake; rattle the glass so the water runs over the brim onto the saucer. 

‘I’m coming Mama.’ My spittle is sinking and breaking up, but not quick enough. I stir 

the water with my finger but specks of rice float in it.  

‘What are you doing?’ Sissy grabs me by the neck.  

I jump and the glass topples and shatters to the wooden floor. Water and glass splatter 

everywhere. 
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‘What is that?’ Mama T is upon us in seconds. Her pocket bible is tucked in the fold of 

the chitenge around her waist and a rosary is wound so tightly around her fingers the tips have 

turned blue.  ‘Sissy why did you let her bring it?’ 

 ‘She wanted to bring it to you.’ 

I stand frozen between them. Pray Sissy won’t tell on me.  

‘You know she can’t do anything right.’ Mama T stomps back to the living room 

‘Sorry.’ Sissy says quietly. She fetches another glass of water, for Mama T and starts 

sweeping the broken glass onto a dust pan. I stand in the corner of the corridor watching the wet 

broom streak the floor as the bits of glass collect in the dust pan. Mama T is still talking from the 

living room. I know she’s cross with me but she’s more upset with Tata because he isn’t yet 

home. The nine o’clock news has started which means he’s not coming tonight. More and more 

these days Tata spends his nights away from the farm. And more and more Mama T spends her 

days sucking her teeth at everything and everyone. She winds her rosary around her fingers and 

carry’s her bible with her as if she would die if she left it behind. But she’s got her prayer wrong. 

Tata doesn’t love ma either. Tata loves Gloria.  

  Now Mama T says maybe God has done Sissy a favour by denying her children as she 

obviously doesn’t know how to raise them. She says everyone can see that I’m not capable of 

anything so how come Sissy can’t see it? Mama T says the reason she’s accepted the heavy cross 

that has been forced upon her is because she’s a child of God.  She booms from the living room, 

‘Go and ask around. Ask anyone if they have ever heard of a child born in sin being accepted 

into the home they’ve sinned against. It has only happened here because I am a person of God.’   
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Whilst Mama T shouts, Sissy mops quietly. 

‘Go to bed.’ She says to me without a smile.  

‘Good night Sissy.’ 

If she replies, I don’t hear her. 

 I lie on my bed in the dark I think of the heavy cross Mama T spoke of.  I wonder if I’m 

also carrying one. I feel heavy inside because I can’t shut out Mama T’s ugly words. They follow 

me into sleep.  
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Next Chapter 13 

Mama T’s voice blasts through my sleep with a thunderous roar that rattles the windows. 

My bed moves, I jolt up and spring to the door. Mama T’s charging down the corridor 

screaming. For a fraction of a second, as she charges towards me I squeeze my eyes shut and 

wonder what it feels like to die. My eyes pop open by a bright yellow light which floods the 

room with the sound of a giant firework exploding.  

‘They’re bombing! Where are my children? Mama T ducks into the boy’s bedrooms and 

scrambles back out with Job and Amos in tow. I race after them towards Mama T’s room. Just as 

I get to the door Mama T twirls around and starts to slam the door but my foot keeps it ajar.   

‘Go away!’ She leans against the door and crushes my foot against the wall. 

‘Please Mama T!’ I hear myself pleading above the deafening drone of helicopter 

engines. ‘Please let me in!’ My fear gives me the strength to exert pressure from the other side of 

the door.  

Mama T’s shouting at me to go away. I’m pleading for her to let me in and Amos and Job 

scream for their mother to join them. Then another explosion goes off and Mama T jumps. I 

shove the door open. She drops flat on her stomach but I’m quicker than her. I scramble under 

the bed where Amos and Job are huddled, their teeth chattering.  

‘It’s the Rhodesians.’ Amos says shakily.  

‘Shhhhh!’ Job hisses. 
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Mama T gets up runs out of the room again. The three of us huddle together. The 

explosions light up the room now and again like fierce lightening. Helicopter propellers whirl 

loudly. Gunfire rings in the air, continuous fireworks.  

From beneath the bed I can see the curtains bellowing. I notice that it’s grey outside,  

almost dawn. 

Footsteps sound outside and there’s a loud rapping on the window. ‘Mama T, Mama T, 

the Rhodesians are bombing the camp!’ 

‘It’s the guard,’ Amos stammers. I can feel his body shaking against mine.  

‘Shhhh.’ Job lashes out with his foot. 

‘Where is Mama?’ Amos starts to whimper. 

‘I’ll knock you again if you open your mouth.’  

‘Mama T, please open.’ The rap on the window sounds like it’s cracked the glass. 

Mama T pops her head under the bed. ‘Don’t say anything!’ She joins us under the bed. 

We curl up. My knees are up against my tummy and my feet are resting in Jobs stomach. Amos 

is beside Job so Mama T ends up beside me. 

‘Mama T, people are being killed, please open for us.’ The voice is filled with panic. 

Mama T stiffens behind  me. As if she’s trying to block out the pleas.  

Another loud explosion rocks the room. The footsteps sound running off and my stomach 

relaxes a bit. I don’t think Mama T realises I’m beside her because she puts her arm over me. I 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



113 

 

try to keep still, but I can’t. My body is shaking so hard my teeth chatter hard like a character in 

a cartoon film. The nylon fabric of her pink nightdress is damp. She’s breathing heavily; I can 

feel the puffs of cold air from her nose on the back of my neck.  

More footsteps sound and my stomach tightens again.  

‘Mama T. Smith has come.’ It’s Sissy. ‘The soldiers are jumping from the helicopter we 

can see them, they’re on Tata’s farm’ 

My stomach starts to rumble. I think my Mama T’s stomach does the same because she 

gasps.  

‘They are running through the camp shooting everyone!’ Sissy sounds as if she’s going to 

cry. 

My body is shaking against my Mama T’s body. I can feel Job shaking at my feet. 

Mama T starts to mumble, ‘God save my husband. Please God save my husband.’ 

It’s only then I remember Tata. Where is he? Wherever he is he probably has no idea that 

the camp is being bombed.  

We huddle together until the sound of the whirling propellers and loud popping like a 

giant popcorn machine die down. And the sound of laboured breathing and an eerie grey silence 

feels the air. It’s almost light outside, about five or six. We hear voices and footsteps and again 

my stomach knots up. 

There’s a sharp rap on the window. ‘Mama T, it’s me driver!’ 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



114 

 

This time Mama T slides from under the bed. Her sleeve gets caught in the bed spring 

and she yanks it free. A strip of frayed pink nylon dangles in my face.  

Light floods the room when Mama T holds up the curtain. ‘Where is Tata?’ Where have 

you come from?’ 

‘Mama T, driver says the Rhodesian ambushed them on the road.’ I recognise Zu’s 

hoarse voice. 

‘Eieeeeh! Driver what are you telling me? Where is Tata?’ Mama T backs away from the 

window and races out the room. We slide out from beneath the bed and follow her. 

Mama T unbolts the door. ‘Where is Tata?’ 

Sissy, two farm workers with their wives and half a dozen bare footed children file into 

the kitchen, looking afraid, with red eyes and sleep tangled hair. Zu shuffles in behind them 

propping driver up. Driver looks as if someone tried to cook him. He’s covered in a layer of 

black soot. His orange shirt has lost its sleeve and his elbow is wrapped in Zu’s black and red 

jumper.  

‘What happened?’ Mama T grabs driver by the shoulders and shakes him.  

Driver winces and tries to free himself from Mama T’s grip. ‘Madam we were driving 

home. Because Tata say to me last night that he wants to come-‘ 

‘Just tell me where my husband is!’ 
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‘Stay calm madam, please stay calm.’ Zu says and is echoed by Sissy who’s standing in 

the doorway doing her gum rubbing business. 

Shaking his head driver says. ‘I don’t know where Tata is. When the bomb went off I ran 

from the car into the bush.’ 

‘You left my husband?’ Mama spins around and scurries out the kitchen. We all follow 

her. 

Sissy is right behind Mama T, followed by Driver, then the rest of us.  

Clutching his elbow driver carries on explaining. ‘Just before we reach the Sakavungo 

junction we find a big tree and two drums across the road. I stop and four soldiers jump out of 

the bush and run towards us. When Tata rolls down his window to ask why they mount road 

block. We see that they are not our soldiers. We see that they are white men who have painted 

their faces black with shoe polish.’ 

‘Eyee, they’ve killed my husband.’ Mama T cries out. She’s in her room and we are all 

standing in the corridor. We can hear drawers and cupboard doors opening.  

Driver talks to Mama T her through the crack in the door. ‘Madam the soldiers they say 

“Sir, we’re sorry for encroaching on your property but we shan’t be long. Then they smile and 

disappear back into the bush. Madam it all took less then two minutes. There was even no time 

for Tata to say anything to them when we hear the helicopters and a big blast that shakes the car. 

And I jump from the car and run into the brush. I hear Tata calling me. Madam, believe me I 
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didn’t want to leave Tata, But I can’t stop my legs running away.’ Driver starts to sob. ‘I fear 

death madam so I run.’ 

‘Eyee they’ve killed my husband, banjipaila Tata ine’ Mama T wails. ‘Driver, Tata has 

done so much for you. Today you leave him to die. She comes out of the room wearing Tata’s 

black bomber jacket over her night dress and a chitenge wrapped around her waist. 'I’m going to 

find my husband! 

‘No madam!’ Sissy steps forward and blocks Mama T. ‘Madam it’s dangerous!’ 

‘Dangerous? What is dangerous? I don’t fear danger. What I fear is that my husband is in 

trouble and I have to save him.’ Mama T open’s her eyes so wide, Sissy steps aside.  

As Mama T jostles past us, Job grabs hold of her hand. ‘Mama, please stay with us. What 

about us?’ 

After a struggle at the door Mama T frees herself and declares wagging her finger, ‘if 

anyone of you tries to stop me going to look for my husband I will fire you. I know you’re 

stopping me because you are too scared to come with me to find my husband not because you 

care about my safety?’ Everyone is silenced by Mama T’s accusation.  

‘I will come with you.’ Driver says. ‘I have already abandoned my master once today. I 

will not do it again.’ 

Job is clinging to the sleeve of Mama T’s jacket. ‘What if Tata comes when you are 

gone?’ 
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Mama T sinks to her knees and mutters a few words with her head bowed. Then she 

stands up again. ‘Driver take me to where you last saw my husband.’ 

Driver nods and starts to tighten the jumper around his elbow. The gush on his elbow 

covered in sticky blood comes in view. Everyone gasps. 

‘Did they do that?’ asks Mama T. 

‘No. I knocked against into something sharp when I was running.’ 

‘Why is this happening?’ Mama T’s eyes are dilated at full stretch they look like they’re 

about to pop out of their sockets.  

‘Are you okay?’ Sissy asks me quietly.  

I decide to keep my mouth shut because I’m struggling to contain the fear inside me. I’m 

scared that if I open my mouth, the fear will spew out hissing and howling like steam out of 

Mama T’s pressure cooker.  

The last time I felt such fear I was a four year old racked with a fever that sent alternating 

balls of fire and chills through me. Because of my fever Grandma Ponga had strapped me to her 

back as she served in the tavern. And when a drunk customer lunged at her for refusing to serve 

him any more alcohol, she grabbed a bottle of beer by the neck smashed it on the counter and 

rammed it into his face. Bodies jumped between grandma Ponga and the screaming man and 

dragged him away. Leaving Grandma Ponga screaming insults and waving the blood stained 

bottle around. She went so crazy I don’t think she felt my heart drumming against her back. Nor 

did she feel my wee as it seeped warmly between our bodies.  
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How I wish I was at Tudu Court with ma or at Ponga’s Tavern with Grandma Ponga. If 

only ma hadn’t vomited that night. Then Tata wouldn’t have brought me to his farm and I 

wouldn’t be in danger of getting killed by Northern Rhodesian soldiers.  

As Sissy wraps a starched kitchen towel around Drivers elbow, Mama T paces up and 

down, muttering something between a curse and a prayer. She asks God for his guidance and 

protection. Then she curses the government for allowing freedom fighters into the country.  

‘And where is our army?’ she asks looking into the frightened faces lined along her 

kitchen floor. What is the point of the curfew if they can still come? I thought the curfew was to 

stop them seeing the camps? 

‘That’s why they come at dawn so they can see.’ Driver says his bandaged arm held up 

with in a kitchen towel sling.  

‘Let’s go. Says Mama T. 

‘What about us?’ Amos hangs onto her arm. 

‘I have to find your Tata.’ 
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Chapter 14 

We watch Mama T and driver disappear out the gate before we step outside. I’m surprised to find 

everything in place. The trees, chicken runs and pig houses are still standing.  

Then Sissy points far and says’ ‘See the smoke. 

 Black smoke rises from behind the wooden electricity poles that mark the boundary of 

Tata’s farm. We start towards it in single file Zu is ahead, the two workers and their wives 

follow, then Sissy. I limp right behind Sissy and in front of the children; my right foot throbs  

where it got caught in Mama T’s bedroom the door.   

We walk along the barbed wire that runs alongside the cabbage and lettuce garden on one 

side of the path and the sweet potato and pumpkin leaves garden on the other side. The fenced 

orchard is just past the vegetable gardens, mainly mango and orange trees, a few peach trees, one 

white guava tree and a big Mopani tree shadowing them all from where it stands at the bottom of 

the orchard. We walk through the pedestrian gate in the wall that surrounds the farm house, and  

past the rows of six white chicken runs with silver roofs. Just outside the fence that surrounds the 

farm workers houses, we come across a pink sheet and a grey blanket lying on the grass. One of 

the male workers picks it up and waves it angrily at one of the women, a thin woman in a pale 

green nightdress. ‘Look?’ 

Zu comes to her rescue and answers the worker, ‘Master Black the women drop the 

blanket because she fear. We all fear. If you didn’t fear how come you didn’t stop to pick it up 

when she dropped it?’He waits for the laughter to subside then adds, she was carrying a baby, 

you were running.’ Zu clenches his fists and jolts them up, imitates a sprinter. 
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‘I didn’t see it.’ Black refuses to join in the laughter. ‘I was trying to make sure all the 

children were with us.’ 

‘You weren’t scared?’ Zu asks. 

‘Not at all. Anyway, you are from Rhodesia, you should be fighting for your freedom not 

me.’ 

 ‘Zimbabwe not Rhodesia.’ Zu says. ‘And we are fighting them. Meanwhile where is 

your army eh? How can you allow another country to come here and bomb you like this without 

retaliating?’ 

‘Our army?’ Black stops. ‘This is your war. We have allowed you here as a base. This 

bombing is not aimed at Zambians so why should our army fight? It’s not our fight.’ 

  Zu who has stopped to face Black says, ‘My friend, if I am a guest in your house and an 

intruder breaks into your house, would you sit back and watch him because it’s me he’s after? 

The moment the intruder enters your home, never mind that it’s me he’s looking for, it’s your 

fight.’   

‘Leave the man alone,’ Sissy says to Zu. ‘If the army gets involved it could become a big 

war and more people would be killed.’ 

‘I can fight them man to man.’ Zu throws a few punches at the air. ‘Ian Smith, Peter 

Walls if they come and stand with me in a ring, no weapons, I would kill them.’ He staggers at 

the force of his punches. 
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‘First you need to stop drinking kachasu so you gather the strength to fight.’ Black says 

and everyone laughs. 

‘Shhhh...look!’ Zu stops and points ahead; a group of people are walking towards us. ‘Go 

back!’  He hisses ‘Sissy take the children back.’ 

Black picks up a big stick and starts walking towards the men. They are four of them. 

Walking close together shoulders hunched.  

Sissy turns and orders us back.  

We race back towards the farm house, the fear in my stomach takes away the throbbing 

in my foot. At the gate, before I elbow myself through the gate I look back and see Sissy jogging 

after us, flagging us down. ‘They are just some of the men from the camp.’ She says when she 

catches up with us. ‘But we had better go back home because they say some of the Rhodesian 

solders might still be around.’ 

Soon after we lock ourselves in the house, we hear Zu at the back door. ‘Boss has come.’ 

He shouts. Sissy opens the door and we rush out to see Tata and a second man talking to the men 

we ran away from earlier. Tata leads them towards us. The sight of him alive makes my heart 

feel as if it’s ready to burst out of my chest and fly. The men look tired, their clothes are grey and 

muddy, and they sit under the peach tree just outside our kitchen door where Tata asks them to. 

‘Is everyone okay?’ Tata ruffles my hair; his clothes are creased like pyjamas. He walks 

into the kitchen, and then turns to Sissy. ‘Give them something to eat.’ He opens a cupboard door 
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and two brooms fall out. ‘Sissy where is the pantry?’ It’s the first time I’ve seen Tata in the 

kitchen. He stumbles over the fallen brooms, exhales in frustration and reaches for pantry door. 

‘Why is this door locked? Where is your mother?’ He turns to Amos 

‘She’s gone’ Sissy says 

Tata stops. ‘Where?’ He’s trying to open the locked door. No one answers him. ‘Who 

locked this?’ 

‘She went with driver to look for you.’ Amos says. ‘They went in the van.’ 

‘What?’ Tata lifts his shirt up and uses it to wipe his face and his vest lifts. His belly 

button is deep enough to fit a cotton reel.  

‘Sissy?’ 

‘Driver told us you met the soldiers. So Mama T got worried and said she’s going to look 

for you.’ 

‘My God’ Tata shakes his head and as he walks back outside he mutters ‘Total fuck up.’ 

He talks to himself.  ‘What is wrong with that woman? She’s gone to look for me? Where?’ His 

foreword creases and he talks to the tall black man he arrived with, who is leaning against the 

washing line pole.  ‘The woman is a fool.’ Tata unbuttons his shirt. ‘How can she go looking for 

me when she has no idea where I am?’ He flings his shirt to the floor. He’s left in his vest. ‘Job 

get me a shirt, my boots and some water.’ 

Tata points at one of the soldiers. ‘Come here. Break this door down.’ 
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The soldier hesitates. 

‘I said break it. Don’t you need food? If you need to wash go in there and wash.’ Tata 

points to the laundry room. 

The soldier smiles; rushes outside and talks with to friends before he disappears into the 

store room and comes out with a cutlass. With the help of another of the young men, they hack 

the bolt off the pantry door and it springs open. 

‘Good.’ Tata beckons to Sissy. ‘Give them food. Why do you lock the door? Why lock 

away food? 

‘Mama T says when she doesn’t lock it the food finishes.’ Sissy explains. 

 ‘Isn’t food for eating? Tata lifts three trays of eggs off the floor, and hands them to the 

solder with the cutlass. Eh Sissy?’ Tata asks. ‘What other purpose does food serve?’ 

Job brings Tata a fresh shirt, pulling it on he says ‘How can a woman leave her children 

alone in such dangerous circumstances to go looking for grown man?’ Tata laces up his boots 

and stands up.  ‘Pumpkin go and sleep. This business has disturbed everyone.’ 

As I limp away he asks, ‘What’s wrong with your foot?’ 

‘Nothing.’ I say and walk away trying hard not to wince. Instead of going to my room, I 

tiptoe around the living room furniture and lie behind the couch nearest to the window by the 

verandah where Tata and the men move to. The living room feels like the inside of Grandma 

Ponga’s cold-room. To soothe my throbbing foot, I tuck both feet into the drop of the lined 

curtain and rest my head on one of Mama T’s velvet cushions. Outside Tata is giving instructions 
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on where they should go to look for Mama T and driver. All the while he curses Mama T for 

being so stupid. He says if it’s his day to die, she can’t damn well do anything about it. He says 

she’s caused one big fuck up for everyone. He swears over his mother’s body buried in the hills 

of Chavuma that this time for sure he’ll fire driver for stupidity. He asks Amos and Job to go and 

bath, eat breakfast and rest. Then he instructs Sissy to fry eggs for the workers children and give 

them bread and tea. I lie still and listen to Sissy shuffling around in the kitchen. I sense the 

reluctance in the movement of her feet, she knows curses will rain down on her like a hail storm 

when Mama T discovers her stock of eggs has been eaten by the worker’s children. 

A dull throbbing in my foot wakes me. Mama T’s talking close by. I’m tangled in the 

curtain behind the sofa. My heart jumps. How did I fall asleep? What time is it? The sun has 

moved from my side of the living room and is shining through the dining room which means it’s 

after midday.  

‘She’s trouble.’ Mama T says. ‘She’s been trouble ever since she came into this house.’ 

Mama T is on the phone. ‘Now she’s missing. Driver and I were near the camp because the army 

would not let us in. That’s where my husband found us. When we came back she was gone.’ 

Mama T is quiet for a while then she says. ‘Sister Peggy, I tell you God is great. If it 

weren’t for him I wouldn’t have survived. All I’ve had is trouble. The man had become so good 

over the past years, but since she came I hardly see him. He claims he sleeps at the flat in town 

because of the curfew. Meanwhile the curfew has been lifted.’ 

The sofa squeaks and Mama T shifts in the chair, puffs of air burst into my face. ‘What 

can one expect from a child whose grandmother runs a tavern? The woman has foul language 
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and she’s so rough. That’s not all Sister Peggy. I don’t like to talk about some of these things, but 

the story is that she has a personal interest in Joe from years ago. It would explain her bitterness 

that he fathered her granddaughter. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.’ Mama T coughs. 

‘Anyway, I know that Joe doesn’t see this child’s mother anymore. But something is going on. 

Would you believe that with all that happened with the bombings he just came home had a bath 

and left. Distributed all the food in the pantry to the soldiers and he’s gone. As I’ve always said 

in my testimony, my husband is a good man; it’s the women out there who are vultures. Young 

girls with no morals they smell money.’  

Pins and needles shoot though my leg but I keep still. I try to ignore the itch in my nose. 

But it gets stronger. I try to stifle the overwhelming desire to sneeze by holding my breath. But I 

can’t. It comes out like a snort but the force of it jerks my foot against the sofa. 

Mama T stops her words mid sentence. ‘Hold on.’ She says into the phone. I hear her rise 

from the sofa. My heart jumps, I spring to my feet and for a brief second I stare into her surprised 

face. 

‘What are you–?’ 

