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“It is about more than just objects, it is about the loss of 
self-esteem due to colonial rule and its consequences to 
this day. If we were to limit ourselves to objects only, this 
would be a new form of Western arrogance. The common 
narrative must not only be backward-looking, it also cre-
ates a new quality of cooperation for the future.”

Prof. Dr. h.c. Klaus-Dieter Lehmann,
President of the Goethe-Institut
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PREFACE

Historians, ethnologists, cultural anthropologists, artists 
and philosophers continue to shed light on the effects of 
colonialism and the unequal power relations in a postco-
lonial era. This is about more than just the demands for 
the return of looted cultural objects currently stored in 
museums in the global North to the countries of origin. 
From Africa to South America and Asia, the effects of co-
lonial rule are not only evident in educational systems 
and cultural practices, but also in economic policies and 
in the relations between former colonies and colonial 
powers on the one hand, and between former colonies 
themselves on the other.

These short stories by writers from Africa and South 
America are as thematically diverse as they are similar in 
the experiences of their protagonists. The stories corrob-
orate the fact that colonialism was not only a gruesome 
chapter in the history of the colonized countries but also 
a disruptive phenomenon in the cultural setups of those 
societies: From forced displacements to expropriations, 
institutionalized violence and racial prejudice perpetuated 
by the colonizers to the introduction of foreign cultures, 
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religions and political systems that disrupted hitherto es-
tablished norms and social structures.

The natural reaction to colonialism was resistance, as de-
picted in José Mendonça’s Independence Square and Cris-
tina Farah’s Stations of the Moon. These two stories also 
lay bare the economic and gender inequalities in Angola 
and Somalia as well as the disappointment of unfulfilled 
promises from the independence struggles. One of the 
protagonists in Independence Square laments: “The Dream 
of Democracy (…) is over”.  This statement could well have 
come from a citizen in any other former colony. 

These countries continue to grapple with violence and in-
stability resulting from unequal distribution of resources 
and opportunities as narrated by Luis Noriega in The 
Strip and Cidinha da Silva in Thriller. The widening gap 
between the rich and the poor in these countries and the 
unfavourable bilateral relations between the former col-
onies and their colonizers has led to a new dispensation 
– neocolonialism. 

A further narrative in these stories is the interaction be-
tween Western and indigenous cultures: Whereas in some 
cases the resulting blend of cultures was a welcome addi-
tion to the cultural landscape, in other cases indigenous 
cultural practices were either completely suppressed by 
the colonial rulers or labelled as sinful, repugnant and 
immoral by the missionaries. This resulted in an identity 
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crisis which is addressed in some of the stories such as 
in Panashe Chigumadzi’s God of the First Testament and 
Abubakar Ibrahim`s Dreams and assorted nightmares. 
Zukiswa Wanner’s Blue bra on a Samsonite bag is the 
epitome of postcolonial Nairobi as a cultural melting pot 
– a story of betrayal, revenge and the audacity to cross 
cultural barriers in an African metropolis.

Eliphas Nyamogo, Online-Editor, Goethe-Institut
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GOD OF THE FIRST TESTAMENT
Panashe Chigumadzi

Panashe Chigumadzi was born in Zimbabwe and raised in 
South Africa. Her debut novel Sweet Medicine (2015) won 
the K. Sello Duiker Literary Award. She is the founding 
editor of Vanguard magazine. A columnist for The New 
York Times and contributing editor to the Johannesburg 
Review of Books, her work has featured in titles including 
The Guardian, Chimurenga, Washington Post and Die Zeit. 
She recently published her second book, These Bones Will 
Rise Again (2018), and is a doctoral candidate at Harvard 
University.
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I. 
I wake up with a start. 2 a.m. I feel heavy. A deep aching. 
Deep in my bones. Like they are being pulled down into 
the earth. The dreams have come back again. Strange 
dreams of nothingness.  I wake up exhausted from them. 
Waking up is sort of like coming back from an empti-
ness so deep, my body just hurts from the act. When 
I am awake, I want to cry and I want to scream all the 
time. Something, anything to give what is in my bones a 
release. But I can’t. Whatever it is, is trapped inside. It’s 
been like this since Mbuya has been sick. Only Mbuya 
knew what to do with my dreams. When I slept next to 
her they stopped. Now she is far. I am here. I stare at the 
ceiling too afraid to fall asleep until it captures me again. 

I wake up suddenly again. 6 a.m. A text from Mama. 
Mbuya passed on in the early hours. I manage to still my 
trembling hands just enuf to pick up the phone again and 
call Mama. It takes time for the words to come out, even-
tually they do. I tell her I want to come for the burial. 
“No, Tambi, Mbuya would not have wanted you to miss 
your exams”, she replies.  Something tells me to go down 
to Baba Chigumira at the security desk. As I walk down 
I’m hoping he’s still on duty. He is. I want to cry. He is the 
only one from home. The only one who will understand. 
“Mwan’angu,” he greets me and I stare at Baba Chigumira 
as if I’d only just remembered his presence. I open my 
mouth to talk but there is no sound. He gets up from the 
security desk, “Ko, zvaita sei?” I am suddenly ashamed to 
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tell him but I do anyway. He nods and takes my hands 
into his. “Nematambudziko, I was not able to bury my 
mother either.” I want to cry but I cannot. Baba Chigumira 
takes out a pocket bible. He takes my left hand and be-
gins, “Baba wedu wekudenga...” 
 
I stare at Baba, until he gently reminds me of the time 
and I have to make my way to the exam room. I walk 
into the exam room. The final paper is in front of me. 
I feel my body heavy and difficult under me, my head 
whirling with words spoken by unknown tongues until 
a blankness settles on my mind and I can’t remember a 
thing that has gone before. 