I don’t wait for her to finish. I wriggle out from behind the couch, leap over a side table, 

bounce off a second sofa and dash out the room. Mama T doesn’t come after me, I hear her say 

into the phone, ‘Sister Peggy, you won’t believe where the little devil has been hiding.’ 
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Chapter 15 

Seventy civilians dead; that’s what was said on the news. Zu said he counted two 

hundred. But who believes what Zu’s tomato-red eyes see? He’s full of information about the 

war. He says that the Rhodesian government bombed the camp because the ZAPU fighters shot 

down a plane of civilians near Victoria Falls. And I tell him I don’t care who did what I just want 

the bombs to stop. It’s not fun having my stomach twist every time I hear a plane or helicopter in 

the sky. Zu says it’s my duty to care because I’m a black African so I should want independence 

for all African countries. He says it’s selfish of me not to care about the plight of black 

Rhodesians who are our neighbours and are suffering. Sissy is not nearby, so I look him straight 

in the face and tell him I care about our neighbours the same way he cares about Sissy but makes 

her suffer. That shuts him up.  

Pictures of the camp are beamed on the TV evening news. They show the road leading to 

the camp and I see the farm and my Jacaranda tree, though it doesn’t look so pretty in black and 

white.   

Talk on the farm is all about bombings and killings. I tell Sissy that I want to go back to 

Tudu Court because there are no refugee camps there.  

‘Here is very safe now.’ Sissy shovels a handful of nuts with her hands from a sack and 

puts them into a wooden ibende. She’s perched on a low stool under the peach tree, in a house 

coat a shade of blue that matches the flowers on my cotton dress and the sky. ‘Smith will not 

bomb the same camp twice.’ She picks up her piston and starts to pound, the ground shakes each 

time she the pestle thuds into the ibende 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



127 

 

She empties the heap of groundnut flour onto a tray; I scoop up cupfuls and sieve the fine 

grain onto another metal tray. We work quietly for a while to the beat of the pounding and the 

clapping of my palms against the wooden frame of the sieve. Something about the rhythm of our 

work and Sissy’s humming makes me sad. I haven’t told her that Ma now has Uncle Oscar to 

make her laugh. I want to tell Sissy but the words get stuck in my throat. My tears betray me and 

I feel one roll down my cheek. The sieve is in my hands so I can’t brush the tear away. To hide it 

from Sissy I bow my head. She sees it.  

‘What’s the matter?’ Sissy asks. 

I don’t reply, because I don’t know why I’m crying.  

‘What’s the matter? Is it Mama T?’ 

I shake my head. 

‘Then why are you crying?’ 

I can’t tell her I don’t know why I’m crying because that will sound silly. And being silly 

might annoy Sissy.  

 I gulp.  

Sissy puts down her pestle, takes me by the hand and sits me on her lap.  

‘Pumpkin. Don’t cry. Tell Sissy.’ She rocks me gently. 

 I can’t say nothing’s wrong.  

‘Did someone do something bad to you?  
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Before I can stop myself I nod. 

‘What?’ Sissy moves me off her lap and stands up, a question registers on her face for a 

moment she opens her mouth so the gap in her front teeth shows. ‘Pumpkin, was it someone here 

on the farm?’  

I keep quiet. 

‘What happened? Tell Sissy.’ Sissy cups her cheeks in her powdered palms. 

So I look her straight in the face and I tell Bee and Mwanza’s story, the way I heard it 

from Daisy. I change a few details. Instead of saying Mwanza told me I’ll grow a beard if I tell, I 

say he said,  if I told ma she would be so upset she would start drinking again. When Sissy asks 

me where it happened I tell her on the single bed with the yellow cover in the living room, when 

ma was sleeping. The rest I keep the same. By the time I finish Sissy is chewing the inside of her 

lips fast and slurping air if she’s trying to cool her mouth down. 

To signal I’ve finished I bend over and wipe away my tears with the skirt of my dress. 

Then because I can’t look into her eyes, I keep mine eyes fixed on the undone button on Sissy’s 

house dress. Through it I can see the deep crevice between her breasts and lace trim of her 

cardboard stiff bra. 

Sissy claps the flour off her hands and shoots off through the kitchen door. 

‘Sissy, where are you going?’ I race after her. 

She keeps going, her behind jiggling up and down.   
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‘Sissy wait.’ I say. My stomach tightens it feels like I’ve swallowed a stone. ‘Sissy wait.’ 

My voice is shaky. ‘Sissy please let me explain.’ I follow her along the corridor, grab her hand 

from behind but she shakes me away.  Helplessly, I watch her manoeuvre around the living room 

furniture and burst into Tata’s study.  

Peering from behind Sissy I watch Tata look up startled, then angry, then alarmed.  

‘Sissy what’s wrong?’ His eyes move from Sissy and settle on me. I notice he’s clenched 

his fists tight the knuckles stand out like ground nuts outlined in a shell. That’s the last thing I 

notice. Because my head feels as if a fast wind is spinning inside it. Through the tornado in my 

head I hear Sissy talking. She tells Tata she has very, very, disturbing news for him.  

 ‘What’s happened?’ His brow creased, Tata prompts Sissy. She spares him all the 

details. She tells him that when I went to Tudu Court a man did something to me. Something an 

adult shouldn’t do to a child. 

Tata rubs his head with both hands as if he’s washing his hair. For a terrible moment I 

fear he’s going to cry.  

‘Who?’ Tata gets up, grabs his car keys and kicks a side table out of his way.  

‘Who Pumpkin?’ He lays his hands on my shoulders and looks into my face. 

I know this is when I should own up, but the look in the two sets of pairs eyes looking 

down at me, frighten me.   

So in a squeaky voice I say, ‘Uncle Oscar.’ 
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Chapter 16 

I’ve gone over the afternoon’s events over a hundred times in my head. In one scenario 

when I start crying, Sissy sits me on her lap and holds me close so I can smell the starch on her 

house coat and the prickly-heat powder she sprinkles under breasts to prevent heat rash. In 

another scenario, I tell Sissy my story and she promises to keep it a secret. The third scenario is 

the one I wish I could and make happen. It’s the scenario, where I don’t cry and I don’t tell Sissy 

anything. Then I wouldn’t be lying in bed with sleep far away from my eyes. The house is quiet. 

The full moon peers through the gaps in the curtain and streaks silver rays across my bed.  

 In the distance I hear the sound of Tata’s car. Ever since I came to the farm, the sound of 

Tata’s car approaching warms me up inside. Today the sound makes my tummy turn and bring a 

bitter taste to my tongue. I roll myself into a ball and pull the covers over my head. Thank God 

Mama T was at church when everything happened and she got home after Tata had left. 

Tata talks outside for a while before I hear him say goodnight and driver’s footsteps 

sound scrunching away on the gravel. Keys jingle alongside Tata’s footsteps as he walks past my 

door and heads towards Mama T’s bedroom. I creep out of bed, kneel and put my head to the 

cold door.  

I hear Tata say that no one loves his daughter. He says one day he’ll get up, take his 

daughter with him and no one will ever see him again. He shouts that he doesn’t care about all 

this. I think by all this he’s referring to the farm, because he goes on to say, that after all there 

was a time he had nothing and now he has everything. So he’s not afraid to leave it all and start 

again. Just him and his daughter he says. And his words make me feel dizzy the way I feel when 
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I’ve turned too many cartwheels in a short space of time. Mother T tries to say something, but 

Tata’s voice drowns her out. ‘Life’s  a fuck up! A big Fuck up!’ Tata keeps saying. 

He shouts that his daughter is innocent in all that has happened. That the child is also a 

victim but no one seems to understand. He says he’s a man, and a man stands up to his 

responsibilities and the consequences of his actions. Tata swears over the spirit of his dead 

mother, buried for thirty-six years in Chavuma District, that no child of his will ever go without, 

as long as he is alive. A door slams he comes down the corridor. I jump back onto my bed and 

cover my head. He opens my door and I feel him stand over me. He has never entered my room, 

now he straightens the covers over me and walks out.  

Not wanting to rearrange Tata’s handiwork I fall asleep in the position he leaves me. It’s 

the first time Tata has tucked me into bed. Somehow I feel with every inch of me it’s the last.  

Sissy shakes me awake. ‘Pumpkin wake up.’ She sits on my bed. ‘Look at me.’ 

I’m surprised to find its morning. My head feels heavy and my eyes hurt but I sit up 

straight and look at Sissy. I can see she’s not happy with me. 

‘Pumpkin. Tata said no one should talk to you about what you did yesterday. But Sissy 

will talk. If you ever tell a lie like that again, Sissy will lash you with a shambok.’ Sissy smacks 

two fingers onto her open palm with a whacking sound. ‘You’re a very deceitful girl. Today 

Sissy agrees with Mama T.’ 

I play with my hands. 
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‘Listen.’ Sissy reaches for my chin and levers my head up so I’m forced to look at her. 

‘Imagine you have a pretty dress. Errh.. let’s say your orange halter neck.’  

I nod. 

‘Let’s say you hook it on something and there’s a small tear in it. What should you do?’ 

‘Sew it.’ 

Sissy nods. ‘You would patch it up to hide the hole. If you patch it nicely with small neat 

stitches using orange thread that matches your dress will people be able to see that you had a tear 

in your dress?’ 

Head shake. 

‘Good. But if you leave the tear open and don’t mend it what happens?’  

I’m still thinking of an answer that will please Sissy when she says ‘Everyone will see the 

hole and with time it will get bigger. You understand?’ 

Not really but I nod anyway. 

‘Pumpkin the tear in the dress is like a mistake. If you make a mistake and you don’t 

mend it good, everyone will see it and they won’t forget it because it’s gaping’ 

I can’t look into her eyes so I stare at the plaster on her thumb. 

‘Pumpkin, the lies you tell will cause trouble for many people. Imagine what Tata would 

have done to Uncle Oscar if he had found him at home last night? Tata would have killed him. 

Lucky for Uncle Oscar, he’s in London for work. And your Ma told Tata that Uncle Oscar  
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couldn’t have done such a thing because the whole of last holiday when you were at Tudu Court 

Uncle Oscar was away.’ Sissy walks to the door, opens it and looks up and down the corridor 

before she closes it again and in a low voice says. ‘Pumpkin, Tata wanted to kill your mother last 

night. Only driver stopped him. Driver is the one who tell me the story so don’t ask your Tata. 

Okay?’ 

I nod again.  

‘Tata said if anyone talks to you about all this, he’ll kick that person off his farm today. 

But Tata is wrong. Pumpkin you have to mend your mistake. Don’t be like Tata. He is a very 

good man. But every man has a problem. And Tata’s problem is, the word sorry is not in his 

mouth.’ She stares at me for a while. ‘So from what I’ve said, what are we going to do?’ 

I shrug. 

‘I’m going to talk to you like a grown person because you think and tell big lies like you 

are grown.’ 

I try to hide my smile. 

‘Eh hee! You laugh because you know that in a lying competition with grown ups you 

will come first.’ Sissy smiles, sits back on my bed and says. ‘Tata will never marry your mother, 

so let Uncle Oscar marry her. Why you don’t like Uncle Oscar? You only like his sweets and 

chocolates?’ Tata will always be your Tata. And Totela will always be your mother. They’re 

your  parents but if Tata was going to marry your mother he would have done so long ago.’ 

I keep staring into Sissy’s light brown eyes.  She smiles to lighten the blow of her words. 
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‘Pumpkin you are a nice girl. I don’t know why you lied to Sissy. Anyway, what’s done 

is done. When yesterday passes we can’t call it back. It’s gone.’ She flicks her wrist as if bidding 

yesterday goodbye. Today is today.’ Sissy nods at me and I nod back. 

‘Now get ready. Tata says you’re going to Tudu Court today. Don’t worry.’ Sissy 

responds to my startled face. ‘I have children. So I know. Your mother will forgive you. Tell her 

you are sorry, But remember the only true sorry is the one that doesn’t repeat itself. You 

understand? 

I nod. 

‘What do you understand?’ 

‘That if you say sorry and you mean it. You won’t have to say it again because you won’t 

make the same mistake again. 

‘Ah ha! Because if you make one mistake, you patch it. You make another one, you patch 

it. Third mistake; patch it. In the end you make one big patchwork full of patches and colours for 

everyone to see. Is that what you want?’ 

A vigorous head shake. Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



135 

 

Chapter 17 

I’ve decided to patch up my mistake be as good as new, because I feel heavy inside. This 

must be what Mama T feels when she says she talks about carrying a heavy cross. There’s a 

weight I feel getting heavier every minute, I feel that if I don’t get rid of it, it will squash me into 

the ground.   

As Driver drives me into town I practise my apology to ma. Sissy was right, I should 

apologise. She was also right about me doing nothing wrong in Tata’s eyes.  If Tata was made to 

stand bare feet on a glowing coal pot he would not say I was wrong, nor would he apologise for 

anything. Because as Sissy said, sorry is not a word in Tata’s mouth. 

I can’t decide if I should stand or kneel when I apologise, or if I should apologise to Ma 

and Uncle Oscar at the same time or to Ma alone. As for Bee and that lot I hope they weren’t 

about when Tata went to Tudu Court. That’s the problem with living in flats, when there’s a fight 

in one flat the whole estate comes out to watch. If the girls ask me about it, I’ll cook up a good 

story for them. I decide not to think up a story in advance. Experience has taught me that my 

stories are more convincing and flow naturally when I haven’t researched them.   

When we drive in, Ma is on the verandah watering her potted plants on the window sill. 

Bee, Daisy and the chipmunks are huddled under the mulberry trees at the foot of the garden. 

Uncle Oscar’s car parked outside his flat. My stomach rumbles and I have to muster all the 

strength in my body to get out of the car, wave driver off and walk up to ma.   

 ‘Pumpkin.’ Ma’s dimple sinks as she puts the jug of water down and opens out her arms 

to me. She leads me by the hand into the living room. She talks non stop. ‘How are you?’ How is 
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school? Tell me abut the bombs. Oh I was so worried when I heard the camp had been bombed. I 

called Tata because I wanted to see for myself that you were alright.  Would you like a drink? 

Have you seen your friends outside?’The questions keep coming. She doesn’t mention Uncle 

Oscar or Tata. I want her to say something so I can apologise but she doesn’t. Instead she brings 

out a plastic bag and hands me a dress. She says she knew it would suit it the moment she saw it 

in the shop window. She shows me two of her new records, Saturday Night Fever and an album 

by Letta Mbula and Hugh Masekela. I ask her to play the Saturday Night Fever album. As we 

listen to the music she continues to talk, it’s as if she doesn’t want a quiet moment to pass 

between us. That or she doesn’t want to give me the opportunity to say anything. 

When the phone rings relief brightens her face and she rushes to answer it.  

Whilst she’s on the phone I go to her bedroom. I know she’s better but out of habit I start 

searching. I burrow into the bottom of her wardrobe and feel around the jumble of shoes and 

handbags. From the wardrobe, I move across to the drawers. I feel along her underwear and scarf 

drawers, gently patting my hand over the silky soft textures. I rummage through the dirty-

washing basket. Her pink and white nightdress and the old stocking she wears to bed on her head 

are folded under her pillow. Under her bed lie her orange slippers and a magazine with a naked 

woman sucking an ice lolly on the cover.    

‘Pumpkin.’  

I jump at my ma’s voice. 

‘Your friends are here.’ 
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As soon as I open the door, Bee taps me. ‘Touch!’ she screams and runs off giggling with 

Sonia and Daisy in tow. I chase them down to the mulberry trees.  

Mulberries are in season. Bunches of purple berries hang from the trees, fallen ones are 

scattered on the ground spotting it with black dots of juice.  

Sonia holds out a handful. ‘Look! The mulberries are ready. We’ve eaten most of them, 

the tree was full.’  

When I take the batch from her; she jumps and latches onto a thin branch of the tree. It 

snaps off the tree and she lands on one knee with the branch in her hand. Mulberries shower out 

of the tree with a bright green chameleon which lands with a splat.  

‘Aaarh!’ Daisy jumps up and latches onto me, we stumble and knock one of the twins 

over. I stamp on his foot as try to steady myself. He yelps. 

‘Shhh. Hush.’ Bee sweeps him into her arms and clamps her palm over his mouth. But 

it’s too late. Her mother appears in the small opening that sections-off the caretaker’s quarters 

from the rest of Tudu Court. 

‘Who hit the baby?’ Bee’s mother has tied her head scarf down to her eyebrows she has 

to tilt her head up to look to see us. The other twin is latched onto her hip; he’s sucking on her 

long deflated breast. 

‘It’s nothi––’ 

‘What do you mean it’s nothing?  Someone stepped on his toe.’  
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I freeze. Bee’s mother’s mysterious powers give me the creeps.  

‘if I hear the babies cry again I’ll come out and whip all of you.’ She yanks her breast out 

of the baby’s mouth and he lets out a shrill yell of protest. ‘Find him some shorts.’ She says and 

dumps the baby down before disappearing back into her quarters.  

Bee zooms inside the house and out with a face towel that she uses to wipe the twins 

faces. She pegs the face towel on the washing line and un-pegs two cotton pants that pulls onto 

the boys before seating them on a mat with a plastic a plastic bowl of mulberries between them. 

Then she runs off and beckons us to follow her. ‘Let’s stand  here!’ Bee whispers and winks at 

Sonia. ‘Because if we move there someone might hear us.’ 

‘What?’ I’m curious. 

‘Shhh.’ Bee points up to the small bathroom window near to where we’re standing. 

 ‘Should I tell her?’ Daisy asks. 

‘Mmmmh.’ Bee shoves her aside. ‘Liar! What do you know?’ 

‘I’m the one who even told you.’ Daisy pouts shoving Bee back. 

My mouth feels dry and my heartbeat quickens. Could they have witnessed Tata’s visit? 

One of the chipmunks has tottered up to us. Despite the sand stuck to his bottom, I find myself 

picking him up and wiping the slime dripping off his nose with his clean vest. He’s heavier than 

I imagined and his instincts rightly advise him to grab a fistful of my blouse and hang on tight.  

‘Put him down, he’ll wee on you.’ Sonia says. 
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I hope he does. It will give me a chance to go home. I was so excited to see them, that for 

a moment I forgot about the whole lie.  

‘I know what you’re going to say.’ I say. 

They look surprised. ‘How?’ How would you know?’ Sonia asks. 

Relief floods through me. If the story was about me they would expect me to know. 

Chipmunk has relaxed and is smacking his open palm on my chest and making, da, da, da, 

sounds to his beat.  

‘Okay if you know tell us.’ 

‘Okay I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 

Daisy says. ‘Bee told us now you live with your Tata. She said your Tata is mar–’ 

‘Liar!’ Bee and Sonia chorus. Sonia smacks her younger sister in the face and pushes her 

away. ‘Go away, you liar.’  

Daisy pouts and skulks away to a safe distance. 

‘What were you going to say?’ My curiosity’s growing.  

‘It’s a secret.’ Bee puts on a silly smile that turns her mouth down at the edges. 

‘Just tell me!’ 

‘Okay.’ Bee leans towards me.  

But Sonia butts in. ‘Ba Dodo is.’ She bends over and brings her fist up under her dress. 
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They both burst out laughing at my open mouth. ‘What?’ 

‘This.’ Sonia and Bee stick their tummies out. Sonia makings the sound of a baby crying 

and rocks her arms as if she’s holding a baby. 

‘Is it Mwanza’s baby?’ I blurt out. 

Daisy who has joined us again says. ‘But she’s not going to have the baby. I saw her take 

the root fro – ’ 

‘Go away!’ Sonia picks up a stone. 

‘I’m telling the truth.’ Daisy sticks out her tongue and breaks into a run with Sonia at her 

heels. 

‘I wonder where Mwanza is.’ Bee says when we’re alone She looks like she’s about to 

say more but the sound of a car horn interrupts us. My heart sinks. Uncle Oscar drives in and I’m 

suddenly breathless. I feel my chest constricting and I find myself gulping for air.  

I feel Bee watching me as I watch Uncle Oscar hop out of his car. Jingling his car keys to 

his whistle he unlocks his front door. Before he goes in, Ma opens our front door and says 

something to him. She laughs. So does he.  

Relief spreads through me and I exhale. Only then I notice Sonia and Daisy are standing 

beside Bee. All three stare at me. Before I react, Ma calls out to me, 

‘Pumpkin, come and get ready we’re going out.’ 

Ma and I wait for Uncle Oscar in his car.  
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‘Isn’t it nice for Uncle Oscar to take us out?’ Ma asks. She’s tweezing hairs out of her 

chin with a tweezer.  

I nod though I ‘m sitting behind her and she can’t see me. In my head I count to ten. But 

instead of saying something when I get to ten I start counting again from one. I want to apologise 

to ma. My tummy feels like millions of butterflies are flying about inside it. 

Uncle Oscar comes out of his flat and jumps into the car. He turns to me, puts out his 

hand. ‘Hello Pumpkin.’ 

Our relationship has changed. I can see it in his bright smile. Suddenly I’m aware of my 

hand buried in his warm one.  Our skins almost matching shades of toffee brown. Some hairs on 

his wrist are caught in the silver buckle of his watch strap. 

‘Hello Uncle Oscar.’ I mumble.  

 There was a time I would run up to him when he was dropped off by the aircrew bus 

after a trip and ask him if he had brought us any chocolates. There was even a time I asked him 

why two women came to his house to fight on his verandah. It seems such a long time ago. The 

time before Uncle Oscar started doing jiggy jiggy with Ma. The time before I accused him of 

doing something he didn’t do. 

We drive to a fast food place in town and I stuff my face with half a beef burger because 

my tummy threatens to pop open if I swallow another bite. Uncle Oscar finishes his burger in 

eight mouthfuls. Ma doesn’t order anything then takes sips from my fanta and stains my straw 

pink with her lipstick.  
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Before we leave, Uncle Oscar buys me an ice cream cone. As we drive along the sun 

works faster at my ice cream than I can. It melts down my arms in pink tracks, and drips onto 

Uncle Oscars cream car seats. The cone soaks up the ice cream and squashes in my hand. 

Fortunately, Ma and Uncle Oscar are engrossed in their whispers and giggles, they don’t notice 

when I throw the ice cream out the window, then hold up my hands to dry the ice cream that’s 

keeping my fingers stuck together.  