Name:
The white blank torments me. I can’t remember my name, I 
can’t remember myself. I look at the first question and the 
whirling of words comes back as sound in my ear. I have to 
still the world around me, still myself, make myself steady, 
so I can listen to whatever it is that is trapped in my 
bones. I go back to fill in my name. Today it is not Esther 
Mangwende, the name of the Rhodes scholar registered, 
I write down Tambisa Mangwende. The name I inherited 
from Mbuya. Today, they will know me by her name. 
 How I finish the paper I don’t know. But I do. I go back 
to my room at Linacre. In the past I would have prayed. 
I look for my snuff bottle. Careful not to take too much, I 
pinch some of the powder and hold it up to my nose. I’m 
temporarily relieved by the minty nicotine release. In the 
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past I would have prayed. Much to the would-be horror of 
my Ruwadzano attending mother, I’ve long since stopped 
believing. If I had guts, I would tell her that if her god did 
exist, I would not recognise him because he’s a shitty god 
to black people. Of course, Mama prayed harder when I 
told her of my dreams. In the past I would have prayed. 
Of course, I wouldn’t tell her. It’d be worse than becoming 
a drug addict or murderer or sex worker (or prostitute, in 
her words), Muslim (or, for that matter, anyone else who 
doesn’t believe in jesu kriste), or living a life biblically 
condemned as sinful. In effect, I’d be telling her that I 
had no chance at redemption, having already condemned 
myself to hell. I’d be telling her that I’m spiritually dead. 
She would respond, “Do you want us point at you and 
say, uyu munhu akafa achifamba?” If I felt cheeky I 
might say, this isn’t entirely far from the truth, but 
that’s beside the point. In the past I would have prayed. 

The snuff doesn’t calm me like it usually does, so I find 
the last bunch of imphepho, place it in a tin basin, light 
it and take it with me to my bathroom along with a case 
of Black Label that Zanele bought at the South African 
shop in London. In the past I would have prayed. I keep 
the lights off and open my window, taking a cursory 
glance at the Linacre College gardens I’d boasted about in 
the too many interviews on my experience as a Rhodes 
Scholar. In the past I would have prayed.
 I throw cold water on my face. I watch in the mirror as 
the water drifts down my cheeks and along my jawline. 
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I feel drained and tired, so the tub’s taps feel more stub-
born than usual. After the short struggle, my lips form an 
O around the Black Label’s nape as I inhale the imphepho 
fumes, like they will give me the answer my body seems 
to be looking for. In the past I would have prayed.
 Without letting go of the beer in my hand, I clumsily 
remove my clothes and get into the tub. I turn  the tap to 
its fullest pressure. 

My bones heavy, I sink into the water. I think of how 
much the world has demanded much of who I am not. 
And so, who was I not to create many selves to satisfy it? 
I think of the the many deaths I have died so I can live in 
this place. At the thought of each of these small deaths, I 
take another sip. Sometimes I think my ritual of libations 
is dishonest, because they aren’t poured into the ground. 
Instead, my libations find their way into my throat. When 
I think this, I convince myself that those selves have yet 
to find their final resting place in the ground. For now, 
they have been buried deep within me, so it would be a 
mistake to spill libations on the ground. Rather, I should 
pour the libations deep down my throat so that my past 
selves buried deep within me might be honoured one 
final time. In the past I would have prayed.

Other times my small deaths occasion elegies that I write 
in blind fury, a dirge across the page, so as not to notice 
the passing of another self. I write it down so that I won’t 
forget the pain. I want to know it, to remember the pain at 
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its keenest, its realest. It gives me an urgency, a clarity of 
purpose I don’t get elsewhere. I don’t want to lose that. In 
the past I would have prayed. I form another O and take 
the last gulp of my beer before reaching for another. The 
alcohol is beginning to warm my body, and I feel my head 
begin to numb and daze. In the past I would have prayed.

I first gave up going to church when they told me that 
acknowledging the presence of my ancestors was akin 
to practicing witchcraft. It’s okay if you think belief in 
ancestors is superstitious. Even if you don’t believe in 
them, they believe in you. Your belief in them doesn’t 
stop their belief in you. That’s what Mbuya often said 
to me. That’s what I learnt from her, my newly gained 
ancestor. In the past I would have prayed. Last term I told 
my professor: One difference between black and white 
people is that white people believe in institutional care 
and black people believe in intergenerational care. The 
hands of the youth look after the ailments of the elderly. 
The wisdom of the elderly tempers the impulses of the 
youthful. When our grandparents are old, they don’t go 
to the old age homes, they go to their children’s homes. 
When children are troublesome, they don’t go to the 
psychiatrist or psychologist, they go to Mbuya’s home. I 
was the troublesome child, although, my parents did not 
know my trouble. I made sure of it. I found my own care. 
I took myself there: to her home, to her memory. She was 
the only one who knew what to do with my dreams. In 
the past I would have prayed.
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I drank because I felt it offered me a communion with 
Mbuya. In Mbuya’s house jesus was still god, but Mbuya 
loved a good ngud’ like anyone else. She didn’t smoke. 
She said that was what white women did and she was 
not a white woman. She did snuff instead. The beer and 
snuff brought her closer to her ancestors, she said. It was 
a habit she’d picked up when she was a good-time girl in 
town. They were always being accused of wanting to be 
white women with their powders, rouge and their hot-
combed hair and wigs. Yes, my god-fearing grandmother 
loved a good ngud’ like anyone else. Her little rebellion. 
That’s why I love a good ngud’. We drank together. Me 
and Mbuya. Two of a kind. 