We turn off the tar road onto a bumpy road and drive through tall trees and tall dry grass 

until we get to a clearing; dry open land with scattered shrubs, a stack of cement bags and bricks. 

The sun has disappeared behind a thick dark cloud that’s filled the whole sky. 

 The smell of fresh soil that’s been touched by new rain blows through the air. Grandma 

Ponga calls it the rain wind because it announces the coming of the rains. After the first rains 

have fallen, the rain wind blows away, taking the rich smell of the earth with it. It’s a rich earthy 

smell I imagine coming out of a mug of hot milk. 

Uncle Oscar stops under a tree and we all get out. Three men in cement splattered 

overalls and black gum boots hurry to meet him. They gather around a pile of cement bags and 

talk about figures, whilst I entertain myself walking around the foundation. Walls two bricks 

high partition the cement base into different rooms; like a maze of brick.  

‘This is Uncle Oscar’s house,’ Ma joins me. Frightens the gumugumu I’m sneaking up 

on, away. ‘It’s hard to imagine this will be a house one day isn’t it?’ she takes off her sun hat. 

I nod. There’s more to come. She’s setting herself up to tell me something. The 

gumugumu has wedged itself between two bricks and is nodding its bright blue head. 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



143 

 

‘Pumpkin mummy is getting married.’ 

I nod although she’s said something that doesn’t make sense. I keep my eyes on the silver 

tail sticking out from the other end of the bricks. 

‘Pumpkin, mummy and Uncle Oscar will be getting married soon. When we do, we’ll be 

moving from Tudu Court. Her voice is moving further and further away from me. My head fills 

with air. I nod and smile although the butterflies in my tummy are fluttering like going crazy in 

my stomach. 

‘We want you to come and stay with us. Would you like that?’ She smiles pleadingly.  

I smile back. Clasp my sticky hands together.  In a way I’m happy because if they are 

getting married then Uncle Oscar will have to forget about my lie and I probably won’t get into 

trouble about it. But at the same time as I look at ma’s childlike grin, I can’t stop myself wishing 

that when next Uncle Oscars’ girlfriends come looking for a fight, Ma is wearing the hoop 

earrings she has on. 

It showers lightly. Not as the clouds threatened. The drive back is taken up with Uncle 

Oscar and Ma talking about the price of cement bags and which side of the house the gate should 

be positioned. 

‘What’s happening?’ The hysteria in Ma’s voice jolts me out of sleep. We’ve turned into 

Tudu Court and stopped behind a taxi parked in the driveway with all four doors open. 

Someone’s crying loudly and there’s a small crowd bending over the verandah of flat five.  
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Uncle Oscar stops the car and hops out of the car; leaves the door open. I hop out after 

him. Sonia’s mother and another woman are on their knees bowed over Ba Dodo who is lying 

flat on the verandah. Their mouths are open and tears stream down their faces. Two men are 

struggling to lift ba Dodo off the floor. Uncle Oscar joins them. Everyone is asking the same 

question at the same time. What happened? In different tones and pitches. No one answers. I 

drop to my knees and crawl till I’m lying flat on the verandah besides Ba Dodo. White froth is 

caught in the crack of her mouth. It’s trickling slowly across her cheek and settles around the 

silver stud in her earlobe. Her eyes are wide open like she’s surprised but I know she can’t see 

because she doesn’t blink. Her bra is drenched in sweat. Lying discarded by her side is her 

yellow shirt, the one she fastens with a nappy pin with a teddy bear head. 

‘Ba Dodo.’ I hear myself whisper. I stretch my arm out across the warm verandah, 

between the hysterical women and under her black and yellow chitenge.  ‘Ba Dodo,’ I whisper 

again. ‘It’s me Pumpkin.’ Her hand feels cold like a scaled fish. 

Uncle Oscar lifts her legs, either side of him as if he’s about to push a wheel barrow. 

More men have come to help. One folds his arms under by Dodo’s they fall open as if she’s 

about to be laid on a cross. Two other men stand either side of Ba Dodo and the four hoist her 

up. Grunting they move in fast jerky steps to the taxi. As they carry Ba Dodo the edge of 

chitenge falls away, it sweeps the ground dripping thick blood the colour of mulberry juice.  

‘Pumpkin!’ Ma grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet. But she lets go it and rushes off 

to move Uncle Oscar’s car because it’s blocking the drive. The crowd moves and gathers around 

the taxi.  The world moves in slow motion, like a film playing at the wrong speed. The shouting 
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and screaming sound distant, like the volume of the world has been turned down.  Except for the 

damp feel of ba Dodo’s hand still in my palm I feel like I’m dreaming. Someone taps me on the 

shoulder.  I turn and Bee puts her arms around me. I hold her tight. Sobs shake her hard bony 

body against mine. Her tears soak into my shoulder. There’s crying all around me. Except me. 

The tears don’t come. I cry inside.  

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



146 

 

Chapter 18 

I’ve stopped talking. Nothing planned, it’s just happened. Everyone is tiptoeing around 

me with worry lines on their foreheads. Asking me questions, offering me food and when I’m 

asleep Ma or Grandma Ponga keep coming to check on me, they bend over me and breathe warm 

air into my face. They don’t understand that I’m alright. If only I could tell them. When I keep 

my words inside I feel I’m not part of what is happening around. At the moment the world 

around me is like a television. I’m watching it but I don’t feel a part of it. I can switch it on and 

off when I please. And even though I don’t know how to start talking again, I’m happy like this 

for now. It feels safe to keep the words inside me.  

Ba Dodo has been dead for one week. The mourners who moved into the flat for the 

funeral lived in their house for five days, have all left. They poured in as soon as Sonia’s mum 

came back from the hospital screaming and shouting. From my bedroom window I tried to count, 

but I gave up when I got to one hundred and three. Mainly because the old ladies in black head 

ties and chitenge all looked alike so I ended up counting some of them more than once. Smoke 

from the fire lit to cook for all the people and to keep the men warm at night drifted into my 

room and latched onto my curtains and my clothes so that when I open my wardrobe I smell the 

funeral.  

Bee and Sonia come and sit with me at least once a day. But even they are not talking 

much to me. They look at me with wide eyes and say. ‘How are you Pumpkin?’ whenever Ma 

comes in to check if they’ve got me talking yet. I answer them inside. Tell them I’m well and 

crack jokes with them all inside where they can’t see and hear. 
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Today Ma is particularly fretful because she discovered that I wet my bed. She whispered 

the news on the phone and within an hour and a half Grandma Ponga arrived. What they don’t 

know is that the night Ba Dodo died, the night I stopped talking, I wet my bed. When Ma went 

out I hung the sheet out to dry and sat watching the gate from my bedroom window. As soon as I 

saw her come through the gate, I ran out and pulled the sheet off the line. 

Grandma Ponga brings me two fitumbuwas in a plastic bag and a small carton of 

Zambolina chocolate milk. As I eat she talks to me even though I don’t say anything. But in my 

head I tell her about my dreams. I tell her I’ve been dreaming about Ba Dodo. In my dreams 

she’s sitting on the verandah, scratching the dandruff off my scalp with a small toothed comb.   

Lying with my head in her lap, I can’t ask how come she’s with me when she’s dead because the 

words don’t come out of my mouth.  

Grand ma Ponga gets up and takes the empty cartoon away. ‘Did you ask her to write?’ I 

hear her ask Ma. Ma’s answer is drowned by the ringing of the phone. When she hangs up, Ma   

comes into the bedroom with a worried look on her face. She tells me that Tata is coming to pick 

me up. I jump off  the bed and run to the bathroom. When Tata sounds the horn at the gate 

twenty minutes later I’m ready and I run out of the house because I don’t want Grandma Ponga 

and Tata to see one another.  

Tata has been to see me twice since I stopped talking. Both times he stood by my bed for 

a few minutes, asked ma a few questions, dished out some money then left.  
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If Tata’s surprised to see me rush out and hop into the car before he can drive through the 

gate, he doesn’t say anything. After he asks after my well being, to which I don’t reply, he puts 

up the car radio and starts the car.  

Just as I suspected we drive to Gloria’s. Tata says he has something urgent to check on at 

the office and he leaves me with her. It’s been only a week since Tata last visited but it seems a 

long time ago. Holding Ba Dodo’s dead hand has made everything around me so far and distant.  

‘Let’s do some drawing.’ Gloria places a pack of bright coloured felt tips and paper on 

the coffee table. She kneels by it and pats the space beside her. ‘Come.’ She starts to draw. 

With a brown felt I draw a round head with a straight body with two arms and legs 

branching off it, like the cross Mama T wears around her neck. I draw a green triangle for a skirt, 

and put a red blouse on it. Beside the stick girl, in black felt, I draw another girl of the same size 

with an orange dress.  

‘What’s this?’ Gloria who is drawing a hut with a pencil asks. She’s points at the small 

blue circles I’ve drawn running from the face to the feet of my black girl. 

I write the words tears and draw an arrow pointing at the blue dots. Around the girl in the 

green skirt I draw yellow lines like sun rays, and I write love is yellow. Gloria laughs. ‘That’s 

cute.’ 

The cold inside me starts to melt. 

‘Let’s play our game. You don’t have to speak, you can write your answers.’ 

She picks up a pen and writes in ink, green ink, I wish.  
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She speaks out her wishes I write mine. She wishes that her sick mother will get better 

soon. That she passes her exams to become qualified to treat mental patients and that everyone in 

the world can learn to forgive and forget. In my head I wish my greatest wish and hope that 

whoever grants wishes can see it. I wish that one day ma and Tata will marry. On paper I wish 

that Tata could buy me a chopper bicycle for my eleventh birthday.  And that ma doesn’t get sick 

again, and for ba Dodo to come back. When Gloria leaves the room, I write my last wish. I wish I 

could take back the lie I told about Uncle Oscar and that Ma can forgive me. 

 ‘Has Uncle Oscar or anyone else ever done anything that mad you uncomfortable? 

Anything you thought was wrong?’  Gloria asks when she reads out my last wish. 

I shrug and shake my head. She holds my hand and says, ‘Do you know that what you did 

might not only hurt Uncle Oscar, it can also hurt your mother, Tata and you.’ 

I look up at her. 

 ‘Pumpkin, Uncle Oscar is your mother’s good friend so she will be hurt if he’s sent to 

prison for what you said he did. Your Tata can end up in prison for hurting Uncle Oscar. 

Wouldn’t that hurt you?’ 

My head is bowed. Suddenly I can hear every sound in the room; her breathing and mine. 

On the wooden TV two grown men, dressed in stripped suits throw cream pies at one another’s 

faces to the loud laughter of people I can’t see.  For a while Gloria stares at me without saying 

anything. She waits for me to say something, I don’t. Instead; I get up and sit beside her. Only 

then I realize my thumb is in my mouth.  
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Gloria puts her arm around me; her chin rests on the top of my head. 

And I hear my voice, unfamiliar say, ‘I’m sorry.’ 

‘Pumpkin, you’re talking!’ Gloria squeezes me tight. 

And just like that I’m talking again. 

******** 

Its two months and five days since ba Dodo died and Ma is getting married to Uncle 

Oscar. She looks more beautiful than Cinderella in an off white sleeveless dress with a full skirt 

like an open umbrella. Five of Ma’s friends and I are bridesmaids. Our dresses are the same 

pattern as Ma’s except that ours are purple. Grandma Ponga stuffs paper into her new cream 

shoes to make them fit. Someone forgets to bring the knife to cut the wedding cake at the 

reception. And Shikulu, Grandma Ponga’s cousin who gives Ma away, gets drunk at the 

reception, dances alone on the stage where the band is playing and vomits all over the front of 

his black suit. In my purple dress with a white sash, and pink and purple flowers in my hair, I 

discover how it feels to be a princess. Everyone says how beautiful I look. This could be the best 

day of my life, but it isn’t. Because now I know for sure, that my greatest wish will never come 

true. Tata and Ma will never marry. Ever. 
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Chapter 19 

As soon as Tembo’s X-trail drives out the car park, I hop out of my car and tip toe 

between the cars until I’m right behind her. She’s a head taller than me and squealing into her 

cell phone. I grip her by the shoulders and spin her around. Surprise registers in her face the 

phone clatters to the tarmac. 

‘Leave my husband alone!’ I slap her across the face and the impact stings in my palm. A 

red dot blots the white of her left eye.  

I hear myself screaming. ‘I won’t let you! I won’t let you take my children’s father 

away.’ She screams, grabs my hands and buries her face in my chest. In the corner of my eye I 

see two car park attendants sprinting towards us. Her nails bite into my wrists so I use my knee 

to jerk her head away. Her hair tie snaps and her brown extensions frizzle around her face. She 

dives into me again and I stumble back against a parked car. 

A group of women street vendors dump their wooden trays and come weaving between 

the cars towards us, giggling, with babies bouncing on their backs. Panic rises in my throat. I try 

to shake her off. But she hangs onto me; we lock arms then she jerks her head up into my chin.  

Pain shoots through my jaw and something explodes in my head.  I lunge at her and sink my 

teeth into her soft skin. Fire burns hot and orange in my head. I might as well be nine again 

fighting Bee. Except I’m thirty-one. I’m an architect. I’m breathless.  And except this time I 

know I’m losing. Tata says only a fool fights physically, because in a physical fight all parties 
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lose something. Dignity, composure, respect, teeth, hair or buttons; hers are scattered on the 

ground, small white buttons.  

‘Madam please; have mercy,’ one of the parking attendants pleads, ‘You are a mature 

woman you shouldn’t be fighting in the street.’  

A woman with fat arms and sweat running down her face jeers at him.  ‘These young 

girls that’s what they need. They like money so they go for sugar daddies.’ 

A male voice says, ‘Men too, what do they want from these young girls?’  

My pulse is racing. I have to get back to my car before the few people around us become 

a crowd.  

 Someone pulls us apart. Her ripped blouse exposes breasts surprisingly full for her slim 

frame, encapsulated in pink lace.  

‘I swear madam, I haven’t done any thing.’ She looks straight into my face. Her voice is 

stronger than I expect to hear from someone surrounded by a hostile crowd. ‘That man just gave 

me a lift.’ 

‘You young girls have to be taught a lesson.’ The vendor with the flabby arms waves 

them about and her two companions jostle and jeer in approval.  

Fear starts to make its way up my back slowly. The girl is looking around. She pulls her 

denim skirt down over her lilac leggings and picks her denim bag back off the floor. It’s a blue 

bag with a silver star embroidered on the outer pocket and silver tussles.  
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‘I will teach you a lesson.’ Spurred by her friends the fat woman steps forward and tugs 

at the girl’s skirt. It drops a few inches and strings of pearly pink beads that surround her waist 

come into focus.  The girl steps away and hitches her skirt up.  

Amidst all the anger and fear racing through my mind, I suddenly think of Gloria. Tata’s 

Gloria. I see her bright green scrawl on crisp, white, unlined paper.  I refuse to fight the other 

women. My fight is with your Tata. He’s the one who has betrayed me. The problem with us 

women is that we lack the confidence to confront our men; so we focus on the other women and 

in the process our men get away with it. 

My anger starts dissipating fast. What am I doing? I turn to leave, out of the side of my 

eye, I see an arm reach out. A slap rings though the air. The girl screams. When I turn to her, 

she’s bent over, slowly hoisting herself up against the fender of a car. A woman, who’s been 

standing back all along, steps forward and rolls up her sleeves. ‘Leave her to us.’ She says to me 

and the circle surges forward; tightens around us. The mood is angry. ‘Leave her to us,’ the 

woman says again.  

‘Leave her!’ I reach down and grab the girl by the wrist. Another fist flies, the girl ducks 

and the blow ploughs into the side of my neck. ‘Quick!’ Dragging her by the arm I start moving 

away. ‘Leave her alone I’m taking her with me!’  

 ‘You’ll kill me for nothing!’ She shouts wriggling out of her tattered blouse to free 

herself from someone’s grip.   

 ‘Leave her alone!’ A foot sticks out and I stumble but before I hit the ground the girl 

pulls me up. 
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More people are moving towards us. ‘It’s okay. I’m taking her to her mother!’ My voice 

is shaking.   ‘She’s my sister! She’s my sister!’ I shout at two young men coming towards us. 

They step aside. ‘Let’s get to my car.’  I start running, she’s right behind me.  

In the car we find Mufuka screaming.  

‘You have a baby in the car?’ The girl reaches back and settles Mufuka as I turn on the 

ignition. 

‘She was sleeping.’ My tone is defensive. ‘It’s okay Mufuka, mummy’s here.’ I 

manoeuvre the car jerkily out of the car park. My thighs feel jelly-like and my knees knock 

together making my feet unsteady on the gas pedal. 

‘Hello Mufuka. I’m Salomé,’ She rocks Mufuka’s child seat. ‘She’s sweating poor baby. 

How old is she?’ 

‘She’s two.’ I hear myself say.  

‘Here baby. Drink your juice. Oh Mufuka! A big girl like you still drinks from a baby 

bottle?’ She giggles handing Mufuka her stained bottle with half the image of Winnie the Pooh 

missing.  

My head is spinning. Thirty minutes ago I was going to buy some groceries. How have I 

ended up in my car with a half-dressed girl nursing my daughter?  

After a few minutes she says, ‘You’re so wrong madam. I have never slept with your 

husband. He just gave me a lift from the post office in town.’ She turns away from Mufuka and I 

can feel her eyes on me.  
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I don’t say anything.  

‘Your husband is not that type of man. Madam I know, because I see him when I go to 

the bank. His office is near the branch where I bank takings for the hair salon.’ 

‘Which salon do you work in?’ I’m irritated that she’s not shaking like me and seems 

unaware of her nakedness. 

She hesitates then says, ‘Shadows.’ 

‘Which branch?’ 

‘Madam, I am not that type of girl. I was standing outside the bank. Your husband’s car 

passed and some water splashed on my shoes, and I scream.’ She places a foot on her knee to 

show me, her artificial toenails are coated in fuchsia. ‘He heard me cuss him so he get out of car 

to say sorry. When I say it’s okay boss. He offer me lift. I only take lift because I know him from 

seeing his car parked there all the time.’ She shrugs and tosses her hand away, ‘I’m not the type 

of girl who jumps in men’s cars anyhow.’  

As she talks I realise why she’s familiar. She reminds me of Gloria. Not physically. It’s 

the way she uses her hands to emphasise her point, her gestures, the way she flicks her hand 

when she talks. The way she talks; so seemingly sure of what she’s saying, she can’t be 

questioned. But at the same time this girl is nothing like Gloria. Gloria was a doctor. The girl 

sitting beside me couldn’t have been educated past grade five.   

‘So your husband says he’ll drop me at Shadows but first he has to pass somewhere.’ 
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I don’t say anything though my pulse quickens. Why did Tembo have to get out of the car 

to say sorry to her? Isn’t the small piece of paper scrunched in her fist, his business card? The 

shade green on the card looks like the green of his company logo. Couldn’t he have just 

apologised and perhaps given her money to take a minibus? Surely just by looking at her he 

could tell her type. Didn’t the white plastic hoops in her ears and her clashing colours speak for 

her before she even opened her mouth? Why would he take her in his car? 

 She blabbers on and I wait for her to slip up. She doesn’t know that when I was on my 

way to the store, I saw Tembo’s car go past me in the opposite direction. I saw Tembo laughing, 

his white teeth gleaming and her sitting beside him with her elbow resting on the open window. 

Instinctively, I turned and followed them. Tembo was so engrossed he didn’t see me. That’s why 

I followed them. I watched them stop at the BP to fill petrol. Tembo went into the shop whilst 

she waited in the car. Then they stopped for Tembo to pick up his prints. From there I followed 

them to the mall. It took her three minutes to hop out the car. She stopped to answer her cell as 

Tembo drove off. That’s when I pounced. I followed because I had to know who she was. I had 

to stop this girl who was making my husband laugh. I’ve seen what laughter can do to man.   

‘But madam I know why you attacked me. You have to very be careful these days. Some 

of these girls around are quick.’ She snaps her finger. ‘Your husband, like that, good looking, he 

has money, all it would take them is five minutes, and he’s taken.’ She throws her hands up. 

 Her presence and words prickle all over me. The cheek of her to think she can warn me 

about these girls as she calls them.  
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 ‘Where should I drop you?’ I ask then I realise she needs something to wear. Her bag is 

sitting on her lap. She pushes her fist into her bag and pulls it out open.  

‘Did he give you his business card?’ I ask against my instinct which is to not to ask her 

any more questions and drop her off at the nearest stop. 

‘No. I take it from his car. From here.’ She taps the dashboard. ‘My madam says we 

should find as many customers as possible. We get numbers then we call them to offer specials’ 

‘To do their hair? ’ 

‘Madam, our saloon is full of men these days. Hair cuts, pedicure etc. In fact my job is to 

get more men as customers. They are good business. They pay without aggling.’ 

‘Haggling,’ it feels good to correct her. I find myself saying, ‘Let’s go to my house so 

that you can clean up and I’ll find you a top to wear then I can drop you somewhere.’ I suddenly 

have an unexplainable urge to show this girl who I am. I want her to know that she has no place 

in my space. That if it weren’t for today I would not come within any proximity of her. I want 

her to gasp at my five bedroom house, coated in white paint sitting in well groomed gardens. I 

want her to see the extra car sitting in the garage. Seeing what I have will put her in her place.  

‘Don’t worry about me!’ She flicks my offer away. A metallic green nail is missing from 

her thumb. I wonder if it’s responsible for the nail imprint on my wrists. My disappointment at 

her decline matches my relief. My thoughts and actions are starting to feel unfamiliar and strange 

even to me. 
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She looks around and stretches out to the back seat.  ‘Please just lend me your scarf.’ It’s 

on her lap before I can say anything.  ‘Mufuka is sleeping.’ I can cringe at the familiar manner 

she mentions my daughter’s name. 

‘I can use this for now. I have to get back to the salon.’ She unhooks her bra uses it to 

wipe her face then pops it in her bag. Faint stretch marks run in ripples around her black nipples 

and my teeth have impressed a red semi-circle on her left breast.  Her stomach is as smooth and 

taut as plastic.  