Tambisa. One who softens. The one who offered me a 
tenderness, a vulnerability, so fierce, I could not hide my-
self from it. Her light was an honesty so radical, I could 
not hide from it, her, or, least of all, myself. It would al-
ways find me and make demands of me so total, it took 
everything from me. In return for my bareness it gave me 
back a love I wished to be worthy of, a pain you wished 
to be steady enuf to bear, a truth I wished I could be 
forthright enuf to witness as she bared all to me and let 
me not look away. In her light I was always better, I was 
always myself because that’s all she allowed me to be. 
For all my appreciation of her, I did not know my weight 
until she left me to carry it on my own. The heaviness in 
my bones. In the past I would have prayed.
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I am halfway down my fifth bottle as I sink lower into 
the water. It’s a heady mix: the alcohol, the fumes, the 
water’s heat. I pick up the razor that I keep on the tub’s 
edge. I drop the bottle as I looked at the razor. In the past 
I would have prayed. I can’t keep myself up anymore, I 
lose entire possession of my body. Surrounded by the 
familiar inky black, the colour that absorbs the colours 
of my griefs, sorrows, angers and rages, I submit myself 
to the water. Like a baby turning for the first time in its 
water, I lie in foetal position, drowning in my skin. Just 
then, Mbuya cries for me, she sings for me as she always 
did when I came to her with my dreams, and sensed my 
wariness of the world:
 “Mwanangu, if you kill yourself with work, stress, ideas, 
revolution, and so on, and so forth, 
 not even twenty five years out of your mother’s womb, 
 the world will just wink or ‘aga shem’ you for a minute 
and move on….
 And I would have lost yet another child.”
 And my spirit answers like it always did:
“We’re all shit scared that we’re gonna die so we create 
a god. 
But my god, when I do believe in her, is 
my mother, 
my grandmothers, 
my aunts,
my cousins, 
my sisters,
all beautiful bitter black spirits
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of light darkness evil good
Witch angel
That’s who she is to me. 
I don’t always believe her. 
When I do, she makes my heart rise and sink,
kills me and renews me at the same time. 
That’s who my god is. 
The totality of our handsome ugly loving hateful vindic-
tive caring. 
who make up the soul of god.
That’s who she is to me.”

II.
My parents had built Mbuya a home kumusha, long before 
she retired. Mbuya only stopped flinging other people’s 
dishcloths, raising other people’s children, dodging other 
people’s husbands after she had a stroke. Even after she 
retired she refused to live with us in town. Even after 
Sekuru died she preferred to live alone, she insisted, be-
cause she didn’t want to inflict her eccentricities on any-
one else, nor did she want anyone else to inflict theirs on 
her. “If I didn’t want to live alone, I wouldn’t live alone”, 
she would say. No more bosky at the back of Mrs’s home 
for her. She liked to be alone but she did allow me in. In 
Mbuya’s house, there was not much talking between the 
two of us. I didn’t have enough Shona for that. There was 
much silence between us. In the silence we got to just be. 
In time, from the silence flowed the singing, the dancing, 
the laughing, the crying, the shouting. From the singing-
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dancinglaughingcryingshouting I learnt this about her:
 My grandmother anointed herself with holy water when 
the springs of her creativity were forced dry. My grand-
mother, the Daughter of Ham, with not so much of a mo-
ment to fold her arms, sit down, daydream, unravel her 
dreams thoughts, never a moment undisturbed, free from 
interruption from Mrs’s work or the noisy inquiries of 
Mrs’s children. She, let alone her time, no longer belonged 
to herself, so that when she was given time off she knew 
only to devote it all to Him, Baba wedu wekudenga. It’s all 
she could do to keep her body intact, barely held together 
in her Ruwadzano uniform coloured red by her heart’s 
bleeding in quiet suicide. Better to kill it yourself first 
before it’s crushed under the weight of spiritual waste, 
the depravity of performing motherhood, so that Mrs can 
perform Ladyhood, of performing selfless abstraction, so 
that others might self-actualize. And in that vacant space 
where her soul once lived, she resurrected God, Baba 
wedu wekudenga. The pain threatended her existence, 
and so it had to be be supplanted by prayer.

When her soul first left her, she did not eat or sleep for 
three days and then she prayed, she was not sure to 
what or who, perhaps to God, Baba wedu wekudenga, 
or to the Great Void. Deutronomy says we are all cursed, 
says Mfundisi. As they mumbled their agreement that 
they were doubly cursed, she and her fellow congregants 
could not successfully picture a god who was not white.
They believed in the curse of Ham. And yet their lives 
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testified to a comprehension that their god must have a 
colour.

For years black people like my grandmother lived in 
the homes of racists. They survived, knowing that their 
presence, so long as Mrs felt she could control it, was 
sought after. My grandmother always said she preferred 
Boss. He owned up to his evil - claimed it, caressed it, 
loved it, even boasted about it. In that way he was a 
known quantity, an evil that could be tolerated, sur-
vived, maybe even outwitted, whereas Mrs obscured 
her evil, making believe that she was on your side, the 
Daughter of Ham the innocent, generationally cursed. 
She secretly envied you, your hips, your lips, your skin. 
When she forgot herself she would stare, sometimes 
touch, she wanted you to be her friend, mother, sister. 
When she forgot herself she would open up to you, often 
cry. She wished the children loved her as they do you, 
and yet wanted none of the responsibility that came 
with that love. She craved Baas’ position, his power, and 
yet wanted none of the responsibility that came with 
that power. She would open up, hoping that you would 
too, was surprised, hurt even that you would not, be-
cause you knew she wanted none of the responsibility 
that came with the knowledge of your world. Secretly 
she did too, and so fearing the weight of your tears, she 
weaponized her tears against you, the Daughter of Ham 
whom she loved so much. 
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With enough time, despite the evasions, my grandmother 
learnt the exact nature of their mountain of evil, she 
grew to learn the precise measurements and shape of it, 
so that her eyes could size it into a stone. Uncomfortable 
though it was, it was just another inconvenience that she 
would have to pack into the pocket of her apron before 
she finally tied her dhukhu in the broken mirror of her 
bosky room and set off for a full day of work in Mrs’s 
house. To talk of the stone in her apron, she would tell 
you, is useless. To expect any other behaviour from the 
stone was futile, because it was understood that it was, 
after all, not a person. That is why, she would remind me, 
in our language, when you refer to “vanhu” you mean to 
say “people”, which means “black people”, which means 
people who have hunhu, which means people who be-
have as people should, as people do.  And so, when a stone 
has acted as a person should, as a person does, we are 
surprised and we remark, “Ah, Jill munhu”, because per-
sonhood is not in the nature of stones.
It is because of my grandmother that I waiver in my 
convictions about god. I was not naive enuf to believe 
in maternal instincts alone as a means of survival. I 
was grounded enuf to see her beyond selfless abstrac-
tion. I spent enuf time with her to see that there was 
more. The more that was hinted at in her curse-prayer:  
 “Baba wedu wekudenga, I come to you, as your child, 
Daughter of Ham. 

 Baba wedu wekudenga, cursed as I am, I have sought to 
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do all that is good and turn away from evil, forgive me 
my failings.
 Baba wedu wekudenga, my good has been turned evil 
by enemies who have tried me and lied against me.

 Baba wedu wekudenga, I pray in the name of Jesus 
Christ cursed for me to bring the fullness of his cross, 
death, blood, sacrifice, and his resurrection against all 
those who have witchcraft, and curses against me.
 Baba wedu wekudenga, I pray that their fathers and 
mothers from their furthest generation will not intercede 
for them before the great throne, and that the women’s 
wombs shall not bear fruit except for strangers.

 Baba wedu wekudenga, I pray that their worldly goods 
shall not prosper, and that their crops shall not multiply 
and that their cows, their chickens and all their animals 
die of starvation and thirst.
 Baba wedu wekudenga, I pray that their houses shall be 
unroofed and that the rain, the thunder and lightning shall 
find the innermost recesses of their home and that the 
foundation shall crumble and the floods tear them down.
 Baba wedu wekudenga, I pray that the sun shall not 
shed its rays on them in benevolence, but instead it shall 
beat down on them and burn them and destroy them.
 Baba wedu wekudenga, I ask you for all these things 
because they have dragged me in the dust and destroyed 
my good name, broken my heart and caused me to curse 
the day that I was born.
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 Baba wedu wekudenga, all of this I pray in the mighty 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ of Nazareth, who came in 
the flesh.”

For years I prayed and prayed, and yet my spirit would 
not transcend the limits of my skin. I found that in my 
grandmother was contained the best and worst and 
everything in between, of black womanhood, of human-
ity. The humanity of her womankind was one I thought 
worthy of embracing as a god.

III.
Like a baby in it’s mother’s womb I turn in the water. I feel 
weightless, floating in my skin, as though the water is dis-
solving my heavy bones, and the inky black of my griefs, 
sorrows, angers and rages flows into the water. Just then, 
Mbuya cries for me, she sings for me and I come to her 
in my dreams, and she senses my wariness of the world:
 “Mwanangu, if you kill yourself with work, stress, ideas, 
revolution, and so on, and so forth, not even twenty five 
years out of your mother’s womb, the world will just wink 
or ‘aga shem’ you for a minute and move on….
 And I would have lost yet another child.”
 And my spirit answers like it always did:
 “We’re all shit scared that we’re gonna die so we create 
a god. 
 But my god, when I do believe in her, is 
 my mother, 
 my grandmothers, 
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 my aunts,
 my cousins, 
 my sisters,
 all beautiful bitter black spirits
 of light darkness evil good
 Witch angel
 That’s who she is to me. 
 I don’t always believe her. 
 When I do, she makes my heart rise and sink,
 kills me and renews me at the same time. 
 That’s who my god is. 
 The totality of our handsome ugly loving hateful vin-
dictive caring. 
 who make up the soul of god.
 That’s who she is to me.”
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THRILLER
Cidinha da Silva

Cidinha da Silva is a prose writer, essayist and book-
seller. She is the founding editor of Kuanza Produções. 
She has authored 17 published books, including the 
short story collection, Um Exu em Nova York (An Eshu in 
New York), which won Brazil’s National Library Award 
in 2019.
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After sprinting the first two hundred meters like a speed-
ster, Onirê found a lady and asked for help. She took one 
look at his bloodied shirt, hugged her purse and quick-
ened her pace. Could it be that nobody had heard the 
shots, the screaming? Red light, cars stopped. Drivers 
watched him and diverted their gaze, the shock, the 
doom, the indifference in their eyes. Women closed their 
windows, as their children in the backseat asked what 
was that man covered in blood. One mother told her 
child to be quiet, or else Onirê would attack him. A young 
white man, whose car stereo was blaring, rolled down his 
window. Onirê rushed over to the car and started nar-
rating what had happened. Then the light turned green. 
The driver honked and yelled, as he peeled out: “You’re 
watchin’ too many video games, kid!” He wanted to cry, 
to give up. The fear of a police officer cornering him and 
not believing his story made him sick to his stomach, his 
mouth dry. Water. He wanted water. No identification 
document, no money, all bloody. 