I speak to distract myself; point to the glove compartment. ‘There’s tissue in there.’ Then 

I force my eyes back onto the road.  

‘It’s okay; I just wanted to wipe my face.’ She hums as she winds my lilac scarf around 

her upper body and hoops it over her neck. I’m struck by how she can hum at the time when I 

feel sore all over. It’s as if nothing happened to her. If I hadn’t rescued her, I shudder to think of 

what the mob of frustrated street vendors would have done to her. Whilst I can feel with every 

part of my body that the fight will live with me forever, the sound of my slap against her smooth 

face is still ringing in my ears and stinging in my hand and shame burns in my face, the moment 

for her seems to have passed.  

From the pocket of her skirt she pulls out some gloss and smears it on her mouth then 

shoves it back into her pocket.  Her nipples jut out through the flimsy fabric of my scarf like 

buttons. She pulls down the sun shade, peers into the small mirror and finger combs her hair into 

a big wild mass. When she puts the sun shade back up she says, ‘Okay madam, I’m ready to drop 

off!’  
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‘Here?’ 

‘Yes. I’ll find my way. You have to take Mufuka home to sleep.’ 

I decide to keep the questions running through my head inside. Asking questions will 

expose my vulnerability which I sense she’s aware of.  

When I pull over, she steps out of the car and I watch her swank away. Passers-by turn to 

look at her.  Her orange wavy hair; her full breasts straining through the silk scarf; her slender 

bare feet.  I visualise her shoes, upper denim wedges, abandoned in the car park. Her denim bag 

swings around her loosely, emptily. I notice that my lilac scarf is almost the same shade as the 

leggings she’s wearing under her short skirt. She’s fastened it in a tight knot by her waist. I 

watch her for longer than I intend to, because she turns around and our eyes meet. Before I can 

look away, she smiles and blows me a kiss. 
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Chapter 20 

My hands are shaking I can’t go home just yet. So I drive to an open park and stop under 

some trees.  It’s empty apart for two young boys pumping a bicycle tyre.  I roll down the 

windows so the breeze can cool Mufuka down. She’s sleeping again with the juice dribbling out 

of the side of her mouth and staining her pink tee shirt orange. I look at my face in the rear view 

mirror. The side of my face has started to throb where the stray punch landed. Surprisingly it 

looks okay. I’ve lost one of the pearl earrings Stuart bought for me the Christmas after we met. 

And a button is missing from the cuff of my shirt.  

Anger simmers in me for my lack of self control.  If only I had taken another route to the 

grocer store. Or perhaps set off from home a few minutes earlier, or later, then I wouldn’t have 

seen them. Perhaps Mama T is right when she says when it comes to a husband’s infidelity; the 

best remedy is not to know. If I hadn’t seen them, I wouldn’t have to worry about it. 

I was engaged twice before I met Tembo. Firstly to Stuart from Scotland, whose mother 

couldn’t get over the fact that I had to rub oil into my black skin after I took a bath. ‘I can just 

imagine your linen sucking up all the grease,’ she said when Stuart divulged the amazing piece 

of information about me to her.  When he first told her about me I heard her say, ‘From 

Africa?'Isn’t that the place with all the fighting and Aids?’ Her aghast tone carried through the 

phone line, past the receiver Stuart was holding to his ear and filled the cold, cramped, bedsit we 

shared. 

Three months after I broke off my engagement to Stuart I met Kunle from Nigeria. We 

got engaged to celebrate the anniversary of out first year together. The first question his mother 
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asked me when she stepped off a Nigerian Airways plane at Gatwick Airport, was, ‘so, in 

Southern Africa there no go be any young men to marry you self?’  Then she let out a shrill 

laugh and declared her words a joke with a smile that reminded me of Mama T. Later that 

evening when Kunle was out she twisted her mouth to one side and asked. ‘So, I hear male 

circumcision is not practised widely in Southern Africa. Does that mean you women from 

Southern Africa, you sleep with uncircumcised men?’ When I nodded hesitantly, she grimaced 

and put her plate of food down; untouched. 

 Kunle and I were engaged for less than a year. After we broke up, Tata called me up and 

asked me why I was so obsessed with marriage? He said if all I wanted was a husband he would 

stop paying the huge sums of money he was paying to get me an education because it seemed to 

him I was studying for a degree in finding a husband. He said as far as he was concerned I didn’t 

need a degree to find a husband. Then as an after thought he added, that perhaps I did need a 

degree in husband finding, because I had failed at it twice.  

‘Are you the one proposing to these young men?’ Tata asked. ‘No more! No family 

should come here and bother me with talk about marriage. They come and state their intentions, 

we charge lobola and they pay as our tradition requires, now you break up, and I start getting 

calls from Nigeria; demands for lobola to be repaid in a tone suggests I charged them to enrich 

myself. I don’t need anybody’s lobola. Tell them their lobola is small change!’  

On my final flight back home after I graduated, I sat in seat 36B. Tembo, built like a 

rugby player, with hairy arms, glasses and a stammer sat in 36A. I did most of the talking on the 

eight hour flight, he just nodded, smiled most of the flight and asked a few questions. Our 
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baggage had remained in London missing when we arrived so I had to go back to the airport the 

next day to pick it up. Tembo was standing at the counter when I got to the airport. I only 

recognised him when he intervened to calm me down after I screamed at the airline staff when I 

discovered I had to wait two hours for my luggage. He suggested we wait over a drink at the bar.  

I hadn’t thought about him since the flight. That’s how little an impression he made on me.  

We sat for three hours. Tembo with a glass of beer and a puzzled smile gave a few details 

about himself in-between my dishing out mine.  For years after that day I remembered it as the 

day we got to know one another. Then two years into our marriage Tembo, enraged after 

something I had done, told me that the one thing he got to know about me for sure that day, was 

that I told inconsequential lies. His words stung me so hard he might have well have punched me 

in the face. I remember stumbling back into a chair. Tembo apologised right away. He said he 

hadn’t meant what he had said and he asked me to forgive him. I did. I forgave him for telling 

the truth. 

 Mufuka stirs in her car seat.  I start the car and head home.  

Tembo’s car is parked in the drive when I get home. My stomach starts churning. Junior 

and half a dozen of his friends pick up their football and stand wide-eyed in a line facing me; 

expectant. I hobble towards the house with Mufuka over my shoulder. A sharp pain shoots 

through my ankle with every step I take. As I walk past the boys, the youngest of them says, 

‘Junior’s mummy, we weren’t playing football on the lawn.’ The older boys hush him up and he 

protests. ‘I said we weren’t playing football.’   I feel them staring after me. Today my garden 

doesn’t matter. Sometimes I find myself using Mama T’s words when I see anyone walking on 
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my lawn, or picking at my plants, or playing with the white stones that surround the Chifumbe   

tree that sits in the middle of my lawn.  

I put Mufuka in her cot and hobble to my room.  

Tembo’s in the bathroom. His phone is sitting on the side table. I quickly pick it up and 

scrawl down the received calls menu, numbers flash by, some familiar others not. I don’t know 

what I’m looking for as I don’t know her number. The phone starts vibrating in my hand and I 

drop it back on the table. It stops ringing just when Tembo comes out of the bathroom. He’s got 

his shirt in his hand. He shakes his head at me. ‘Why?’ 

‘Why what?’ 

‘You know what I’m talking about. Why would you reduce yourself to fighting a young 

girl in the street?’ 

‘I didn’t–’ 

He holds up his hands. Frustration creases in his face.  ‘Pezo, no lies; we agreed last time. 

No more lies!’  

When he’s cross with me I’m Pezo. I keep quiet for a while, watch him pull on his shirt, 

and then I ask. ‘What did she say? I didn’t hurt her. Why did she call you?’ 

‘You attacked her and accused her of doing something she hasn’t done. Why wouldn’t 

she call me? Wouldn’t you call me? I gave her girl a ride to the mall. What were you doing at the 

mall? Following me? 
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‘Why did you give her your number?’ 

‘That’s not what this is about. You know this is about the promise you made to stop 

following me around.’ 

‘I didn’t follow you. I went to pick up the laundry at the mall then I saw you dropping her 

off.’ 

 ‘You attacked her for that? Do you know I had to beg her not to go to the police? 

‘Beg her! Why would you want to take a girl like that in your car anyway? In any case 

when I dropped her off she seemed grateful that I had saved her!’ 

‘Courtesy; I inconvenienced her, I gave her a lift. You assaulted her because I gave her a 

lift? You started everything, so if that crowd had mauled her it would have been your fault.  

That’s why you saved her.  You were saving yourself.’ Tembo buttons his shirt. ‘Use the time 

you spend checking up me, to bond with the kids.’  

‘I took them to the fete on– 

‘We’ve had this conversation before. And you promised to spend more time with the 

children. That’s the reason you stopped working remember?’  

‘I took Mufuka to the park-‘ 

Tembo’s face falls, ‘You had Mufuka when you went fighting?’ 

‘I didn’t intend to fight. I just wanted to know who she was.’ 

‘Crazy. You need help. Therapy. You need therapy.’ 
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‘So now I’m crazy? I’m mad is that what you’re saying.’ I hear myself start to shout. 

‘You bit someone.’ 

‘Someone who has your business card and your number. You think I can’t figure out 

what’s going on here? Maybe she doesn’t know. That it’s Tata who bank rolled your business.’ I 

stop talking when I hear my words.  

 Tembo shakes his head again. He fastens his watch to his wrist and pops his phone in his 

shirt pocket, at the door he says, ‘You can’t make me what I’m not. I won’t womanise, or date 

girls young enough to be my daughters, or have children outside my marriage. I’m not your 

father.’ And he walks out. 

He leaves me wishing that on that flight home nine years ago I hadn’t sat in seat 36B.  
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Chapter 21 

We’re driving to the cemetery, Ma, grandma Ponga and I. We talk to lift the melancholy 

hanging in the air.  The conversation is bland and constant, the weather; What Mufuka or Junior 

said or did the other day. We talk to contain our emotions. It’s a trip we make every three months 

to visit my three Uncles’ resting places.  

All three died within twelve months of one another. If it wasn’t that most of Grandma 

Ponga’s friends were also losing children I think it would have killed her. Uncles Nelson and 

Membe lived on chamba and alcohol, duped people to make a living and fought for leisure. So in 

a way Grandma Ponga expected the news of their death to ring on her phone or knock at her door 

any day.  Uncle Musonda was different. He was teetotaller, an engineer, a regular church goer. 

His exit should have been a sigh in his sleep at a very old age. It didn’t happen that way. Uncle 

Musonda died just like his brothers; my three uncles died young, skeletal, and incontinent.  

I pull over at a wooden shed by the road side. The vendor recognises my car, she beams 

and waves. Ma waits in the car whilst Grandma Ponga and I get out. 

‘Flowers? How many bunches?’ The vendor asks bunching stalks together and tossing 

them in a bucket of water with Deluxe Paint written on the side. Loaves of bread wrapped in 

cellophane, line the kiosk shelf and give off a warm fleshly baked scent.  

‘Wreaths have become part of our life. They fit in amongst bread and salt.’ Grandma 

Ponga says pointing at the kiosk.  
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The vendor laughs and reveals black gums. ‘These days mayo, death is life. In my 

business here I make more money from the flowers I sell for the dead than from selling food to 

the living.’ She carries the flowers back to the car for us.  

 By the time I park and we get out of the car our conversation has died completely. It’s 

hot and the dust blows freely over the dry graves; mounds of red dry sand topped with dusty 

plastic flowers. Tombstones with inscriptions; a lifetime captured in a few words.  Some graves 

have fresh flowers planted around them; others have ornaments, a plate, football boots, a feeding 

bottle. 

‘I would like to grow flowers like these on the graves.’ Grandma Ponga says looking at 

one grave surrounded by a brick-lined flower bed.  

‘Who will maintain it?’ Ma asks. She’s walking behind us slowly, as if very step she 

takes hurts. 

‘I will. I can employ one of the boys around here to water the plants and pull out the 

weeds.’ Grandma Ponga steps back to help ma along. 

‘I’m okay.’ Ma looks irritated  

‘I could come every two weeks or so to check that they are doing their work.’ I say 

quickly, to cancel out my mother’s next statement. Which would have been something to the 

effect that Grandma Ponga should be cutting down her tasks other than adding to them?  

We get to Uncle Nelson’s grave first. His gold plated epitaph has long been picked out of 

the stone engraving. It’s probably hanging around someone’s neck or studded in earlobes.  

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



168 

 

‘If I could catch the people who vandalise these tombstones, I would deal with them.’ 

Grandma Ponga says before she kneels and mutters a prayer into her hands. I help Ma to her 

knees and she mutters a prayer of her own. Two decades hasn’t narrowed the bridge between 

them. I am the bridge holding them together and apart at the same time. 

My heart has been heavy since the fight in the mall car park. It’s been three weeks but I 

can’t seem to get the girl from the mall out of my mind. I see her smiling face and wavy orange 

hair. I see her full breasts and her lined stomach. I wonder where the child I conclude she once 

gave birth to is? The girl has awakened my memories of Gloria. Last night I dreamt of her.  She 

was standing afar in her yellow dashiki and was telling me something I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t 

open my mouth to tell her that I couldn’t hear her. When my mouth finally opened, I woke up. 

As we leave Uncle Musonda’s grave, a young man whistles and comes running towards 

us. Dust lifts off his heels in small puffs and when he stops before us Grandma Ponga makes a 

show of, shutting her eyes and waving the dust away from her face. 

‘I see you put flesh flowers on the glaves, madam. I warn you not to do that. When you 

leave the thieves will take the frowers and sell them to other  mourners’ 

‘Young men of these days you don’t fear death!’Age has not weakened Grandma Ponga’s 

voice. She stands straight with her long white hair tied into two plates on either side of her head. 

She’s wearing small gold hoops in her ears and a green chitenge wrapped over her navy and 

white polka dot dress. She looks straight at the young man and hesitation registers in his face. 

‘Madam not me, I work here, thieves.’ 
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‘What is your work in this cemetery? Why are so many young men like yourselves 

spending your days eating and joking amongst the dead?’ 

I cut in, ‘So what are we supposed to do if we want to lay flowers?’ 

Relief lights up the young man’s face but before he can reply Grandma Ponga says, ‘You 

say you came here for piecework. Is there no piece work in the community where you live?  I 

know that in the compound behind the cemetery,’ she points at a huge mirage rising off tin roofs 

in the distance, ‘there’s a water problem. Why don’t you look for piece work collecting water for 

the elderly? Wouldn’t that be more productive than coming here to disturb the dead?’ 

The young bows his head, ‘Grandma, I am not a thief. ‘ 

‘Even when a thief is caught in the mango tree with mangoes in his pockets, he doesn’t 

admit to being a thief.  If by the end of the day today, you don’t find the piece work you claim 

you come to look for here. Aren’t you the one who will take our flowers and sell them?’ 

Ma sighs, ‘He’s only warning us,’  

 ‘If I leave flowers on my sons’ graves and you take them, I’ll cut your balls off.’ 

Grandma Ponga makes a grabbing motion in the man’s direction. He jumps back and lets out a 

startled laugh.  

‘Cut the flowers off the stalks, then they can’t be resold.’ He says with a shy smile and 

hurries away shaking his head.  

We retrace our steps. At each grave we nip the flowers off the stalks. Grandma Ponga 

curses the whole time. She mutters threats to those that take from her son’s graves. 
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As we drive away from the cemetery we come across a funeral possession heading for the 

cemetery.  ‘In the past when a funeral procession went by, cars stopped. People had respect for 

the dead.’ Grandma Ponga says. 

‘These days if you stop for funeral processions, you won’t get to your destination.’ Ma 

says. ‘Times have changed. Death is part of life it’s coming to us all.’ 

Her words hang heavy in the air. We come across three more processions and 

conversation falters awkwardly as we try hard not to acknowledge the dearly departed and their 

bereaved. 

Ma says she needs to get some skin cream from the chemist to sooth a rash on her neck 

that’s caused by the heat at the cemetery. She’s wearing a thick black jogging suit, and that’s 

most likely to be what’s causing her heat rash, but I don’t say anything.  I stop at the nearest 

chemist.  

The air conditioning in the chemist is soothing, and I haven’t heard the song playing on 

the radio for years. It reminds me of the days in the UK when I shared a flat with Kunle. My 

mind wonders and the heaviness of the cemetery lifts away.  

A voice beside me says, ‘Madam it’s you. Hello!’  

I swing around and almost drop the tube the pharmacist has just handed me.  

‘You’re surprised?’ She says before I can close my mouth. 

‘I’m very well.’ I pop the cream and change into my bag and zip it up slowly so I can 

compose myself.  My shock is replaced by irritation. I can feel it creeping up my back.  
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‘Remember me Salome.’ She’s changed her hair. Jelled it up and attached a mauve pony 

tail. She has on a white  low cut tee shirt which fully exhibits the teeth marks on her chest and 

tight fitting jeans.  

 ‘I remember you. What are you doing here?’ 

‘Shopping.’ She smiles and rests her arms on the counter. I see her eyes fall to my bag 

which is still on the counter. I notice she has a bluish bruise the size of a coin on her wrist. She 

follows my eyes to it, then looks up and smiles. 

‘Madam I’ve forgiven you.’ 

‘For what?’ My words come out before I can stop myself. Anger burns in my cheeks but I 

don’t let it show.  ‘I’m taking my mother to see the doctor so I have to go.’  I start for the door, 

swanking a bit more than necessary. I know she’s watching me. The orange graveyard dust that 

lines the hems of my black trousers suddenly matters. Then it occurs to me to turn around.  

‘By the way,’ I take a few steps back towards her opening my bag. My wallet is full of 

notes and I make a show of picking out a crisp green one. ‘Take a bus or buy some lunch.’ 

She stares at my outstretched arm; suspended mid air and she smiles. ‘I’ve eaten.’ Her 

smile turns smug. ‘Say hello to Mufuka and Tembo.’ She walks around me towards the door. 

She hasn’t bought anything. 

‘Good day, Grandma.’ She curtsies and holds open the door for Grandma Ponga to step 

through, then she’s gone. 

‘Did you want something?’ My irritation at the girl carries through my tone. 
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‘It just crossed my mind that I might as well get my BP medicine now as I have my 

prescription with me.’ Grandma Ponga explains rambling in her clutch. She turns down my offer 

to pay for her.  

Out in the car park I imagine that the girl is watching us.    

Before we get to the car Grandma Ponga asks, ‘Who was that young girl you were 

offering money?’ 

‘Some little hairdresser from around.’ 

‘She knows Tembo? Where did you meet her?’ 

‘Around. She’s just a nobody.’ I try hard to sound unfazed.  She did my hair the other 

day. 

‘Pumpkin, I can spot her kind from miles away. Never underestimate the potential of girl 

who works this!’ Grandma Ponga taps her groin. ‘It has power!’ 
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Chapter 22 

‘I’ve found someone else,’ Grandma Ponga whispers conspiratorially into the phone. I 

haven’t seen her since our trip to the cemetery three weeks ago. 

My heart starts to beat as if I’ve been running. ‘Who? Where?’ Although I’m alone in the 

living room, I whisper back. 

 ‘She’s somewhere off the Great North Road. I hear she’s very good with these things. 

But we have to be there by 5am tomorrow. ’ 

Despite that over the past year I’ve driven Ma all over the country to see people who 

claim to cure everything from cancer to poverty, drug abuse to impotency; anxiety flutters like 

butterflies in my stomach.  

It’s still dark next morning when I get to the house ma shares with Uncle Oscar. It 

mushroomed out of the bricks and cement bags Ma and I stood by the day she told she and Uncle 

Oscar were going to get married. The house is a yellow bungalow with white bougainvillaea 

creeping up its windows, and guava and avocado trees in the backyard. It was also my home, 

term time, Monday to Friday for seven years until I finished secondary school and left to study at 

Leicester University. 

Grandma Ponga and Ma are waiting for me on the verandah. They take their usual 

positions, Grandma Ponga beside me, Ma in the back.  
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‘The woman we’re going to see is someone you know.’ Grandma Ponga says fishing a 

banana from the bag she’s jammed between her knees. She peels it and hands it to me without 

asking if I want it. She does the same for ma.  

‘Might know her.’ Ma says quickly. ‘Her name sounds familiar.’  

‘Might.’ Grandma Ponga says with emphasis. ‘Anyway I heard about her from one of 

regulars at the tavern and I made an appointment through her.’ 

We’ve settled into our roles; unplanned. Grandma Ponga finds the healers; I provide the 

transport and Ma tags along, obediently like a child being taken to a doctor. The three of us with 

the common purpose of finding someone to cure ma’s rash, ma’s weight loss, ma’s chest pains. 

We are bound in our search for hope. 

‘Someone I know?’ My question hangs; unanswered. So I let it rest. Experience has 

taught me that questions only lead to more questions and I’ve enough unanswered ones in my 

head at the moment. I switch on the radio and soon ma is snoring gently in the back. The city is 

still sleeping so we have the road to ourselves. Dawn stirs in the distance, slowly turns the dense 

landscape from black to green and the sky from black to grey.  

‘She’s very popular,’ Grandma Ponga says with a quick glance back to make sure Ma is 

sleeping. ‘I’m sure she’ll help. I’m hopeful.’ 

We turn off the main road at the junction where charcoal is sold wholesale to market 

traders. A Bedford truck is parked at the junction, stacked high with sacks of charcoal. Grass 

swishes under the car as we descend down the steep bumpy road.  
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Grandma Ponga directs me. Down the path to a big red water tank perched high on a 

metal frame. Then right at the cluster of banana trees past the tank, till we get to two small 

houses surrounded by a wire fence, standing across from a pink building. 

 Across from the fenced houses, children squat around a charcoal pot, on the verandah of 

a long pink building with four blue doors. I park between a second cluster of banana trees and a 

metallic four by four with big alloy wheels. The sight of the car; the possibility it might belong to 

someone who might recognise me, rouses the butterflies in my stomach.  

Dusk has lifted away. Fastened to the gate is a scrawl in black felt on cardboard, ‘Madam 

Kwacha will help you. Solutions to all problems. 100% succiss rate. Woman problems, love, 

impotency, Aids.  In smaller blue biro pen, Money problems has been added like an afterthought.  