He was still wearing his public school uniform, true, but 
what about that boy the police shot in the favela in Rio 
who, just before he died, asked his mom: “Why did the po-
liceman shoot at me, mom? Didn’t he see I was wearing my 
school uniform?” In any event, Onirê needed help. He was 
afraid he would not survive on his own. Scorn was painful 
in his wound, in his bones, but he had to insist. Find help. 
He walked over to a taxi driver who paid attention to him 
as he picked his teeth; he heard his story and, trying to 
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conceal his disbelief, said: “I’m really sorry, but my car’s a 
rental. I can’t get the seat dirty. Good luck, man.” He asked 
another man, a woman, a girl for help. Everybody was 
afraid. Nobody wanted to get involved. The tormenting 
thought of running into a police car or a police officer made 
him more anxious. He had no more blood to lose. A succes-
sion of figures, drained of their blood, clouded his memory. 
Now his shoulder was throbbing and burning; it was the 
only thing keeping him alert. So he decided to run for his 
life again. He remembered there was a hospital nearby, 
but he wasn’t sure which way to go. He asked a teenager 
for directions; he looked like his youngest brother. Luckily, 
the boy knew. Even more terrified that whoever was after 
Onirê would come back and get him too, Barazinho used 
the mantra for survival his parents taught him at home – 
we take care of our own – and explained how to get to the 
hospital. Onirê gathered all his strength and will to live, 
and he ran. He ran as if it were his final sprint in a mara-
thon. When he was one block away from the hospital, he 
almost collapsed and begged a popcorn vendor: “I am not a 
criminal. Help me, sir, please.” Bewildered, the man got up, 
didn’t even bother shutting off his gas cooker. He scooped 
up the boy – who could have been his grandson – and 
immediately his white apron was red. The popcorn pan 
overflowed and the old man’s white blooms coated the 
ground. “What did they do to you, son?”, he asked Onirê.  
“There’s a shooting at the public school”, Onirê replied. “I 
am a student there. Two boys raided the middle school 
with machine guns and hatchets. They locked the gate, 
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fired shots in every direction and threw the hatchets at 
the people who were trying to escape.” “And that’s what’s 
in your shoulder, son?” “Yes, sir. I asked several people for 
help, but nobody wanted to help me.” The popcorn ven-
dor did not hold back his tears, but stayed strong hold-
ing the young warrior up as they headed to the hospital’s 
reception desk. Once there, he filled out the form, assur-
ing them that he knew Onirê. Because of the friendship 
he enjoyed with the nursing staff, he managed to get him 
seen quickly. He held the boy in the stretcher by the hand 
until his mother arrived. Just imagine: a big boy like that, 
sixteen years old, strong as a bull, ran 5 kilometers with a 
hatchet buried in his collarbone. He knew by overhearing 
the attendants’ comments that, three weeks before that, a 
black boy – brawny, who looked like Onirê – was admitted 
to the hospital, with a cold. Since it was an ordinary case 
of the cold, his mother left him there in the triage unit and 
went to sort out some unemployment issues. When she re-
turned, she was greeted by her son’s body. No explanation. 
He died. A family member, while changing the dead boy’s 
clothes, noticed that the meat on his ribs was flaccid, as if it 
had been swallowed by the gaps between his ribs. He also 
saw that his chest, stomach and two spots in his ribs had 
been cut and stitched with a double seam. They opened him 
up to take a look. There was tow fiber where his heart should 
have been. A huge hollow in the ribs. The popcorn vendor 
would not allow Onirê’s story to have the same ending. 

Translated from Portuguese by Sarah Hanaburgh
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My daughter left. I wouldn’t stop hugging her but then 
I said, “Go, it’s alright.” I couldn’t contain myself, what a 
disgrace, I burst into tears in front of everyone. I tried to 
dry my tears with the edge of my veil, I sucked on the 
edge of the veil like a nursing baby and she, for once, 
was understanding: “Mama”, she said, “I won’t be gone 
forever.”
 “Are you feeling okay?” I asked her and my daughter 
gave me a hint of a smile. “Are you feeling okay about 
leaving?” I repeated, and she, hugging me again, said, “I’m 
going to my brother’s, you’re the one staying behind.” 
 And I forced myself to smile, but the tears gushed out 
on their own as though from a broken pipe, a flood, and I 
swallowed them and my eyes were on fire and it was like 
during the rainy season, when the drains get clogged and 
the streets turn into rivers, red with mud. 
 I’m certain everyone noticed, because in this city being 
emotional is shameful and when I saw those women snick-
ering I calmed down. “I’m going to murder them”, 
I told myself, “I’m going over there to rip out their 
hair, scratch them until their skin peels off, I want to 
see blood.” But maybe they were laughing about other 
things, who knows. There’s nothing to laugh about when 
it comes to separating from your daughter, a daughter 
you don’t know when you’ll see again. Then she climbed 
into that ramshackle van, a tangle of arms and legs filling 
a cubicle on four wheels, the air damp with saltiness and 
rotten fruit. “Make room”, I screamed, shrill as a seagull, 
and a young woman, wrapped in a faded guntiino, gaped 
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at me in surprise, her mouth open so wide I saw she was 
missing an incisor in the ivory row of her teeth. The girl 
exclaimed, “Would you look at this, who does she think 
she is?”
 “I think I’m a mother and that’s it”, I wanted to reply, 
but then I saw my daughter find a spot near a window, 
press her slender fingers against the glass, wriggle her 
long arm, liana-like, out the window. I stood on my tip-
toes to squeeze her hand again, until the driver started 
the engine and all that was left was a contrail, a comet of 
red earth, where my daughter had previously been. 

The wind blew, forming a salty crust on my face, and I 
started thinking back to that morning: I had woken in a 
pool of sweat and I watched her sleeping on the edge of 
the bed, her face toward the sky, her mouth half open, 
an arm bent under her head like when she was a little 
girl, and her knees to her chest. The air pregnant with 
wilted jasmine, clothes gathered in a cloth bag, vials of 
perfumed oils on the dresser. I wish I could seal the room 
to conserve its smell, though it’s a luxury I can’t afford 
now that I’m alone, in a house that’s a row of rooms cov-
ered with zinc, a brazier as the kitchen, and an open-air 
bathroom. 
 Before the kids left, it felt as though we lived in a nest 
bursting with birds, my sister-in-law and I had shared that 
house for years, together with a variable number of chil-
dren, ours and also nieces and nephews who would come 
to the city for school. Then when even her youngest had 
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gotten married, my sister-in-law decided to follow her 
daughter north, to her new residence. 
 “Don’t wait until it’s too late”, she had told me before 
leaving, “You insisted on living alone with your daughter, 
you’ll regret it, you know? And what will everyone say?” 
“I don’t care about what people say,” I’d replied, “I’m going 
raise her as I wish and no one has the right to judge me.”
 My sister-in-law had turned up her nose, because she 
knows perfectly well how tender-hearted I am, but how I 
still don’t let anyone push me around.
Yet, when I woke up early that morning, while the onions 
were sizzling on the coals, while I struggled to chop meat 
keeping the handle of the knife glued to the ground with 
my big toe, it was as if that same blade were tearing 
sinewy fibers from my chest, similar to the ones I was 
squeezing between my fingers. It was as if all my innards 
were there frying in the boiling oil. I felt a thud, a twinge 
similar to when I dream of falling into the void.

“Smells good,” my daughter exclaimed upon waking, rub-
bing her eyes, stretching out her beautiful arms in the 
sun, “We still have some of the bread we baked yester-
day, right?”
 “Yes,” I replied, “I even prepared some food for the road.”
 I watched her while she bent over to fill the terracotta 
pitcher with water, she filled it using a tin can, then she 
slipped into the cramped hut which is our bathroom and 
I could hear her singing, as clear as crystal. And then 
she came out, a towel tight around her chest and drops 
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of light on her shoulders; her hair, heavy with water, 
plunged towards the floor. She sat down just like that, 
near me on a wood and leather stool, while glistening 
rivulets traveled down her body. I filled her plate with 
juicy stew and poured the tea.
 “You aren’t eating?” she asked.
 “Not now, I’m not hungry.”
 My daughter eats with her fingertips, she dips the bread and 
sticks it between her lips, leaving an oily trace on her chin. 
 “You’ll see, everything will be fine,” she told me, squeez-
ing my knee. “I’m going to go get dressed.”
 It didn’t take long before we were ready to go.
 My daughter is graceful when she walks, as light as a 
dragonfly on water, her lips of ink, her smile of pearl, her 
body muscular and tight. We passed the sea and on the 
emerald ocean the frothy waves looked like flocks graz-
ing in the grass. On the docks of the port there were long 
lines of dhows ready to depart.
 “You will no longer have the sea there where you’ll be”, 
I told her.
  “Without you it wouldn’t be the same,” she responded, 
shrugging her shoulders, “You remember?”
 One day we had gone together to Gezira, a mother-
of-pearl promontory not far from the city, with a small 
green and black island off it, where the remains of a saint 
are preserved. An old local man had insisted on being our 
guide. On the horizon, standing on the silvery outline of a 
dhow, a man appeared to be scanning the sea. 
 “It’s made of stone,” the old man had said, “anchored 
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to the deep sand, even though it looks like wood cutting 
through the sea. A merchant used to travel to Zanzibar and 
one night, surprised by a storm, he prayed to the saint, 
asking him to save his life. In exchange he would donate 
lamps and rugs to the mosque. The merchant was saved, 
but he didn’t maintain his promise and, the next time, 
when he passed by the salt island, he felt ashamed and was 
transformed into stone, along with his dhow and lifeboat.” 
Then the old man pointed out some crimson patches to us, 
scattered in the golden sand, like jujubes on the ground. A 
woman had promised to donate her precious coral neck-
lace to the saint, if she conceived a son. A son was born, 
but instead of maintaining her promise, the woman pan-
icked and decided to flee, and in her flight the necklace 
was torn off, falling to the ground. From the scattered coral 
vermillion-colored flowers sprouted, like pearls of blood. 
“We’re dependent on Allah’s will,” he whispered at the end.
 “It’s all just superstition,” my daughter said, while I poured 
coins into the old man’s hand, “we’re each the creator of 
our own destiny.”
 “It doesn’t matter,” I told her, “you always maintain your 
promises.” 
 The monsoon was blowing so strongly the sand whipped 
our skin and my daughter kept repeating, “I don’t like these 
superstitions.” Her cobalt tunic was stretched taut like the 
sail of a dhow, and she continued steadily forward with 
long strides, sinking down with each step into the damp 
sand.
 “There,” she then exclaimed, “that’s where I want to go 
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swimming.” A shady nook, protected from sight, circled 
by iridescent coral. A rainbow fish aquarium.
 She began to loosen her tunic and, looking at me side-
ways, asked: “May I?”
 “Yes, we’ll do it together.”
 We jumped, naked, into the ocean and the water was 
so hot it was like amniotic fluid and my daughter swam 
behind me. “I came out of there,” she yelled, diving under 
and resurfacing like a mermaid, “I came out of there,” 
pointing at the space between my legs.

My daughter left and I’m in the middle of Afar Irdood, The 
Four Gates, the station, where all the roads intersect, the 
loudest place in the whole city. Not exactly the perfect 
spot for saying goodbye. Trucks loaded to the brim, buses 
waiting to be filled, and then there’s the boy yelling to 
attract passengers. Stalls with mangoes and tomatoes, fab-
rics and Indian rice, goats grazing everywhere, camels in 
nooses and scattered pieces of paper. I just stood there, 
upset, until a cart came this close to crushing me. With its 
full barrel and a donkey – that’s what these water carriers 
are like, ready to run you over for no reason. And they 
curse if you’re in their way, as though it’s their right. 