The two houses enclosed in a wire fence stand across from one another.  Between them, 

patches of yellowish brown grass, a tap, a washing line, and a manhole supported by a concrete 

block. A wooden kiosk painted green, with the shutter down lies at the bottom of the fence. 

Grandma Ponga leads us into the house with the door open. It’s a square room with walls of an 

indiscernible pastel colour. Cream, pale green or yellow. The wall seems to have been painted so 

long ago the colour is irrelevant. A bulb is fixed to a wooden beam running across the ridged 

aluminium ceiling. It’s like the ceiling that used to be in Grandma Ponga’s house before Uncle 

Oscar had it renovated.  

Six people and two stools are squashed into the room. We acknowledge each other with 

nods and eye contact where unavoidable. In the corner of the room sits an elderly man on a low 

stool muttering. His foot is cradled in a young boys lap. The boy is fanning the swollen foot with 
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a straw fan, he tends to the foot as if he’s’ nursing a baby. A skinny man with a bible in his lap 

sits on the second stool; the shiny lining of his brown jacket sags out onto the floor and peers 

from under his cuffs.  

Three women sit on the floor with their backs against the wall. The three of us sit down 

against the wall facing them. One of the women has a car key ring dangling from her thumb, and 

is clutching a navy handbag with a gold chain handle on her lap. Her face is puffy; she keeps her 

eyes down. The other two have also donned expensive looking accessories that are out of place 

against the cracked window pain and the red PVC mat we’re sitting on. The bulb is offensively 

bright.  Dust particles are visible suspended in the air and I can count the hairs below Grandma 

Ponga’s knuckles. The six of us bow our heads and pretend not to notice that our feet are almost 

touching in the centre of the room. 

Twenty minutes go by in silence apart from the old man’s murmuring and a sniffle now 

and again from the woman with the car key. Suddenly a door leading from an inside room opens 

and a thin woman with a brown scarf on her head, walks in. 

‘Eiye, Pumpkin!’ 

For a moment I think that I’ve heard wrong. Only a handful of people call me Pumpkin 

these days. But the woman’s gaping at me, unmistakable pleasure in her crinkled face. Grandma 

Ponga and ma scramble to their feet before me. As I step towards the old woman with a head 

scarf tied to her eyebrows I recognize her. 

She’s rushes up to me and crushes me against her bony body. And ma says. ‘You 

remember her don’t you?’ 
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‘Bana Bee. I put on a smile. I’m conscious of the others in the room watching us. Bana 

Bee turns to them and asks that they excuse her for a few minutes so she attends to her family. 

Holding my hand, she leads us back through the door she had stepped out of. The room is dark; a 

thick grey blanket hangs over the small window. 

‘I thought I recognized the name madam kwacha when I heard about you.’ Ma says. 

‘It’s me!’ Bana Bee thumps her chest, and turns to me. ‘Pumpkin, Is this how you’ve 

grown? You look beautiful.’ She scrunches the blanket up into the rusted burglar bars. In the pale 

morning light, I see that apart for the hair grey hairs peeking from under her scarf, and that her 

breasts seem to be cupped in a bra, she’s still the same. ‘How many years is it since I last saw 

you? It was at your mother’s wedding.’ She turns to ma, ‘And how is Uncle Oscar, that 

handsome man.’ 

Ma gives the childlike smile she wears when she speaks of Uncle Oscar. ‘He’s fine; away 

at work.’ It’s a smile expected of a women who’s been married twenty-one days not twenty-one 

years.  

‘And you Pumpkin? Are you married? What does your husband do? Children.... by the 

way,’ she throws up a fist. ‘We’re voting Sakavungo!’ 

We all laugh, except for Grandma Ponga who says. ‘He won’t win.’ 

‘How can you be so sure? It’s an election anything can happen.’ Ma says. 
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‘My husband is a Structural Engineer, he runs his own business. I have two children.’ I 

say quickly and loudly to stop the spurring match that’s about to start between ma and Grandma 

Ponga over Tata’s presidential aspirations. 

‘Eye! You’ve done well. Bee has four children. She’ll be so pleased to hear about you.’ 

‘Four?’ Ma gapes.  

‘Imagine! Four!’ Bana Bee holds up four fingers. ‘Your friend likes children and 

marriage.’ ‘She had a son with Mwanza. Remember Mwanza Oscar’s houseboy?’ She points to 

my mother in reference to Uncle Oscar. 

I try to hide my surprise to hear Bee has a child with Mwanza, but it shows because Bana 

Bee bursts into a hoarse laugh and adds ‘You didn’t know? Maybe she didn’t tell you because 

she was embarrassed. You children hmm...’ She sighs. ‘After you moved I just saw Bee getting 

fat. She was pregnant. Anyway, she had a boy and three years later she married a muzezulu from 

Zimbabwe. She moved to Zimbabwe and came back after three years with a child. Listen to this,’ 

Bana Bee rests her bony elbow on my lap and whispers, ‘The child she came back from 

Zimbabwe with was not her husband’s. She divorced him there came back with a baby she had 

with another man.’  

We laugh and joke about Bee’s life. She must have been pregnant at the time Ba Dodo 

died  even though she made out that Mwanza had never touched her. Not that it matters now. It’s 

been a while I can’t even picture her in my mind. Mixed feelings run through me at the 

possibility of seeing her again. We have nothing in common now, we didn’t then. Years of being 

apart, different experiences and education could only have widened the gap. But as all the 
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differences between Bee and I rush through me, another part of me wants to see her again; an 

uncontrollable urge to connect to the past.  

‘And the other two children?’ Grandma Ponga wants to hear more. 

‘Wouldn’t it be nice for you to see her again?’ Ma says wistfully.  

‘But she’s in Swaziland in Geneva. Eh?’ Bana Bee says, hesitates, then frowns, confusion 

registers in her face.  

Ma says, ‘Geneva is in Switzerland.’  

Bana Bee laughs, ‘You’re right. I mean Switzerland. Is that where the UN is?’  

I nod. It’s my turn to be confused.  

‘When Bee came back from Zimbabwe, she worked at the Intercontinental hotel. That is 

where she met her current husband, a muzungu. They have been married six or seven years and 

she has two boys with him.’ 

Bana Bee moves on to tell the story of her first time on an air plane to Switzerland. She 

tells of her hysteria when the plane took off as she expected it to fall out of the sky.  

‘The whole eight hours, I didn’t go to the toilet.’ She says. ‘Because I didn’t want my 

wee to drop on someone’s head.’ The three of them fall about laughing. Tears stream down their 

faces. They gasp for air I worry ma will run out of air and collapse from exhaustion. Just I’m 

about to interrupt them and remind Bana Bee that she has a full waiting room, she wipes her face 

and turns serious. She reaches for Ma’s hand and asks about her problem. 
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It’s the usual questions. Symptoms? Any pain? Where? How often? Are you seeing 

anyone else for treatment? Best to stick to one person. That’s what they all say. Give the remedy 

time to work. We nod and agree to everything she says just as we have done many times over the 

past year.  

As Ma lists her ailments, I think of Bee and Tudu Court. I see the mulberry trees and 

smell the musky inside of Sibanda’s blue-lit grocer store. I see Ba Dodo laying still on the 

verandah her black and yellow chitenge covering her. And I remember the feel of her cool, 

damp, lifeless hand when I stretched out and touched it. It felt so different from when I would lay 

my head in her lap for her to scratch the dandruff off my scalp with a small-toothed comb.  

Daisy, Sonia and I always knew Bana Bee was responsible for Ba Dodo’s death. We 

whispered about it behind Bee’s back. We knew Ba Dodo was pregnant and Bee had told us 

what her mother did with the root. So we figured it out. We confirmed our suspicions when we 

noticed that after Ba Dodo died, Bana Bee turned away some of her clients. The young women 

who arrived, always in a jacket or coat, and walked hurriedly slinked through the gate towards 

the Bana Bee’s house. After Ba Dodo’s death they didn’t spend hours in Bee’s house. They 

slinked back out a few minutes later. Rejection evident in their stooped shoulders and bowed 

heads, they held their coats tightly around their bodies. And when we saw them leave, Sonia, 

Daisy and I stuck up our thumbs and winked conspiratorially at one another. We enjoyed 

knowing what the grown ups didn’t know. It was our secret. We felt powerful and in control. We 

knew something adults didn’t. Now sitting in this dark room with Bana Bee, I can’t help but 

wonder what the consequences of us keeping quiet were.  
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As Bana Bee talks to Ma and Grandma Ponga, her eyes flit to me. They move from side 

to side like the eyes of a lizard. When we stand up to leave, with newspaper wrapped roots and 

dry leaves, to add to the heaps we have already have at home, Bana Bee says, ‘Pumpkin you stay 

behind, l want to talk to you.’ 

I’m startled. She notices, ‘Pumpkin, aren’t you my friend?’  

Grandma Ponga and ma bid Bana Bee goodbye and leave. 

‘Do you remember the way you and Bee used to play and fight?’ 

I nod.  

I’m sitting down on the narrow bed. It’s covered with a blanket identical to the one 

hanging over the window. I wonder how many people have sat on the blanket I’m sat on and 

when it was last washed. My mind flashes back to Bana Bee’s small kitchen at Tudu Court. The 

layer of black grease on the wall around the two plate gas cooker. The charcoal burner always 

glowing, against the wall on the verandah. The black three legged pots of different sizes 

constantly spitting and steaming from the side of the lid. And I remember the smell of burning 

that surrounded her.  

‘So tell me your problem.’ She asks after staring into my eyes for an embarrassing 

moment where I can’t decide whether to stare back at her or look away. 

‘I’m worried about my mo-‘ 

‘Ah ah no,’ she shakes her head. ‘That is not the problem I’m talking about. ‘There is 

something else I can see.’ She’s sat on the floor before me. Now she gets up buries her head 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



182 

 

under the bed I’m sitting on. She resurfaces with a handful of white beads. She opens out the 

string and weaves it loosely between her fingers.  

‘I can see that someone is bothering you.’ 

I stare at her. She nods and adds ‘Tell me about her.’ She throws her head back and starts 

to roll her head around. She flexes neck her as if it’s made of rubber.  

When she sits back up and opens her eyes she says. ‘I see a young girl; very pretty. But 

with a bad spirit.’ 

My stomach somersaults. 

‘Don’t worry she won’t break up your family. We won’t let her.’ 

My instinct tells me to claim I have no idea what she’s talking about and get out. But my 

curiosity gets the better of me. 

‘She has something of yours, a piece of clothing?’ 

I nod. Fear creeps up the back of my neck. 

‘You are like a daughter to me. I have customers out there. But they can wait. I have to 

deal with this young girl and her evil spirit.’ Bana Bee lets out a laugh that intensifies my fear. 

‘Madam Kwacha will stop her.’ She opens her eyes and sits up on her knees. ‘Pumpkin, you and 

I are going to get rid of her for good. ‘Take this.’ She hands me the beads. When you get home 

stand at the gate to your house and break the string. Let the beads scatter don’t pick any of them 
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up except for one white one and this one. ‘She points at the only red bead in the string of white 

ones. 

‘Keep these two beads close by you all the time. Okay?’  She smiles and gets to her feet. 

I thank her and stuff the beads into my hand bag. 

‘Don’t worry my child. You are safe.’ She takes both my hands in her bony ones and 

squeezes them. ‘Ask the man with swollen leg to come in.’ She lets go of my hand and settles 

back on the floor crossed-legged her with either hand cupping a knee. 

As I’m closing the door behind me she calls me back. ‘Pumpkin?  

I turn to her. 

Her eyes closed she says, ‘I don’t kill people.’   

My hand shakes as I close the door behind me. Immediately I step into the waiting room 

the smell of strong cologne shoots up my nose and catches in my throat. A man in a black suit 

stands in the door way, his head almost toughing the door frame. He reaches for the door handle 

and brushes past me. Two other men, also in dark suits, one carrying a brief case barge in behind 

him.  

The woman with the designer handbag kisses her teeth loudly and jumps to her feet. She 

charges up to the door, pounds on it once and barges in. ‘We came here first. But everyone is 

jumping the queue!’ As I rush out of the house I hear her ask, ‘Madam Kwacha are these other 

customers paying you with money that’s a different colour from mine?’  
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Outside the kiosk is open and a young girl in a green jumpsuit is sweeping the ground 

with a broom of dry grass. She stands aside apologetically and watches me hurry through the 

puff of dust she’s lifted off the ground. 

Before I get to the gate a window squeaks open and Bana Bee calls out to me. ‘Pumpkin, 

did I charge you?’ 

I shake my head though the lady for whose benefit she asks the question can’t see me. I 

can hear her complaining from inside the room.  

‘Be patient I will attend to you,’ Bana Bee says.  

Grandma Ponga and Ma are waiting for me in the car. It’s been boxed in by a black 

Mercedes.  

As I decide whether to go in and ask the men to move their car or wait. The three women 

stomp out of the house with scowls on their faces, waving their hands about and spitting angry 

words at Bana Bee. 

They jump into the four by four and rave off. 

 ‘I wonder what these men are here for.’ Ma asks. 

‘They are wondering the same about us? Grandma Ponga says. Two of the men come out 

of the house and hurry into the Mercedes and reverse out of my way.  
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As I pull out, Na Bee steps out of the house supported by the third man. She’s changed 

into a blue dress and has a red beret on her head. The man helps her into the back of the 

Mercedes. She smiles and waves at us before her face disappears behind the black window 

‘She’s leaving? What about the patients waiting inside?’ Ma asks.  

‘She’s going to their house. She’ll probably get more from them in one consultation, than 

the entire client takings for the day. Plus the added comfort of consulting in their comfortable 

homes. And hopefully she’ll buy some paint and new curtains.’ 

‘I’m surprised to see men here. I thought only women come to inyanga’s to heal their 

relationship problems.’ I say. 

Grandma Ponga lets out a Chuckle. ‘Men have their own issues. They want power; 

Grandma Ponga holds up a black wrinkled fist. ‘Sexual power.’ She demonstrates by feeling 

along the length of her arm from her wrist to her elbow. 

 Ma clucks disapprovingly. Grandma Ponga ignores her and says, ‘The problem with 

people like Bana Bee is that she has made her god-given gift commercial. She’s blessed with the 

ability to heal but she has exploited it.’ 

‘You think she can heal and sees things? I ask. 

 ‘People have gifts.’ Ma says. ‘But some get greedy. If you have a gift and you charge for 

it because you need to make a living, at least be principled. She’s leaving customers who have 

been waiting to see her for hours because she wants to consult the ones that pay more money.’ 
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‘Western doctors do the same. Better, faster services are available in private hospitals 

than public ones.’ Grandma Ponga says. 

 ‘So how do people get these powers?’ I’m still curious. 

‘They are born with them. My mother your great grandmother had them. She would walk 

through the forest and pick at plants or leaves, or dig up roots up from the ground. And she 

would bring them home and say. This is for this and this is for that. We followed her instructions  

and it worked.’ 

‘Didn’t you ask her how she knew?’ 

‘No. The same way I don’t ask my doctor or pharmacist how he knows paracetamol 

works.’ 

We drive in silence for a while.   

‘Ma, remember how Bana Bee used to have clients coming to see her for love portions?’ 

I don’t say including you. Because I know Bana Bee gave Ma dry twigs and leaves which she 

rolled in newspaper joint and smoked. Many nights I peered out of my bedroom window and 

watched the orange glow of the cigarette reflecting on the living room window. She smoked in 

the dark. I watched the smoke drift out of the window and into the dark. It dissipated into the 

night and I prayed that the smoke reached Tata wherever he was.  

‘Some of the things like love potions don’t work.’ Ma says. ‘It’s different with the herbs 

that heal physical symptoms.’  

‘But she seems to have the power to see things’ I say. 
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 ‘With all these mystical things, put them in context and don’t rely too much on what they 

say. Remember it’s a business.’ Ma says. 

‘For Bana Bee, it’s big business.’ For a change Grandma Ponga concurs. 

‘It’s lovely to hear Bee is happily married in Geneva.’ I say. 

‘So Mwanza, Oscars houseboy, he used to molest you children?’ Grandma Ponga asks.  

Before I can answer, ‘Ma says, he wouldn’t have dared done anything to Pumpkin. She 

was too young. Bee was older and very streetwise.’ 

Grandma Ponga, sifting through the different herbs in the plastic bag on her lap says, 

‘You wouldn’t have known if he tried something on Pumpkin. You were drunk half the time.’ 

There’s a conspicuous silence in the car before she adds. ‘Streetwise girls like Bee are the smart 

ones. They know how to catch men. They make mistakes, hell we all do. But they mend their 

mistakes and learn from them. Girls like that wouldn’t allow a man to be the air she breathes. Or 

allow a man to destroy her life by reducing her to drugs, or depression or whatever. She’s the 

kind of girl that leaves a man who mistreats her and finds another husband. As the proverb goes, 

the one who fears divorce never finds a good marriage.’  

‘I wonder how old her husband is?’ I ask. 

‘What does it matter? She is married to a well to do muzungu, he’s adopted her children 

and she’s living a good life.’ Grandma Ponga says.  

‘I know. It’s just that it’s a common thing; elderly white men coming to find themselves 

black girls to marry; obviously second or third marriages. They hang about in hotels looking for 
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young black girls. I find it insulting that they don’t do it to their own women. I was reading the 

other day about how poverty is forcing young girls to marry old expatriates that are not 

particularly well off but appear so because they have Euros, or pound sterling pensions. And here 

those currencies speak volumes. The report stated that when the women go abroad with husbands 

they find that they are not well off. In fact they find they are living in -’ 

Ma interrupts me. ‘Pumpkin, just be happy for your friend. Blessings shower on 

everyone. They don’t belong to you.’ And before I can find something to my defence, ma pipes, 

‘Some women are reduced to drink when they are disappointed by a man. Others internalize the 

hurt. Keep the bitterness inside them till it dries and shrivels them up inside they can never love 

again. That kind of woman ends up sour at life.’ Ma’s voice rises with every word. She’s quiet 

for a few minutes and my mind searches frantically for something to say, anything to neutralize 

ma’s words. Nothing apt comes to mind and she says. ‘He made me a drunk. I’m over it. You get 

over it. Get over him!’ She shrieks.  

Everything starts to happen fast. Just as I roll to a red traffic light. Grandma Ponga clicks 

out of her seat belt, picks up the plastic bag whips round and tosses at ma. Brown powder and 

dry leaves scatter everywhere. Ma lets out a yelp. It doesn’t go far, because Grandma Ponga 

lunges over the head rest and grabs ma by the neck. I hear myself scream at them to stop. The 

lights turn green I swerve onto the curb and pull the handbrake up. Kneeling on my seat I reach 

to pull Grandma Ponga away. But she shrugs me off. She lets go of Ma, brushes the twigs off her 

shoulder and steps out the car. We watch her walk away, her step purposeful, controlled she 

holds in her anger and dignity.  
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‘Are you alright?’I ask Ma.  

‘I’m fine. Where’s she going call her back.’ Ma sits forward, weariness in her face. 

‘Pumpkin call your grandmother back.’ Beads of sweat dot her forehead and she’s panting. So 

am I. As much as I want to chase after Grandma Ponga, I can’t get my body to move. We watch 

her flag down and board a lone minibus, ferrying early morning marketeers and their produce to 

the market.  Shaking, I start the car and we drive home in silence. Ma occupies herself gathering 

her herbs, whilst I suppress an overwhelming urge to ask Ma what she meant. 

 When I stop in front of her house, she says, ‘I don’t know what got into me to say 

something so ridiculous. When Oscar comes home I’ll ask him to take me to your grandmother’s 

so I can apologize. 

Mustering all the strength I can, I return her apologetic smile and assure her I’m okay.  I 

drive home blind to everything around me, except for two things that float back into my memory 

with painfully stark intensity, a voice ringing in my ears. Mama T’s voice saying, that’s why the 

grandmother is so bitter. And the words; I understand your Grandmother’s bitterness, Gloria’s 

scrawled in green ink on white paper..  
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Chapter 23 

‘Granddad's in the newspaper!’ Junior bursts into the kitchen waving a newspaper. 

‘Daddy says he’ll be home late’ He dumps the paper and two envelopes on the table and races 

back out. It’s been two months since the fight at the mall but the tension between Tembo and I, is 

still simmering. We’ve taken to staying out of one another’s way and communicating through 

Junior. 

Is Sakavungo the man? The Daily Mail headline asks. There’s a blow-up of Tata’s 

smiling face, with his tilted chin resting lightly on his fist,  it’s his favourite pose. He flouts his 

unquestionable entrepreneur skills, his personal success, his perseverance and charm in his 

campaign to become president of the country. By emphasizing that if elected he’ll bring a fresh 

approach to politics and the economy, Sakavungo 63, somewhat acknowledges his lack of a 

formal education and political experience.....  

I toss the paper aside. The media has been relentless in their attack and ridicule of Tata. 

There’s a brown envelope addressed to me; I slit it open. The letterhead catches my attention and 

my heart jumps. It’s a summons addressed to Pezo Tembo for assaulting a Miss Salome Kalala.  

‘Mercy! Mercy!’ With the letter in my hand I race to my bedroom. My hands shake as I 

grab my bag and car keys. On the way back down the corridor I meet Mercy running towards 

me, alarm in her face. 

‘Mercy, I’m going to the farm.’ 

‘Is everything alright?’ 
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‘I have to see Tata urgently.’   

Mercy scuttles after me to the car. I start driving away then I slam on the brakes, hop out 

of my car and dash back into the house. The beads Bana Bee gave me are still sitting in the 

bottom of  my bedside table drawer. Mercy follows me into the bedroom and hands me a pair of 

shoes. I kick off my bedroom slippers and carry the shoes in my hands.   

‘Before I hop back into the car I snap the string of beads and they scatter to the ground. I 

drop to my knees and scramble after a white bead.  

‘Look for the red one.’ On my instruction Mercy drops to her knees, we scratch around 

the pavement and scrubs. 

Junior and his friends surround us. ‘Mum what’s happened?’ Junior asks repeatedly. 