I came to Afar Irdood many years ago, when I was the 
age that my daughter is today. It was the first time I’d 
seen a city. I’d pictured it full of lights and shadows, the 
rumble of engines running, and women with long bright 
veils, silver necklaces and bracelets tinkling in the wind. 
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A city removed from the whims of seasons, the cycles of 
penury and prosperity that the bush depended on.
  Inland, they say I was born the month in which the star 
Shaula joined the moon in the sky, a time of wealth and 
milk, and yet Shaula, the scorpion’s stinger, didn’t bring 
any luck to my mother, who died while giving birth. I 
would have been her only girl, after two sons. Life in the 
bush is tough, especially for women and, even though I 
didn’t have a mama, her sisters taught me what my du-
ties were. They taught me which trees had the most re-
sistant branches for constructing a hut or the ideal wood 
for water, milk and butter containers. They also taught 
me how to create the best fibers for matting and, when I 
became more skilled, they did nothing but praise my tal-
ents as a weaver, admiring the floral contours of my rugs. 
When I was very little I was entrusted with the goats that 
pranced around in the enclosure, until I was old enough to 
go off with them to the pasture and come back to camp at 
sunset, where they were protected from jackals and lynx. 
 We lived in huts of interlaced branches covered with 
mats – portable dwellings that we loaded onto camels’ 
backs when it was time to move. Life was always about 
movement in search of pasture and water. My father was a 
highly esteemed diviner and, although I didn’t even know 
how to write my own name, I learned how to read the 
stars and the seasons from him, how when the dawn is 
tinged with red and the sky is streaked with long black 
stripes, or when Ursa Major sinks her head to the horizon, 
it means rain is coming. My father could recognize the 
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fields where the earth was rich with nuuro, a miraculous 
and abstract substance that guarantees the survival of all 
creatures. It’s not that he willingly taught me all of this, 
because this knowledge is reserved for men, but I think I 
could have become a diviner too, if they’d allowed it. 
 Life in the bush is rugged during the periods of prolonged 
drought, but when the heavy rains are over everything 
is transformed. Thorny trees thicken with little emerald 
leaves and the earth seems entirely laced with flowers. 
Buds white as cream appear sprinkled throughout the low 
grasses under the acacias. The scarlet flowers of the aloe 
plant extend from slender offshoots and the air is full 
of the songs of birds and the piercing whine of insects. 
The swallows fly so fast they only trace a blue streak in 
the sky. The vultures no longer rule and wild herbs and 
flowers grow from the skeletons of camels that had died 
during the famine. In the water puddles a whole host of 
little butterflies meet, all light green, they look like huge 
flowers with palpitating petals. Everybody smiles and we 
girls have on our new red, blue, and gold outfits, while the 
men casually wear their bright white robes. We know that 
the season of rain and plenty of grass won’t last long, so 
we take advantage of it. This is the time of courtships and 
dances. We girls clap our hands, dance, and challenge the 
males in poems and riddles. Sometimes they praise our 
dark lips, our amber silhouettes, or they compare us to 
the stars, or rainwater. 
 We are also allowed, with the consent of the heads of 
families, to talk with our suitors in the shelter of a hut.
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One evening, after having challenged me during the 
dances, a suitor insisted on meeting me. “There are three 
things that aren’t becoming to women, hoobeeyoy,” he 
sang, pressing me, “while they’re worthy for men: unravel 
this enigma if you’re able, hoobeeyoy.” My friends looked 
at me apprehensively, clapping their hands to encour-
age me until, after thinking it through, I replied in a shrill 
voice: “The three things that women are condemned for, 
let me tell you:  One is gorging on food and serving them-
selves first—men can do that, women can’t, the second is 
that you men can milk more camels, you can marry four 
women, while we are entitled to just one husband. The 
third is not appropriate for a riddle therefore I choose not 
to say it.” My friends covered their faces and ululated, 
while the boys shook their heads, likely in disapproval. 
Everyone knew what I was alluding to. Men can court the 
women they’re attracted to, while for us that’s forbidden. 
I didn’t agree and I couldn’t hide it. My suitor wasn’t ugly 
or handsome, rather mediocre, I must say. He moved with 
a womanly softness and his belly was already protruding 
somewhat, even though he was still young. His eyes were 
moist and insinuating, and he had a pink lower lip. It was 
said that his father owned many camels. 
 “Tomorrow we’ll ask for your hand,” he told me with an 
air of defiance, just as soon as we were alone in the hut. 
“They say you’re a tireless worker, everyone talks about 
your weaving talents, your beauty is even more evident 
in the moonlight – we will make a good offer.” 
 “You didn’t ask my opinion,” I replied. He burst into 
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laughter and stood up to leave, adding simply, “It’s not 
needed.” 
 My father never cared about my opinions either. And 
yet, he’d always let me eat the best parts of the meat – 
the ribs, the thighs and the shoulders – right alongside 
my brothers. Nothing in the world would make me dis-
obey my father. My father knew how to read the stars 
and the planets, find barakin in the plants – that was 
good enough for me. Why would I accept the suitor’s pro-
posal? I had never thought about love, the big red star 
that, when it leaves its position, obscures the moon. The 
boys ride horses with their spears and look like figurines 
on the horizon, their hair like acacia fronds, their eyes 
glittering, their limbs long and lean. But I’d never thought 
about love. And now the idea of sharing my life with a 
man, a man like my suitor, repulsed me. “He’s not old”, my 
friends told me, when they found out that the marriage 
contract had been stipulated, “you’re luckier than many.” 
I didn’t want to disobey my father, but for the first time 
I realized I wasn’t happy. I had never tried to fulfill any 
of my wishes, no one had ever tried to fulfill them ei-
ther. Life is simple when you carry out your duties, when 
you don’t question anything. But what becomes of our 
wishes, if no one takes them into consideration? You are 
the creator of your own destiny, I told myself, be brave. A 
father’s curse is the worst thing a daughter can face, but 
the stars would help me, they knew I knew their name. 
 When I was a little girl, my father told me the story of 
a cruel son who often beat his mother. One day he was 
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particularly brutal and he dragged her over sharp rocks, 
leaving behind a trail of blood. The mother, barely alive, 
lifted her eyes to the sky, hoping for divine intervention. 
The Omnipotent saved her and paralyzed her son who 
soon died. The long trail of blood ascended into the sky, 
transforming into the Milky Way, a warning against cruel 
children. 
 Aren’t there also myths that speak about the cruelty of 
fathers? Who we’re always to obey, for whom we must 
work until we’ve reached the end of our tethers?