‘It’s okay. Mummy is looking for something. Go and play.’ I hear myself answer as many 

times as he asks. 

‘Here!’ Mercy holds up a red bead. Relief and alarm combined in her face.  

‘Thanks!’ I grab it from her and drop it into my bag and jump into the car.  

Mercy gets up and claps the dust off her skirt. Then she huddles the three boys together, 

murmuring to herself, she ushers them away. As one would usher children away from a crazed 

woman.  

Tata’s campaign team is based at the farm. The drive always churns up memories of the 

first time I made the journey with Tata on a dark wet night many years ago. The memories are 
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still so strong I can smell the inside of Tata’s car and feel the rain drops trickling down my neck 

as I felt them that night.   

For the years Tata moved from the farm and lived with Gloria, I didn’t visit the farm nor 

did I see Mama T, but still the events of 1978 trailed me like smoke, grey, hazy, clingy. 

Sometimes, a gesture, a tune, or a taste, would rouse the fear that lived as a tight knot in my 

stomach with such intensity, I would taste the memory bitter and prickly as the aloe leaf. Other 

times the memories were as sweet as the peaches that bloomed from the tree outside the kitchen 

window, that year. 1978 became that year. The year I lived at the farm. The year the Rhodesians 

bombed the camp. The year Ma stopped drinking and got married. The year Tata dumped Mama 

T and moved in with Gloria. 1978 was also the year I met and lost Sissy. 

But then with time the memories dimmed somewhat. Mama T’s ugly words as I recalled 

them lost their bite. I couldn’t get myself to conjure up the colours of the hedge outside the front 

gate, no matter how much I willed my mind.  By the time I came back from Leicester in 1991, 

Gloria had left Tata two years earlier and he had moved back to the farm with Mama T. I didn’t 

feel anything. 

Gloria’s reasons for leaving Tata and migrating back to Barbados are stacked in a shoe 

box in my wardrobe. She sent them to me for over a period of about a year. Green ink on unlined 

white paper, expressing love, frustration, anger, hatred and then bitterness; all expressed in her 

big looped handwriting. Gloria emptied out her heart to me. Her words evoked mixed emotions 

in me. She explained that Tata and she were socialized so differently that for either of them to 

shift as a compromise for the sake of the relationship, would require a fundamental change of 
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ones being. It wouldn’t be fair to expect either one of them change who they are. I wondered 

why Gloria told me all of it. Why she didn’t spare Tata or me? What good did it do for me to 

know all the details? I thought if anyone would understand I should have been left out of it, it 

was Gloria. But then again as I would remember what Sissy had once told me. That love made 

people lose all sense of judgement and reasoning, that it’s the ones that love you that cause the 

most hurt and in a way I understood.  

She wrote of her love for Tata, I will always love him; I believe him me. But I’ve learnt 

from our relationship that despite what the fairy tales say, love alone can’t sustain a long term 

relationship. There was a paragraph in the letter she spoke of her love for Tata that struck me 

like a flat palm across my face. It still rings, piercing in my ears, your Tata is incapable of 

making emotional sacrifices or taking responsibility for the pain he inflicts on others. Money and 

material things are his penitence. Gloria wrote. Now I understand what he did to your 

grandmother. I understand her bitterness.  

I didn’t finish reading the letter and the three subsequent letters she sent me lie unopened 

in my shoebox.   

‘Better the devil you know.’ Tata said to me over the phone when he called to tell me he 

was back at the farm with Mama T. Then he said, ‘I don’t understand what happened, I bought 

her a new car and offered to sign over the house to her, but she had made up her mind to pack up 

and leave - women.’ By saying so he vindicated Gloria. I didn’t tell him I knew the full story or 

rather, one half of it. 
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When I get to the farm I find cars lined up along the road leading to the farm house, so I 

park up the road, by the big stone that had once almost cracked open Zu’s skull. 

The landscape of Mama T’s garden has changed over the years. The hedge of flowers that 

once matched Ma’s bed spread has been replaced by rose bushes. A white two metre wall with 

electric wiring perched on top and solid black gate crudely obstructs the view of the garden from 

the road. My Jacaranda tree stands tall, providing scanty shade either side of the wall. The tree’s 

shade offers little reprieve from the sun as the wall blocks out any breeze and the harsh October 

sun has sucked the moisture and colour out of it’s rice-sized leaves bleaching them  olive.  

Tata’s on the verandah talking to a man wearing a grey suit and a toothpaste ad smile. 

‘Meet my daughter, Tata holds out his hand and presents me to his companion. 

As I shake the guest’s hand I recognise him as the Spokesperson for Trevor Zulu, Tata’s 

main political rival. ‘She’s an architect.’ Tata adds, pride in his face.  

Mr Zulu shakes my hand and unashamedly suggests I start planning Tata’s victory party.  

After a few pleasantries between the two, we walk Mr Zulu to his Mercedes and watch him drive 

away. 

‘What is he doing here?’ 

‘Politics, Pumpkin.  It’s called politics!’ Tata takes my hand. I’m a head taller than him, 

but his warm firm grip makes me feel nine again. We walk through the living room; two men are 

sat on the sofa sharing a newspaper. One of Tata’s secretaries, with bright blue eye-shadow, 

stops typing on her laptop to wave and take a swig from a beer bottle. Driver is sitting on a chair 
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outside Tata’s study. He stands up to greet me. Driver has retired from driving Tata but still 

hangs around him like a shadow.   

In the study Tata bounces into his chair, and rubs his hands together. ‘Money; it’s 

amazing what money can do.’ 

Age has been kind to Tata.  More girth in his midriff is all he has to show for his age. His 

face is taut like the skin of a fresh black tomato. Over the past few years he’s taken to shaving 

his head, attained a youthful look, with no grey hair to betray his age. 

‘I’m going to win this one. Quit your job now and come and work for your Tata.’ 

‘It’s not easy to unseat a sitting government.’ 

‘So because you don’t think I’ll win you won’t support me?’ 

‘Of course I will. Though politics is not for me.’ 

‘Well, some of us feel morally bound to do something for the betterment of the country, 

for mankind.’ 

‘You’ll be the first.’ 

‘Don’t mistrust all politicians’ 

‘Look at Trevor Zulu. I wouldn’t trust him.’ 

‘I don’t, but he doesn’t trust me either. But it’s not about liking one another it’s about 

cash.’ 
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‘Hasn’t he been leading the smear campaign against?’ 

‘It’s politics. And in any case so what if I once had two wives and many girlfriends? 

Which one of them campaigning out there, doesn’t?’ 

‘Good campaign line.’ 

Tata throws his head back and laughs. ‘You stayed in London too long. Leave us to our 

politics.’ Tata refers to the whole of the UK as London and I’ve long given up on correcting him.  

There’s a knock at the door. A thin man in a tee shirt with Tata’s image embossed on the 

front walks in and puts a bowl of grilled nuts on the table, explains something, then leaves. The 

envelope in my handbag is heavy on my lap. Tata can’t afford to get embroiled in a scandal at 

this stage in his campaign.  

‘By the way, how is your mother? He pushes the bowl across his desk.  

‘She’s well.’ I shake my head at the plate.  

He raises his eyebrows, ‘Are you sure? If you need anything just let me know.’ 

We sit silent for a while; listen to Tata’s chewing. Any mention of Ma’s ill health turns 

my insides to stone. The summons in my bag is having the same effect on my stomach.  Tata’s 

mobile rings, as he’s on the phone, I pick up a newspaper and stare at the sports page until he 

hangs up.  

‘Tata I have a small problem.’ 

‘What’s wrong?’ He fills his mouth with a fistful of nuts. 
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I edit the story. He doesn’t need to know that I had followed Tembo and Salome around 

for half an hour. I make out like I was already at the mall when I saw her jumping out of 

Tembo’s car. In my version, she struck me first. Tata listens until I finish then he asks for the 

summons. He opens it out, glances over it then pops it in his drawer. 

‘Don’t worry about it.’ 

‘I’m sorry I know you don’t need any scandals. I mean I don’t want you to pay anyone-‘ 

‘Pumpkin, why have you brought this to me?’ Before I can say anything Tata says ‘Isn’t 

it because you want me to deal with it?’ 

I nod. 

‘So? Are you going to tell me how to deal with it? You go home and forget about this. 

It’s a small matter.’ Tata springs off his chair, opens the door, hesitates and turns to face me, ‘If 

Tembo is going to walk away from your marriage, you can fight all the girls in the world, he’ll 

walk. And if he means to stay, you can fight all the girls in the world, he’ll stay. You understand 

eh?’ Then he walks away beckoning with his head at Driver to follow him.  

 Mama T is in the guest house. It’s what used to be Sissy quarters remodelled into a 

bright sunny room with a cream tiled shower and toilet. The side wall has been knocked down 

and replaced with a sliding glass door. The light, cream walls and curtains make the room look 

much bigger than it used to be. But with all the changes, I still feel Sissy whenever I enter the 

room.  
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I never got a chance to say goodbye to Sissy. The last time I saw her she opened the gate 

to let driver and I out.  I waved at her from the car thinking I would see her again at the end of 

the holidays. But that’s the holiday Ba Dodo died and I stopped talking. Tata allowed me to stay 

with ma because of the trauma I suffered. By the time I was able to talk again and fully 

recovered, I couldn’t go back to the farm because Tata moved out to live with Gloria and ma got 

married to Uncle Oscar. Two years later Zimbabwe gained independence and Sissy and Zu went 

back home. Physically I lost contact with Sissy but for years afterwards I carried her around 

inside me. Often, I still hear her words ringing in my ears and I see her smile the way I remember 

it. 

Mama T and her three companions, sitting around a table set with tea and biscuits, look 

startled to see me. Their conversation trails off mid sentence.  

‘Pumpkin.’ Mama T jumps to her feet and ushers me around the table introducing me to 

each guest.  If Mama T wasn’t amongst them I would think I’ve caught them gossiping about 

Tata. But as she’s with them and I know she would never gossip to anyone, least of all her 

church friends, about him. We exchange greetings, they ask after the children and Tembo, and I 

make an excuse to leave. 

‘You’re already going?’ Mama T says guilt written in her face. ‘Let me get the workers 

to pick some pumpkin leaves and a few maize cobs for you.’ She follows me out. 

We make small talk as two young boys scurry up and down the vegetable beds hurriedly 

snapping pumpkin leaves off the creeping stems and breaking cobs off maize stalks. Mama T 

tells me her maize crop is stunted this season so the corn is scanty and the cobs are half size. She 
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holds up one hand and demarcates it in half with the other, to demonstrate the size of the cobs.  

She says the pumpkin leaves are very tender and their yellow flowers so sweet I don’t need to 

add onions and tomatoes for flavour when I stew the leaves. She confesses that she doesn’t go 

anywhere near the living room these days because it breaks her heart to see all the strange men 

marking the cream carpet with their shoes, and steaming up the windows with their sweaty 

bodies.  She doesn’t understand how they can work with so much alcohol in their bodies. Just 

yesterday she counted three empty bottles of whiskey and two crates of Mosi bottles. She 

volunteers all this information in a single breath. As if she has to keep talking because if she 

doesn’t she’ll end up saying what she really wants to say.   

‘Is everything okay?’ 

‘Eh’ she hesitates. ‘Yes!’ She bobs her head. ‘Everything’s fine.’ 

‘Has Tata been okay health wise?’ 

‘You know Tata always fit. Its jus– nothing.’ Mama T shakes her head and loads the 

basket into my boot. ‘Everything’s fine.’  

As I pull away I watch her in my rear view mirror. Tata and Mama T slipped back into 

their lives on the farm, as if  he had never left. For years after I left the farm , I looked forward to 

the day I would stand before Mama T, face her as an adult and show her I had made something 

of myself. That Pumpkin the sinner was a woman now. Tall and educated, two things she would 

never be. The day didn’t happen as I had hoped. It went as planned in so far as I wore my pin 

stripped trouser suit that hid my wide hips. I planned to visit the farm the day after I got back 

from Leicester, as I wanted Mama T to see me before the sun burnt my face black.  And I did. 
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But when I got to the farm Mama T opened the door, the first thing I saw were her red teary eyes 

and puffy face. She hushed me by pressing her finger to her lips, pointing in the direction of 

Tata’s study she whispered, ‘Tata is on a long distance call from St. Lucia. ‘Gloria has died of a 

stroke.’  

Mama T’s words struck me like I an invisible fist had knocked me down. I let go of the 

duty Free plastic bag I was holding and the bottle of Chivers Regal I had bought for Tata 

shattered to the floor. My knees gave way and I buckled over clutching my stomach trying to 

ease the pain of the invisible blow. Mama T knelt before me and we held onto one another. Her 

body shook; spasms that caused her teeth to chatter violently I thought she would never stop. My 

resolve for payback ebbed away. From somewhere inside me I felt a strong empathy for Mama 

T. I held her close. At that moment I would have done anything to block out the howl of anguish 

coming from Tata’s study.  Because when Gloria died, Tata cried. He cried like a baby. 
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 Chapter 24 

For the second time in a week, I drive to the farm. This time the parked cars tail back to 

the junction, so I have a longer way to walk to get to the gate. The sun’s directly overhead; it 

burns the back of my neck and melts the tar so I have to jerk my feet up with every step I take to 

stop my pointed heels sinking into the ground.  

Four men are seated on garden chairs around a coffee table. A of bottle of Black Label 

three quarter empty, and four beer mugs sit on the table. Glaze-eyed all four rise to shake my 

hand and blow alcohol fumes into my face. In the living room, two young men, both in glasses 

and ties, are inserting figures onto a cardboard sheet stuck up on the wall. A woman in a black 

skirt suit is perched on the dinning room table and whispering into the phone. She stops talking 

as I walk past her.  

‘He’s in here,’ Driver stands up move aside to allow me into the study. He still wears his 

shirt unbuttoned half down, though his chest hair is now all white, he looks as if he’s stuck 

cotton wool to his chest.  

 ‘This dumb woman here has fucked up!’ Tata declares as soon as I close the door behind 

me.   

‘Pumpkin sit down.’ Mama T pats the chair next to her for me to sit down, like a child 

eager to tell its side of a story. 

‘Why are you whispering?’ Tata asks. ‘Soon everybody will know.’  

‘What’s going on?’  
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‘Tell her.’ Tata says. Mama T doesn’t say anything so he says, ‘All that activity out there 

and the money spent I’ve spent for this campaign is all fucked up. Because of her my political 

campaign is over.’  

‘What’s happened?’ 

He points at Mama T, who buries her face in her handkerchief and starts to shake, short, 

jerky spasms.   

‘Cry! How many times, for how many years have I warned you about this church 

business of yours?’ 

‘It’s not the –’ Mama T tries to speak between snorts but Tata cuts her short.  

‘Isn’t kwacha belonging to your Church congregation missing?’ 

‘It’s not missing.’ Mama T blows into her hankie. ‘We collected the money for the 

pyramid scheme so you could invest and loan it to others.’ 

‘Invest?’ Tata flashes mocking smile, ‘Pumpkin, have you got money you need invested? 

Because we have in our midst an Investment Broker.’ He loses his smile and wags a finger at 

her, ‘What do you know about investment?’ 

‘The pastor said –’  

‘So now you take the pastor’s word over mine? If I kick you out now!’ Tata stamps his 

finger on the desk, ‘will the pastor put a roof over your head?  

Mama T shakes her head. 
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Tata lowers his voice and turns to me. ‘My daughter my campaign is over. I’ve been told  

that tomorrow the story will be all over the papers.’ Tata opens his hands up like he's holding up 

a banner, ‘Sakavungo’s wife steals church money!’ 

‘Tata allow Mama T to tell her side of the story.’ 

‘I wouldn’t ask you to drive all the way here to tell you it’s all over, if it wasn’t. This is 

bad.  No one will believe that I didn’t know that my wife and her pastor were swindling the 

congregation’  

‘I didn’t steal the money. It was banked. We took accounts.’ Mama T mumbles. The 

collar of her white blouse is stained brown from the foundation running down her face.  

‘Okay let’s not use the word stolen.’ Tata sits back, fakes a sweet smile and holding up 

his hands again says, ‘Sakavungo’s wife takes congregations money and has no idea where it 

went. That’s better isn’t it?’ 

‘We withdrew some of it to repay members of the scheme. Some money was left in the 

account.’  

‘An account to which you were a signatory. Pumpkin, do you know this woman didn’t 

even tell me she had an account? For all these years I have shared all my money with her, when 

she has an account she hides the fact from me. Did you think I’ll take your money?’ I have 

enough money of my own. In fact you have enough of my money. That’s why I don’t understand 

why you got involved in this scheme; stupidity, greed or both.’  Tata gets up. ‘I’m going out. 

Don’t talk to your church people or the press, don’t talk to anyone you understand me!’  
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Mama T nods like a child.  

‘First thing tomorrow morning you’re out of here. I’ll organize for one of the drivers to 

take you home. Go and visit your father.’ Tata storms out. 

 We sit in silence for a while. Listen to the air condition whirling. I get up and turn it off.  

‘Tata still stands a chance. All sorts of things are being said about the candidates. I’m 

sure the voters don’t believe everything they hear.’ 

‘But this story is true. The media have copies of all the documents and Sissy Gwen who 

is one of the contributors to the scheme said they will go the press.’ 

‘Sissy Gwen?’ 

‘Uhhm,' Mama T sighs, 'remember Sister Gwen that I helped and supported over all those 

years?’ Mama T claps. ‘She turned on me. She knows it was just a bad investment. I’ve also lost 

money, though your Tata doesn’t know. We could have kept all this it quiet and eventually paid 

everyone back. But she has gone to the press because she’s intent on destroying me.’ Mama T 

wipes her face.  ‘Anyway the church thing is not such a problem, because the church has the 

money to pay everyone back. So it will be resolved in a few weeks time. Gwen knows it. She just 

wants to humiliate me for now. She knows it will hurt Tata’s campaign. It’s the humiliation of 

the other story.’ 

‘What story?’ 

‘The one,’ she leans towards me. ‘The one about Tata’s, you know the young girl who 

went to the press.’ 
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‘Ah Mama T. That is rubbish. People say all sorts of –’ 

‘The opposition have paid tell her story to the newspaper. It will be published on 

Wednesday.’ 

‘So? Anyone can make up a story and go to the media.’ 

‘But it’s true. I know her, though she’s not a young girl anymore.’ Mama T keeps looking 

at the door as if scared Tata might be standing behind it listening to us. ‘When Tata met her she 

was twenty five.’  

‘That’s an adult.’ 

‘But he was sixty one. My shame is that Tata’s business will be all over. It’s embarrassing 

for him, for me for all of us. Pumpkin, you’re a grown woman. You know how these issues 

affect men. They don’t want to seek medical help because they are in denial. Seeking help is 

admitting to the problem.’ 

It’s not a discussion I want to be having about Tata. Not with Mama T. Not with anyone. 

But Mama T carries on talking. ‘Tata has exposed his problem by going around with all these 

girls because they talk.’ 

 ‘It doesn’t make sense. Why shy away from seeking medical help because he doesn’t 

want anyone to know, and then expose his problem?’ 

‘He thinks other women will cure him. He thinks maybe it’s our old fat bodies that cause 

the problem. So he goes around hoping one of the young girls will give him strength. Cure him.’ 
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Mama T is staring into my face. But I avoid her teary eyes. I don’t want to see the truth about 

Tata in her eyes. I change the subject.  

‘But surely that story can’t cost him the election. Worse things are being said about his 

opposition.’ 

‘Tata’s campaign was based on the fact that he has made clean money. This story about 

the church money will tarnish that record. The story from the young girl will tarnish him 

morally. And I have contributed to tarnishing him. It hurts, because your Tata always helps 

others. He always has. But no one looks out for him unless there is money involved. This is the 

time we, as his family should be supporting him.’ Mama T rests her face in her palm. ‘I’ve let 

him down.’ She’s wiped all the foundation off her face onto hankie, exposing the black patches 

of dead skin on her cheek bones; skin killed by hydroquinone.  

 ‘Mama T it was not intentional. Besides as he says “Sakavungo always survives”.’ I 

imitate Tata and Mama T manages a bleak smile. ‘Tata is angry now, he’ll cool down.’  

 ‘Thank you.’ She sighs, hesitates then says, ‘Pumpkin, I’m sorry.’  

She surprises me. I can’t think of anything to say, she must think I’m waiting for more 

because she says. ‘I’m sorry for all I’ve ever done to you.’ She reaches for my hand. 

I nod. Unsure whether I’m accepting her apology or acknowledging it. 

 Would she apologize if she knew I threw away her wedding ring? Bought in India in 

1958, in a small red velvet box that still sits on her dressing table? Would she forgive me if she 
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knew that many times she had swallowed blobs of my frothy saliva in the endless pots of tea she 

asked me to brew for her?  

If Tembo came home one night with a fat nine year old girl and told me she was his 

daughter, would I treat the child any different from the way Mama T treated me? 

We sit quietly holding hands, thinking.  

 ‘I have to go and check on the food.’ Mama T gets up abruptly. I stand with her and we 

embrace. Close a painful chapter in our past.  

Tata’s in the living room; he walks me up the road to my car. He talks politics. He’s 

cheerful, not like a man who has an erectile dysfunction, as the young lady whose story is about 

to break in the Times alleges. Nor does he seem like a man who’s about to lose an election he 

has invested so much energy and money in because his wife is being accused of theft, or more 

unpalatably, a man about to lose an election because he’s from the wrong tribe.  

Tata doesn’t mention the fact that  his tribe is the biggest obstacle to his political 

aspirations. When it comes up, he brushes it aside, says things have changed. He says that the 

electorate are intelligent enough to see beyond tribe and ethnicity. Sissy was right; Tata only sees 

what he wants to see.   

When I get to the car I ask. ‘Tata you know that problem of mine?’ It’s not an ideal time 

to bring up my problems considering the load he’s carrying, but the anxiety of being summoned 

to court has kept me awake at night.  

 ‘It’s sorted.’ 
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I fiddle about with my car key hoping he’ll say more. He doesn’t. So I say, 'I don’t know 

how it works. Have the girl’s lawyers been contacted? Has the summons been officially 

withdrawn?’ 

Tata opens my car door for me. ‘It’s all gone. No Lawyers no summons.’ He closes the 

car door and taps it, ‘Greeting to the kids. I’ll drop something off for them tomorrow.’  

I watch him walk away. He’s been spending too much time in the sun his skin is burnt 

blue black, it clashes with the electric blue campaign tee shirt he’s taken to wearing everyday. 

Guilt weighs me down for burdening him with my problem when he least needs it. Mama T’s 

words come back to me. I’ve never thought of Tata as needing support from anyone because he’s 

always dished it out. He’s my Father Christmas all year round. I’ve never thought of Santa’s 

needs.  
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Chapter 25 

I join Tata on a campaign walk. We trudge through the shanty compounds – Tata says that’s 

where the numbers are - canvassing for votes. An open truck mounted by youths - inspired by 

free drinks and Tee shirts - and gigantic sound speakers trails us. Savakungo ni lelo, Sakavungo 

is today, Tata’s campaign song booms through the amplifiers, sending vibrations thumping  

beneath our feet and painfully in my chest and ears. We leave the truck on the road and walk 

single file through narrow alleyways that run between the houses. 

 We duck into living rooms and shake hands. I feel fake, guilty, my smile has been set in 

place for hours my jaw hurts. We’re fraudsters, trying to convince our hosts that we’re here for 

them and not for ourselves. If they can see through us they don’t let on. They don’t ask if the 

story in the paper two weeks ago about Sakavungo’s wife stealing the congregation’s money is 

true. Nor do they ask if the story by Lindiwe, a twenty seven year old alleged prostitute, that she 

dated Tata for two years and he splashed out on a car and a shopping spree to London is true. 

Possibly they didn’t see Lindiwes’s story. Because it broke the day a story made head lines about 

Tata’s main rival. He was alleged to have slapped one of the young men in his campaign team. 

Later that night the young man suffered an epileptic fit and died. The headline Presidential 

Candidate alleged murderer eclipsed Sakavungo is a ‘gentle’ man. So Lindiwe was demoted to a 

two columns and small photograph of her on page six. 

 Against better judgment I read the story. Over and over again I read the line where she 

said, ‘He was a gentleman. He gave me everything so I wanted to repay him but I couldn’t 

because he had a problem with his manhood.’ 
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Every house we enter our hosts are amicable, acquiescent. They smile, kneel and bow to 

us. They nod at everything that comes out of Tata’s mouth.   

In one house, I’m perched on a three-legged stool and a woman dumps a bald, weightless 

baby on my lap. It’s got a plaster stuck across its forehead and a charm attached to a thread 

around its neck. I smile and coo at the wide eyed boy.  Even when I feel wee seep through his 

nylon pants, soak into my jeans, and run down my thigh, I hold my smile.  

At the area chairman’s house we’re offered food.  Nshima, a pot roast chicken sitting 

with its legs tucked together. Dried pumpkin leaves steamed in groundnut flour, dried caterpillars 

fried crisp black and inswa.  To turn down our host’s hospitality would be political suicide. Tata 

and his campaign managers attack the nshima with their hands as if two hours earlier they 

weren’t sitting around a table at the farm eating nshima for breakfast. As they dig their hands 

into the nshima roll it, dunk it into one of the other dishes and pop the ball into their mouths, they 

crack loud jokes about the opposition. Their jokes are reciprocated by even louder laughter.  

Queasy from the vibration of the loud music which is still reverberating inside my chest,  

the blanket thick heat in the room and the stench of  urine from my jeans, I spoon a lump of 

nshima and inswa onto my plate and pretend to eat. I can stomach the inswa but the nshima is 

another matter. Fortunately, the chairman gets up to show us where a stone was thrown through a 

window when he put up a sign supporting Tata’s party. When they leave to take a look, I squish 

the nshima into my bum bag and wash my hands in a bowl placed aside Tata’s place at the Table. 

The group walks back into the room and one of the Chairman’s wife comments in an 

unnecessarily loud voice that I shouldn’t have washed my hands in the bowl before my father. 
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She says it’s culturally improper for me to wash my hands before elders. Now, I could take out 

her in a flash. Which is what I itch to do. Back hand her across the face, and before she recovers 

from the shock, dunk her smug, tribal lined face into the bowl of water she’s just scurried off to 

refill, but I don’t. Instead I implode, feel myself shrink to half my size. I give an embarrassed 

smile and mumble an apology like a child,  

Fortunately for me another conversation is going on in the room and the moment passes 

without drawing too much attention. But it leaves me on full alert; I’ve come to give Tata more 

credit not take it away. Having a culturally insensitive daughter can lose him points. 

 We dish out gifts as we go. Electric blue tee-shirts with Tata’s name and face printed on 

the front. Footballs, pens and wristwatches that Tata imported in boxfuls from Dubai. We hand 

out bails of blue and yellow batik cloth with Sakavungo ni lelo stencilled in black. When we 

finish the house visits we head back to the truck. We come across a group of teenage boys 

playing football in an open space. Tata runs onto the field and kicks the ball around with them 

before handing them a new ball. The boys surround him and chant his name. And at that moment 

I feel a wave of excitement and euphoria for Tata. The boys abandon their game of football and 

join us at the primary school field where a make shift stage has been erected for a rally.   

The sun beats down from the cloudless sky on the sea of blue Tee shirts and caps. We’re 

all waving blue paper flags and singing Sakavungo in lelo. Eventually the speeches begin.  Tata’s 

spokesperson stands up and delivers a speech that stops just short of hailing Tata as God. Then 

Tata stands up and promises, jobs, food, text books and school uniforms to a cheering crowd. 

Whilst Tata promises heaven, the sun soaks the wee off my jeans.  
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********* 

My feet are heavy and sore from the walk the day before. I lay on my bed with my feet 

resting on a pile on pillows. Mufuka is asleep beside me with her Winnie the Pooh bottle beside 

her. I make a mental note to wean her off it. Maybe I’ll dip the teat in hot pepper as Grandma 

Ponga has persistently suggested.   

I hear a car drive up the drive and back out again. Mercy knocks on the door to say I have 

a visitor. Reluctantly, I get up, powder my face and comb my hair. Lately my house has become 

a sub office of  Tata’s campaign. People pop in and out, dropping and collecting items for the 

campaign. As I walk towards the living room I decide on an excuse to give just in case the errand 

involves a trip to the farm. But before I turn into the living room a feeling of foreboding stirs in 

my stomach. I feel her before I see her.  

She’s sitting in a chair. Tembo’s favourite chair, next to the small round table with the 

phone on it. Junior is standing before her with the family photo in his hand he’s explaining 

something to her.  

A wave of nausea surges up from my stomach. I try to hide my surprise but she sees it 

because she says. ‘I brought your scarf.’ 

This time she’s wearing a shiny black wig styled in a short bob. She’s in a straight pink 

shift dress with a big matching belt.  

‘Your son is so handsome she says handing me a white gift bag with one hand and 

placing the other one on Junior’s shoulder. ‘He was showing me the family photo.’  
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‘Is it your birthday mummy?’ Junior asks eyeing the gift bag. 

‘No it’s not. Go and play football.’ Though I’m speaking to Junior my eyes are fixed on 

her. A tightness is spreading across my chest and a fire in my face.   

‘Your house is beautiful madam.’ 

‘Take the scarf.’ I hold it out to her. 

She looks at my outstretched hand with surprise. 

I drop my hand. Quickly change my mind about her having something that belongs to 

me.   

‘What do you want?’ 

‘I brought your–’ 

‘How did you know where I live?’  

‘Your husband.’ 

‘When? Are you in touch?’ 

‘Madam. Calm – ’ 

 ‘Don’t you tell me to calm down. Why are you in touch with?’  

‘Madam let me explain about the Simon.’  

‘Summons.’ 
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She folds her legs. ‘My madam saw the teeth marks on my breast. And she asked me who 

did it. So I tell her the story. And she said her husband is a lawyer and if I want I can open a case 

against you for assault. I told her no. I can’t do that. But she did it. She says I have human rights 

and that I if I refuse to do it, she will. She says she will find your address because she knows 

your husband. So I tell my madam, I can’t do that to that madam. Even though she assault me 

she’s a good woman.’ 

‘Get out of my house! And by the way, I’m not a good woman. You don’t know me.’  

‘Oh madam,’ She stands smiling. ‘I haven’t come to make trouble. I brought your scarf.’ 

‘Don’t you ever come to my home again.’ I’m irritated by her smile and leisurely way 

she gets up, as if she’s getting up to stretch. She shifts her weight from one stiletto to another but 

she doesn’t appear alarmed at my threats. So I lower my voice and stand so close to her I can feel 

her breath on my face. Between clenched teeth I say.  ‘This house is mine. It belongs to my Tata. 

Tembo has nothing. So if you think that by getting him you’ll live in this house, you’re lying to 

yourself. All this belongs to my father.’  

‘Madam, I said I brought-‘ 

‘I heard what you said. Now sit down!’  

She sits down. Letting out a deep sigh she says, ‘Madam I don’t want trouble I just 

brought back your scarf and I wanted to explain that it was not me that did the Simon.’ She holds 

out her hands and cocks her head up at me. ‘That’s all. Now I’m leaving.’ She stands again and 

slings her denim bag over her shoulder. 
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‘Shut up!’ I hear myself scream. ‘How dare you come into my house?’ I charge for the 

phone in my haste I knock the phone over and it clatters to the floor. ‘I’m calling the police –’  I 

pick up the phone then put it back down.’ I’m taking you to the police.’ 

‘Police? Madam, what’s my crime?’She stands up folds her arms cross her chest. 

‘Mercy! Call Simon! Bring my car keys!’ I call out then I turn to her. ‘My houseboy will 

tie you in my car and I will deliver you to the Police Station.’ 

‘Tie me?’ Her question is defiant. ‘If you want to take me to the Police, I’ll go. You don’t 

have to tie me.’ 

The room is suddenly quiet, Mercy and Simon hover in the doorway. I know I should 

calm myself to appear in charge, but I can’t stop the rage that’s soaring through me like a wind 

flamed fire. I’m muttering my thoughts to myself. I can’t lay hands on her, I don’t want another 

summons and she seems to know that. Should I take her to the police or to Tata? Should I drive 

her to Grandma Ponga? Since the fight in the car between Grandma Ponga and Ma I haven’t 

spoken to either. And I’ve vowed not to be the bridge between them. Quickly I decide that even 

though Grandma Ponga would have been the ideal person to handle this situation, I won’t call on 

her. I march her to the car, ranting the thoughts that are whirling in my head. My voice sounds as 

if it belongs to someone. Simon and Mercy walk on either side of her to the car and she gets into 

the back.  As I turn look in the rear view mirror to reverse I notice she has a smirk on her face.  

Unsure of what to do with her, I find a quiet road and park. I lock the doors centrally. 

‘Tell me what you want from me?’ 
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‘Madam. I was only returning the scarf.’ 

‘If you don’t talk I will take you to my father.  He’ll deal with you. Do you know that JS 

is my father?’ 

She shrugs. Her hands are still folded across her chest.’ 

My senses kick in. What will I say to the police? She hasn’t committed any crime. If 

anything I have abducted her. But I can’t back down. If I do, she’ll be back. I have to scare her 

away  once and for all. So I start my car and drive to Tata’s office. 

At the gate I instruct the guard to make sure Salome sits in the car.   

As I walk towards Tata’s office he’s coming down the corridor with his sun hat in his 

hand. ‘Pumpkin, I thought you’re –. What’s the problem?’ 

‘Tata come.’ I pull him aside. ‘That girl that had summons issued. She’s in my car. She 

came home today.’ 

‘She what?’  

‘Tata, I have a horrible feeling about her. That’s why I asked you if you had resolved the 

summons issue?’ 

‘I have. What did she come for?’ 

‘I don’t know. She said to return my scarf but I don’t believe her.’ 

‘Where is she now?’ 
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‘She’s in my car. Tata I don’t know what she wants from me.’ 

‘Calm down.’ Tata walks into the reception and instructs an office orderly. ‘Ben, go and 

get the lady sitting in Pumpkin’s car and bring her to my office. Use the back door. And call 

Driver to my office.’   

Ben scurries out the reception to my car. Tata and I follow at a slower pace. He looks 

well, fresher in a crisp white shirt tucked into his jeans.  

‘Did the girl threaten you? Or suggest she knows Tembo?’ Before I can answer, Tata 

shakes his head. ‘It’s okay. You go home and leave her here. Driver will sort it out.’  

As we get to the car Ben is holding the door open for Salome to step out. He gestures 

with his head for her to follow him and she slinks after him her arms still folded. I walk past her 

without making eye contact. Tata helps me into the car.  ‘I’ll call you later.’ He turns back 

towards the reception.  

I roll down my window. ‘Thank you Tata’. But he doesn’t hear me. He’s sharing a joke 

with an elderly couple who are getting out of a parked car. Through the big reception windows I 

see Salome sink into a chair in the reception. I smile to myself.  

That will teach her. 
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Chapter 26 

I don’t recognise the number that flashes across my mobile. I hesitate before I answer it. 

It’s been a week since Salome’s visit and I’m still edgy.    

‘Mrs Tembo?’ A child’s voice asks. 

‘Speaking.’ 

‘Bana Bee says please come here tomorrow at two o’clock.’ 

The child hangs up before I can find out why Bana Bee wants to see me, and leaves me 

with anxiety stirring in my stomach. It’s still in my stomach when I get to Bana Bee’s house at 

two o’clock.  

The girl with the shaved head jumps off the verandah of the pink house, where she’s 

plating a little girl’s hair. ‘Ba Bee hasn’t come from town.’ 

As her words sink in, I feel my eyes widen. ‘Ba Bee?’ 

‘Eye. She’s come with her husband and the boys.’ She’s peering into the car as she 

speaks. The sound of a car catches her attention and she squints up the road, ‘There they come.’  

In the rear view mirror I watch the red car approaching. My mouth is suddenly dry and  

my stomach tight. I’m angry at myself for allowing Bee to have such an effect on me. I find 

myself wishing I had worn something else. Earlier in the day, I thought of painting over the 

chipped tips of my pink nail colour, but didn’t, now I wish I had. The girl is standing beside me 

and I’m not going to let her see me powdering my nose for Bee. Least she mentions it later. 
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The car stops behind mine and coughs before the engine dies.  

‘Pumpkin!’ Her voice is the same. I hop out of my car. She’s out of hers and sails 

towards me, arms outstretched, green eyelids and a black tank top. The red jersey she’s tied over 

her jeans falls to ground. She’s still small. She feels lean and bony in my arms. I imagine l feel 

like a lumpy cushion in hers.  

As we hang on to one another, I see myself in another time and place. For a moment I’m 

nine again.  She’s eleven. I’m in my orange halter neck and she’s in her adult size green T shirt 

with a brown tattoo from a hot iron on the shoulder.  And ba Dodo is being driven away dead in 

a taxi.  

Her husband catches up with us. Ginger curly hair, freckles on his nose and khaki shirt 

and trousers. Over his shoulder, hoisted like a sack, is a boy of about three, fast asleep. I let go of 

Bee and hold out my hand. 

‘This is Trevor my husband. That’s Peter sleeping, Cain is sleeping in the car and my 

other sons are at the hotel.’ Bee says beaming, her teeth much whiter than I remember them. She 

looks genuinely pleased to see. I wonder what her assessment is of me. My loose beige trousers 

with matching linen kaftan with brown embroidery around the neck; the outfit Grandma Ponga 

suggested I stop wearing because it makes me look pregnant. My corn-rowed hair, thick lines 

worms from my forehead to my nape where I’ve tied the ends with one of Mufuka’s hair-bands. 

A group of children surround us and stare open mouthed at Trevor. ‘She’s talked about 

you so much.’ He says. ‘You have no idea how pleased she is to see you.’ 
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‘I’m also pleased to see her.’ I hope I don’t sound as awkward as I feel. Bee pleased to 

see me after the way I treated her. 

‘Now I can put a name to all the stories.’ Trevor winks. ‘You know she envied you as a 

child. In fact,’ He covers his mouth and turns away from Bee. ‘She still does.’ 

‘What stories?’ I feign a worried look to hide that my heart flutters. Bee envy me? As a 

child I never imagined anyone would envy me.  I say, ‘I was a brat’.  

‘We all were. We were children.’ Bee takes hold of my hand and swings it like we’re 

little girls again.  ‘I’ve told him how we played at Tudu Court. What ever happened to Sonia and 

Daisy?’ 

‘I lost contact after ma and I moved.’ 

Bee’s memories of our relationship seem different from mine. Before I can stop myself, I 

hug her again. Trevor points at Bee and says,’ ‘She’ll be crying soon.’ 

She does. And she sets me off.  

 ‘I’ll leave you to it. Trevor walks towards the house. The circle of children follow him 

giggling and jostling. They chant ‘muzungu, muzungu,’ quietly amongst themselves and dare one 

another to touch him.  

‘This is silly I don’t know why I’m crying.’ I reach for the box of tissues sitting on my 

dash board. 

‘I know why I’m crying. It’s because I’m happy to see you.’ Bee says.  
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 ‘Poor Trevor we’ve scared him away.’ 

‘He understands. He knows what good friends we were. When Ma told me she had met 

up with you I told her I had to see you when I visited.  Bee pulls a tissue from her bag and blows 

her nose. ‘But somehow today I felt I would see you. I just had this strong feeling. Only when we 

saw a car parked here did Trevor tell me it was you. My mother had let him in on the secret and 

asked him to keep quite and to just make sure we got back here by two o’clock.’  

‘I was surprised to see her after so many years. We came here by chance.’  

‘How is Auntie Tots? I hear she hasn’t been feeling too well.’ 

‘She’s better these days.’ My stomach flips at the mention of Ma’s health.’  

‘I would love to see her again. Is she still slim? I used to watch her and wish I could look 

like her. Remember her red platforms with two black cherries on the top?’ 

‘Can I forget?’  We laugh and clap palms. 

Bee says, ‘It’s pity I’m not here for long.’  

‘Heya!’ Na Bee squeals. ‘Pumpkin! Pumpkin! She chants running towards us. ‘You’ve 

met!’ Beaming she swings one arm around my neck and the other around Bee’s.  

 ‘These two used to be good friends.’ Bana Bee says to Trevor who is back outside with a 

bulky black travel bag. 

‘Ah Ma, don’t start. We have to go now.’ Bee playfully clamps her hand over her 

mother’s mouth. ‘If you start talking we’ll be late. 
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 ‘Pumpkin. I’m sorry we have to dash to catch our flight to Livingstone. We’re only here 

for a few days this time. But I’ll be coming in March then we can get together. Maybe I can meet 

your husband.’ We exchange numbers, hugs and fresh tears. Then I wave at the car until Bee’s 

skinny arm, disappears. 

‘Everything is okay now isn’t it?’ Na Bee asks. ‘Did you break the string?’ 

‘She came back.’ I say my heart sinking like a lift shaft from the euphoria of seeing Bee 

to thinking about Salome.  

 ‘She’s gone. Forget about her. Now you drive carefully.’ She starts walking away. I 

follow her, opening my bag. ‘Aunty take something small for––’ But she jogs away. ‘You are 

my daughter. I can’t take money from you.’ 

When I get home I call Tata. I haven’t spoken to him since I dropped Salome at his 

office. His mobile is constantly engaged, eventually I get through to his secretary.  

‘Pumpkin?’Tata comes on the line. 

‘Tata, I just wanted to find out what happened.’ 

‘Sorry I didn’t get back to you. Busy. Busy. Despite everything, we’re going on with the 

campaign in full force. This time around we’re establishing the party. Next election will be ours. 

Anyway, I meant to call. Tata changes his tone. ‘Why did you abduct that young lady?’ 

‘I didn’t. I just brought her to you because she’s been harassing me.’ 

‘Why did she come to your house?’ 
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‘She said to bring my scarf ‘ 

‘Did she bring it?’ 

‘Yes she-‘ 

‘So? Pumpkin I’m running a campaign here. We’re already in trouble. Why are we 

abducting people for no apparent reason? You say you didn’t abduct her. Did she have a choice 

other than to get into your car?’ He’s not expecting a reply. ‘She told me it was her madam who 

initiated the summons and that she was returning your scarf because you wanted it back? Why? 

What is a scarf? Why not just give it to her? You asked for it. She brought it back. Where else 

was she supposed to deliver it?’  

‘Well I was upset with Tembo for showing her where we lived.’ 

Is she Tembo’s girlfriend? I spoke to Tembo he said he gave the girl a lift. What’s wrong 

with that? If every girl I gave a lift was my girlfriend, every female in town would be my 

girlfriend.’ 

‘I saw them in the car and she had his business card.’   

‘Pumpkin, why are you going around biting girls for riding in your husband’s car? If you 

go around looking for problems, guaranteed you’ll find them. Focus on your husband and your 

children. More importantly your mother needs you.’ The line clicks and the dial tone drones in 

my ears.  
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My knees go jellylike and a stirring sensation starts building in my tummy. It’s the same 

feeling I felt when Tata , sat in the back of his green Mercedes,  left me by the roadside, that hot 

sunny morning in 1978. 
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Chapter 27 

 As expected Tata loses the election. The numbers come over the radio. The ruling party 

stays in government. Late at night I hear Tata congratulating the incumbent on radio. He sounds 

himself, cracks a joke. A painful lump grows in my throat. Tata’s defeat constricts my chest, 

catches in my throat, and keeps me awake all night. 

Early the next morning, I get a hamper and a note delivered from Tata’s office 

Pumpkin, 

Job 2:10 Shall we indeed accept good from God and not adversity? 

 In life we should stand up and face good and bad. Losing is not necessarily the end even 

if we don’t live to fight another day. We did the best we could. Thanks for all your help.  

Your Tata. 

I read it several times before I fold it into a tiny square and put it closest to my heart; in 

my bra cap. Tata has never quoted the bible; his words send a chill climbing up my back. During 

the day, I try to call him but his phone’s busy. 

 Grandma Ponga calls, ‘If one hangs about with one’s trousers down at the ankles, sooner 

or later they’ll trip over them and fall. If I didn’t know him well, I would think he’ll stay away 

from young girls from now on. But that man will take his problem to the grave with him.’  

‘His loss had nothing to do with Lindiwe.’ 

‘Her story didn’t help. How are you?’ 
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We talk for a while. Catch up after the long break. Both of us make an effort not to talk 

about the last time we were together. We skirt around the incident in the car.  

 Ma calls twenty minutes later.  ‘He’ll win the election when God decides.’ After she 

hangs up I disconnect the phone and spend the day in bed. 

Two days after the election, driver calls to say that Tata has not been to the farm for two 

days. The alarm in his voice sets my heart racing. 

‘Has he been to the office?’  

‘I called his secretary at home. She said Boss was last in the office on Thursday night.’ 

‘Today’s Sunday. Why has it taken so many days for you to call me? Have you called 

Mama T?’ 

 ‘Madam should be on her way back today.’  

Tembo is working out of town I call him. He thinks Tata has just gone away to take a 

break. He asks me not to fuss. ‘It’s not like it’s unusual for him to spend two nights away from 

the farm.’ He says. Then sensing the anxiety in my voice, and with exasperation in his voice, he 

promises to call around and look for Tata first thing in the morning. 

Early the next day Tembo calls and tells me what I already know. No one has seen or 

heard from Tata since Thursday. Tembo’s call leaves me feeling cold and restless. After pacing 

about and making a few calls to the office to hear the same thing from the secretary, I jump into 

my car and drive to the farm. 
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Driver opens the door for me. A few farm workers in navy overalls are huddled outside 

the kitchen down under the peach tree. Their faces are solemn and they whisper amongst them 

selves, like mourners. I try to make light of their mood and greet them cheerily.  

‘It’s not like Tata.’ Driver keeps saying. My insides tighten each time he says it.  

I can’t take anymore so I head for Tata’s bedroom and let myself in. It’s spacious. Big 

enough to comfortably fit two more king size beds. It has a clean vacant feel to it like a hotel 

room. There’s a green money bag on the chest of drawers I call Samson, Tata’s new driver. He 

explains that he had withdrawn the money from the bank as usual on Friday morning and left it 

for Tata. My mouth dries. Tata always makes arrangements to have the salaries paid on time. I 

hide my concern and ask him to take the bag pay the workers. 

 As soon as the door closes I lie on Tata’s bed. The satin, midnight blue, quilt cover feels 

cool against me. Somewhere in the vast empty space I feel Tata. I smell him faintly when I close 

my eyes and concentrate. After a while, I look through the wardrobes; rows of suits, different 

shades of grey, black and blue on wooden hangers fill a wardrobe running from wall to wall. 

Shirts, short sleeved on the left, long sleeves on the right fill a second wardrobe. Balls of socks 

the same shade as his suits fill a drawer. Folded vests and underwear, all white in another. Papers 

in folders tucked in a draw at the base of his wardrobe. In the drawer beside his bed; a wade of 

money straight out the bank, wrapped in cellophane. An old wallet; inside a yellowing black and 

white photograph of his five boys in afros and wide checked ties Sakavungo boys '77 is scribbled 

in pencil on the back. It was taken before I appeared on the farm and disrupted the team. I stare 

into the smiling faces of my five brothers.    
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All of them have settled abroad in careers that make Tata smile and harp on for ages, with 

no consideration for the glazed expressions on the faces of his audience. Nenani being the 

exception, he’s the most successful of the five, career wise, but his name is mumbled and 

deliberately dropped from all conversations. Because Nenani lives with a man. And now talks of 

adopting a son. When Nenani’s name is spoken the light in Mama T’s eyes goes out and tension 

sets in her face for a fraction, before she composes her face and quickly changes the 

conversation.     

My cell phone rings and I rummage for it in my bag. It’s Tembo trying to find out where 

I am. I tell him I came to the farm to pay the workers. I’m embarrassed to tell him that I’m lying 

on Tata’s bed. He wouldn’t understand. No one does.  

I leave the room and walk about the house. My old bedroom has a double bed squashed 

against the wall. The room seems so much smaller than it once was, white paint has been painted 

over the old pale blue. All trace of me is gone. I wonder what happened to the urine stained 

mattress. The workers are talking outside. Happy now they are paid. I wonder what will happen 

to them and all this if Tata does not return. I guess Mama T will run it as she did for the years 

Tata lived with Gloria. But then she wasn’t doing it alone, Tata was always somewhere in the 

background. I stand on the doorstep and look at Tata’s vast land. What is it all for? How much 

does one man need, considering one day he’ll inevitably leave it all behind?  

 ‘His phone is still off.’ Driver says when I enter the kitchen.  

‘It’s not off outside coverage area.’ Another worker says. ‘He might have just gone away 

for a break. Maybe he tire after election.’  
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Driver shakes his head,’ Boss was not stress after he lose election. He was happy! He 

dance with campaign team. He give us money plenty. Then he say we should all go home and 

rest. He said he will stay alone in the office to make phone calls. I beg to drive him back home 

but he says just leave the car and go. And security man say that at 5am Tata drive away. Gone.’  

A silence follows driver’s speech.  

Back home I try to busy myself. I don’t want to alarm anyone just in case Tata is okay. 

But at the same I wonder if delaying any action will make things worse if something bad has 

happened. 

Tembo goes to the police. But there are no reports of any accidents involving a black 

Land Cruiser. No new unidentified patients in the main hospitals or bodies in the mortuary. So 

we just wait. I decide that if I don’t hear from Tata by the end of the day, first thing in the 

morning I’ll call Mama T. 

I go to bed early and pretend to be asleep when Tembo gets home. Eventually I fall into 

restless sleep. Somewhere in my sleep I feel my phone vibrating beneath my pillow. 

‘Pumpkin.’ It’s Tata. The line crackles then cuts. He calls back.  

‘Tata, where are you?’ I ask before he can speak. 

‘I’m out of town. I’m at the –’  

‘Tata we have been looking for you.’ I can’t keep the hysteria out of my voice. Relief and 

anger wash over me. 
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‘Why didn’t you call someone?’ 

‘My phone is on, but the reception out here is bad.’ 

‘We were worried. Tembo went looking in the hospitals.’ 

He laughs. ‘Am I a child that I can get lost?’ I went to hunt game. Anyway your mother 

is back at the farm. If you called her you would have known I was alright. Don’t worry if I was 

dead, everyone will know. You in particular, you would feel that your Tata was no more. I’m 

driving back now. I’ll be in town at dawn. I’ll call you in the morning.’ And the line goes dead. 

 ‘Tata’s on his way back from somewhere and Mama T is back at the farm.’ 

‘I didn’t think she would be gone for long.’ Tembo mumbles. He spares me by not 

saying, I told you he was okay, instead he asks, ‘Where was he?’ 

‘Hunting. I know Mama T would be back. She’ll always be with Tata. But he loved 

Gloria.’ I’m not sure what’s made me mention Gloria. 

‘I never met Gloria. But who knows who he loved or loves. Sometimes a man himself 

doesn’t know.’ Tembo says pulling the duvet over his head to signal the end of the conversation. 

‘Today I realised that I’ve never told Tata how much I appreciate him. It’s always him 

fixing things for me. I’ve never said thank you. As in, thank you for everything you’ve done for 

me, or told him I love him.’ 

‘It’s obvious.’ Tembo says then sits up quickly and says. ‘It’s never too late. Tell him.’   

 ‘Did I tell you Mama T apologised?’ 
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‘For what?’ 

‘Taking the pain and hurt Tata caused her, out on me, I guess. I know I should have said 

something, like I forgive you, but I couldn’t get myself to.’   

‘Apologise.’ Tembo says. He cups my breasts from behind and starts kneading them.  

I flinch and clamp his hands in my armpits. 

‘I know. You’re tired again.’ Tembo moves away and lets out a resigned sigh.  

‘I have to get up early to take ma to see someone.’ 

‘A proper Doctor this time I hope?’ 

‘Not in a white coat and stethoscope.’ I regret my words as soon as they come out.  

It’s too dark to see his face but I hear the mocking in his voice. ‘Instead of consulting all 

the quacks in the city why don’t you just take her to a proper doctor, one in a white coat and 

stethoscope, so you can find out what’s really wrong with her?  

‘What do you think we’ve been doing?’ 

 ‘Deliberately looking for answers in the wrong places. Take her to the hospital, they’ll 

diagnose the problem and give her treatment that’s likely to be more helpful than the leaves and 

roots she’s pumping into her body.’ 

My temples throb. ‘Do you think we don’t want to see her get better?  My voice is shaky. 

I want to lash out at him lying beside me. But at the same time I wish he could take me in his 

arms and allow me to cry. Can’t he see that this is my mother he’s talking about? Can’t he see 
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he’s opened up the box of fear and anxiety I’ve locked and stored in the back of my mind, 

because I’m too scared to open it?  ‘Why don’t you tell us what’s wrong with her? Seems you’re 

the expert!’ I shriek; release the day’s tension. 

This isn’t about me.’ Tembo snuggles down and pulls the duvet over his head. ‘All I’m 

saying is that denial makes things worse.’ He lies still and doesn’t say any more though I can tell 

from his breathing that he doesn’t fall asleep for a while.  

I lie down and try to sleep. But my heart is pumping furiously, sending my blood racing 

through my temples, my fingers, my feet. When sleep comes it’s scant and restless. 
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Chapter 27 

The landline ring pierces through my sleep. I sit up, confused. The darkness has lifted. The red 

digits on the radio say 5:35. Mama T’s mobile number flashes on the display. 

‘Mama T?’ 

‘Pumpkin your Tata is dead!’ She screams into the phone.  

‘No Mama T, he’s okay. He was out of tow-‘ 

‘Listen to me Pumpkin. I said Tata is dead!’ 

‘He isn’t. He called last night to say he’s well and on his was back fr-‘ 

‘Let me speak to Tembo.’ 

Tembo who is sitting up next to me with his head against my ear, grabs the phone. 

‘You mean this morning?’ Tembo’s face muscles loosen. He nods at me, shock registers 

in his face. I watch him nodding into the phone. Even though I’m shaking my head I know Tata 

is dead. He was right. I can feel that he’s dead in the air. I feel that my life will never be the same 

again. 

We drive to the main hospital. Tembo drives, talking gibberish. Asking questions just to 

get me to say something. I don’t. I can’t. There’s a continuous whining sound in my ears. It 

makes Tembo and everything around me distant. I’ve imagined this moment many times in my 

life. Wondered what it would be like if Tata died, particularly when I was a little girl. Now it’s 

happened, it’s caught me completely off guard, like tripping down a stair like lightening out of a 
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sunny blue sky. Why has it happened that I think he’s dead, then he comes back just to go and 

die for sure?  

Tembo leads me into the hospital. We’re ushered past familiar faces in the waiting room.  

Along a corridor, grey floors, walls and trolleys, white starched coats here and there. Mama T is 

slumped on the floor in a side ward. Her head is buried in the lap of a woman sitting beside her. 

Driver and some women start to cry when they see me. I stand in the doorway and stare at them. 

I don’t cry. Not even inside. A tall Doctor with a clip board in his hand and dreadlocks down to 

his shoulders stops by the ward and Tembo and driver follow him back into the corridor.  

‘I want to see him.’ The doctor looks from Tembo and Driver, a question in his face.  

Tembo nods. The doctor points me to a room and stands aside. 

‘Alone.’ I say to Driver and Tembo.  

Tata lies on a metal trolley covered in a sheet from his neck down. One foot peers out 

from under the sheet. A label with writing I can’t make out is attached to his big toe. His face is 

swollen and there’s a bruise above his left eyebrow. I sit on the stool beside him. Remind myself 

this is probably the last time I’ll be alone with him. I take in the details. His blue black skin. The 

white hairs sprouting out of his scalp. His stubble. The keloid on his earlobe that sits like he’s 

wearing an ear stud. I don’t touch him. The cold I felt in ba Dodo’s hand many years ago is still 

with me.  

Tembo tiptoes in and explains that the body has to be moved to the mortuary. ‘How long 

will you be?’ 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



235 

 

I don’t answer him. Inside I say forever. I’ll sit here with my Tata forever. But I get up. I 

stumble and Tembo reaches out to steady me. Before we leave the room I take one last look. At 

my Tata; lying alone, tagged, like a piece of unclaimed luggage on a conveyor belt. 

When we step into the corridor, driver and three men from Tata’s campaign team stop 

talking abruptly. A male nurse walks out of the room they are standing by and says; ‘You can go 

in and identify her. Her personal belongings are there.’ 

 Driver walks into the room. 

‘He wasn’t alone?’ No one answers me. From the way they divert their eyes from me I 

know they’ve heard me.  

Driver steps out of the room and nods at the trio, ‘It’s her.’ He mumbles. 

‘Who?’ I step forward.  

 But Tembo grabs my arm. ‘Pumpkin don’t.’ 

He holds me back, prevents me from walking into the room and Driver reaches to close 

the door.  But before it closes I see a pile of blood stained clothes sitting on a ledge. On sitting on 

top of the pile is a bag. Its blue denim, with a silver star embodied on the front pocket, I 

recognise the silver tussles. I recognise Salome’s handbag. Before I can make sense of it, before 

the questions can come out, I’m swallowed by a black cloud. 
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Chapter 28 

No one paid attention to me when I told them that I was responsible for what happened to 

Tata and Salome. When I explained how I was responsible, by snapping a string of beads they 

hushed me and said I would soon get over the shock of losing Tata. 

After the funeral I sit Tembo down. He looks into my eyes and tells me he wasn’t seeing 

Salome. He’s less forthright when I ask him what he knows about Tata and Salome. Looking 

everywhere but into my eyes he reluctantly admits to having seen her twice at Tata’s office in the 

week before the election. I press for details. Salome was at Tata’s office two days after I dropped 

her there. She arrived in a taxi wearing a red or perhaps an orange blouse. A few days later he 

found her sitting in the reception. The second time he can’t remember what she wearing. He had 

no idea what she was doing there. No, he didn’t see her talking to Tata. Yes, he Tembo greeted 

her.  

‘Let it go baby. Grieve for him and let it go.’ Tembo says. 

Driver is less revealing. He’s as slippery as a snake until I corner him two weeks after the 

funeral. He bursts out crying and blabbers on about how his life will never be the same without 

Tata. How he never knew the day would come when he would envy the dead.  ‘The dead are 

with JS, I am here without him.’ He blows his nose loudly and claims that the first and last time 

he ever saw Salome was the day I dropped her at the office.  

‘What’s your business?’ Grandma Ponga asks me when I tell her I suspect Tembo and 

Driver know more about Tata and Salome than they are telling me. ‘Mama T should be the one 

interested in the relationship between JS and the girl. But she isn’t because she knew the man. So 
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should you. God knows what possessed you to take her to him. Did I not warn you about that girl 

when we saw her at the chemist?’ Then she looks at my face sighs and says. ‘Pumpkin none of 

this is your fault.’ 

We bury Tata and everyone goes back to their lives. I go back to a semblance of normal life.  Ma 

and Grandma Ponga make up without my help.  Grandma Ponga tells me that the most painful 

part of losing someone is accepting the fact that the world doesn’t stop when they’re gone. ‘The 

world and life carries on unperturbed. People still sleep, wake, eat, bath and laugh. Simple 

everyday actions gnaw at your insides like sharp claws ripping the grief from inside you. The 

lady walking down the road humming to herself; children laughing in a group; the two mourners 

that share a joke as they sit by your side mourning; their actions feel as if they are mocking your 

pain and grief. But they aren’t.  She says. ‘It’s just your time not theirs. Everybody has their time 

of grief, because no one who comes onto this earth stays.’ 

 The sun rises and sets. The full moon comes and goes. The icy winds and smoky skies 

give way to hot stagnant air and clear blue skies. Mirages rise off the tarmac. Junior breaks out in 

heat rash. Inswa announce the comings of the rains. They flap around fluorescent bulbs in a 

frenzy before they lose their clear dainty wings. Eventually they land up scattered all over the 

ground, still and lifeless, for us to salt, fry and eat. Then heavy rains from late October through 

Christmas to February.  Mangoes weigh down trees, maize cobs are sold by the road side, fresh, 

roasted over charcoal or boiled in their skins. Pumpkin leaves and wild mushrooms sprout from 

the earth.  
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Mufuka abandons her Monkey face cup and starts to talk. Grandma Ponga finally sells 

the tavern but refuses to move out of the house. One Saturday afternoon Ma sits Grandma Ponga 

and me down in her living room and confirms our worst suspicions. She tells us she’s HIV 

positive, so is Uncle Oscar and both of have been prescribed anti-retroviral drugs. She says if she 

can accept her HIV status so should we. With a blissful smile she tells us that being HIV positive 

has brought her and Uncle Oscar closer than they have ever been; faith will see them through. 

Soon she piles on weight and converts Uncle Oscar to a Seventh Day Adventist.  

Through it all, I try to heal. I go in search of answers to questions I myself don’t 

understand. Did the beads I scattered all over my front yard cause Salome’s death? Was Tata’s 

death my retribution for my getting rid of Salome? Tata and Salome? How? Why? I spend hours 

in consultations with preachers, inyangas, and clairvoyants, anyone to vindicate me. To convince 

me that Tata’s death was not my fault. 

 My search ends one Sunday morning ten months after Tata’s passing, when I receive a 

long distance call from Bee. I talk and cry at the same time for two hours. I confess to Bee that 

grieving for Tata was not as hard as dealing with the death of Salome. Grieving for someone I 

disliked was more emotionally draining than grieving for someone I loved. With Salome I had to 

deal with guilt and a feeling of being submerged in a bottomless pit of defeat. By dying with 

Tata I felt Salome had won something, though I wasn’t sure what.  

To top it all no family or friends had come forward to claim Salome.  Her madam at the 

salon had just employed her and she had no idea where Salome was from. Apparently Salome 

had walked into the salon a year earlier and charmed her way into a job. Whenever the madam 
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reminded Salome to bring her Registration Card and references from her previous employer, she 

claimed they were with her grandmother in Mumbwa for safe keeping and she would pick them 

up when she next travelled home. The madam confessed she didn’t push because Salome was an 

extremely reliable worker and she increased the number of clients to the salon.  

Eventually, when Salome had been unclaimed for over a month, a barber who worked in 

the salon agreed to travel to Mumbwa. The barber came back with an elderly uncle, who took 

one look at the blue body and said it wasn’t the body of the niece he was looking for. So 

Salome’s madam, Tembo and I put money together, for a coffin. We hired a preacher to pray for 

Salome’s soul. Then we left her lying under a heap of sand and fresh flowers, with their heads 

cut off the stems.  

‘Pumpkin, don’t burden yourself with Tata’s mistakes.’ Bee says after listening to me. ‘I 

think you need to unpack. See a therapist. Let go of everything. You shouldn’t be feeling guilt 

for your Tata’s and Salome’s death.’  

‘It’s not just guilt. I’m angry.’ 

‘At who?’ 

‘Myself. I should have asked Tata all my questions when I had the chance. Why he left 

me by the road side. Why he decided to take me into his home. Why all the young girls? What 

was it between him and grandma Ponga? 

Bee sighs. ‘If you really want to know, why not ask Grandma Ponga?’ I’m quiet. She 

asks me to hold on and I hear her closing a door. 
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‘Pumpkin, if you had asked Tata why he left you by the road side he would have said he 

didn’t see you. And if you had asked him why he took you to live with him he would have said 

it’s because you’re his daughter. As for the story about him and Grandma Ponga he would have 

denied it, flat out; and so will she if you ask her. Where does that leave you?’ 

I digest her words but don’t say anything. 

‘We all make irreversible mistakes. Do things we wish we hadn’t. What purpose does 

going back to address them serve? If you find out the answers to your questions, then what? I 

had my first son at fourteen. That was a big mistake but the mistake is a healthy twenty year old 

young man. I’ll tell you something, if I hadn’t gotten pregnant with him I would never ever have 

admitted to sleeping with Mwanza. But it happened and there’s nothing I can do to change the 

past. Unpack it all and move on. 

Slowly I feel the hard cold feeling that I’ve carried inside me since Tata’s passing start to 

thaw.  

‘I always wished I were you.’ Bee says. 

‘Why would you want to be me?’ 

‘For a wealthy father that everybody knew. Parents that owned a car. A pretty mother 

who looked a fashion model with black wedge shoes with the red cherries on the top,’ Bee utters 

her last word with a giggle. 

‘I remember them. I dreamt of the day I would be grown up enough to wear them.’ 
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‘They say a man admires the roof of another man’s house because the roof is all he sees.’ 

Bee says. Then she asks me to count my blessings, after all, my mother and grandmother are still 

alive. My husband and children are in good health. And although Tata is dead, and he made 

mistakes, he loved me. 

Before she hangs up she says; ‘Pumpkin, your Tata might have let you down. He didn’t 

do so intentionally; he loved you. It’s the ones that love you that cause the most hurt.  All he was 

doing was living his life. It’s time that you and Mama T lived yours.’   

The cold season comes around again and we hold a memorial service for Tata. In his 

sermon the priest asks that we stop mourning for Tata. He declares the memorial day the last day 

for shedding tears for Tata. ‘To those of you who have not yet mourned Joseph Sakavungo, do so 

today.’ The priest says.  ‘Shed your last tears as from today we will remember him with good 

memories, happiness and joy, not tears.’  

After the prayers, Mama T unveils a tombstone the size of a king-size bed. She cries as if 

Tata has just dropped dead, then she wipes her face and at the end of program, when I say 

goodbye to her, squeezing my hands in hers she says. ‘That’s it. I’ll leave him to rest. Do the 

same. And don’t forget about me. Keep coming to the farm. That’s your home. You’re my 

daughter.’ 

In the cemetery car park Grandma Ponga, asks ma to sit in front and she gets into the 

back seat. My mind starts ticking but I stop it. I’m not going there. I loved Tata and I’ll miss him  

but I can’t patch up his mistakes. It was his life and his messed up patchwork.  
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As I pull out of the cemetery, I turn up the car radio. I know Grandma Ponga doesn’t 

want us to hear her weeping for Tata.  

Sissy was right, Love and hate; same same.  

   The End 
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