 It was night, when I decided to run away. 
 The friend I shared the hut with slept by my side. My 
arm was numb. I struggled to pull the hem of my dress 
out from under the girl’s knee. She flinched, but she 
didn’t wake up. I was scared. But nothing was worse than 
marrying an arrogant man I didn’t love. I wanted to be 
free. I grabbed my sandals and crouched under the light-
weight cloth we used for a door, which was fluttering in 
the wind. I reached the thorny fencing and the stick that 
served as a gate. I managed to climb over it and headed 
off towards what I knew to be the route of the caravans. 
At dawn the Pleiades appeared on the horizon and a 
strong wind blew. I saw a truck advancing in a cloud of 
vermilion dust. Firmly planted on its route, I no longer 
had doubts, I was certain that this truck would carry me 
to the city. 
 When I got to Afar Irdood I knew no one. I admitted this 
to the truck’s driver and he told me it wasn’t a problem –  
I simply needed to spread the word, tell people the name 
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of my clan, and I’d surely find someone willing to ac-
commodate me. He smiled and promised to help. I saw 
him walk away while giving orders to the porters. His 
ochre shirt was open to the wind, his pants tight around 
his waist and he had a belt of worn-out leather. I stood 
still next to the truck for fear of getting lost: City people 
speak a distorted Somali, I thought, and meanwhile long 
lines of shirtless men walked past me, carrying heavy 
sacks and passing them between each other. The women 
wore batik dresses with short sleeves, voluptuous cot-
ton shawls, and they suddenly made me feel inadequate, 
with my heavy tunic, covered with dust from my journey. 
The driver came back holding a little boy by the hand. 
“Here,” he said, “he’ll bring you to the house of an aunt 
on your mother’s side.” My luggage was only a bundle 
and I must have still looked lost to him, because right 
after we’d started walking, he called me back by name 
and added: “Ebla, people aren’t always welcoming to rel-
atives from the bush. If things happen to go badly, know 
that you can find me here every Monday.” “Monday is 
an auspicious day in the nomad calendar,” I responded, 
and set off again behind the little boy. Mogadishu looked 
even more beautiful than I’d imagined it would be, while I 
tirelessly followed the boy down the narrow alleys of the 
old city. I saw a swarm of men and women on the side-
walks and little stores of Indian merchants from which 
an intense aroma of aloe and cardamom emanated. The 
humid air was saturated with salt. There were workshops 
of gold and silver artisans, seated on the ground with 
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their burners lit: they made beautiful filigree jewelry 
and regal-looking necklaces. Women pulled fibers from 
cotton and men dyed and weaved them. Every now and 
then Arab merchants could be heard screaming out from 
behind their stalls of dried dogfish and raisins. 
 But even more surprising was the view of the large 
paved streets: date palms flanked them and there were 
squares adorned with yellow bell and hibiscus flowers. 
The palaces were a blinding white, as majestic as cren-
ellated castles.  They later told me that the oldest resi-
dences were built by mixing lime with milk so not even 
the sea could harm them. 
 When we were in front of my aunt’s house, the boy 
showed me the gate and started to leave, before I even 
had time to announce my presence. “I have nothing to 
give you,” I told him with regret. “Don’t worry,” he re-
sponded happily, “the driver took care of it.” 
 My aunt didn’t receive me warmly, but she was not hos-
tile either. She must have been an attractive woman at 
one time, with her long eyelashes and mouth the shape 
of a heart, but the city life and numerous births had 
made her gain weight. Her chest and thighs seemed to 
form a single block, making movement difficult for her. 
In the bush we’re all skinny: the scarcity of food and the 
hard work prematurely dig into the faces and bodies of 
the women and men.
 She didn’t ask me many questions, she instructed one 
of her daughters to prepare a bed and fill a bucket of 
water for me. I’d never used soap before and, after hav-
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ing scrubbed it on my skin, I saw rivulets of brown water 
flowing to my feet. 
 My aunt lived with an unmarried sister, five children, 
and a violent husband. I would hear her cry softly at night 
and during the day she rarely came out of her room, she 
always said she had a headache. Every so often I had to 
take her food to her and I would find her curled up in the 
dark like a snail, a suffocating smell of sweat and musk 
filling the air. 
 It didn’t take much for me to realize I couldn’t stay long. 
I’d found a place where I could eat and sleep, and yet I 
felt a threat, an imminent danger. This wasn’t the destiny 
that I’d left the camp for. I wanted to be truly free, to 
pursue my wishes. 
 And so I decided to track down the driver. I found him 
on Monday, as he’d promised, about one lunar month 
after my arrival, his shirt fluttering and a stick of caday 
between his teeth.
 “Ebla,” he said, “I can sneak you some goods to sell at 
the market, so you can buy yourself a nice dress with the 
proceeds, and whatever else you need.” 
  “I also want you to get me some fibers,” I replied, “to 
weave mats. I’m told they’re valued highly here in the city.”
 The driver gave me a bottle of garoor milk, a basket 
of incense, and two heavy sacks of rice that I partially 
traded with small vendors like myself, in exchange for 
sesame oil, sugar, and peanuts, convinced that the vari-
ety would help me attract more customers. 
 In the morning I would wake up before dawn to go to the 
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market, spread my heavy jute canvas out on the ground, cover 
it with the goods and, while waiting, I would braid straw. 
 Some weeks passed and I felt satisfied, people did 
nothing but praise my skills as a weaver and the driver 
never failed to supply me – sometimes with sandals and 
dates, or dried meat and benzoic acid, floral patterned 
fabric, all depending on the shipment he was carrying.
 “You’re a good girl,” he would say when I gave him money 
in return, and often I had to insist that he accepts it. 
 My father could read the future in the fat around goats’ 
stomachs; he predicted war and drought, wealth and 
milk. He used to say that time is nothing but a sequence 
of prosperity and famine, cyclical recurrences that mark 
the course of life.  
 I knew the threat wouldn’t take long to reveal itself. It 
happened one night that was darker than the rest, the 
Southern Cross hidden below the line of the horizon. 
We’d just finished washing the dinner plates, when my 
aunt’s husband sent for me.
 “It’s a great shame you didn’t inform us,” he reproached 
me, “it’s a great shame for us to host a girl fleeing an ar-
ranged marriage. Your father has been notified and your 
suitor will soon travel to come and get you.”
  It was like when a jackal chases a herd of gazelles who 
frantically bound away, and yet they can only count on 
their luck or the agility of their stride to save themselves.
 But I was not a gazelle and the suitor wasn’t a jackal. 
Why then did he insist on wanting a woman who had re-
fused him? I could only hope for naqsi, divine compensa-
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tion: one must not abuse one’s power, they say, because 
whoever uses it unjustly will lose it quickly. But not one 
person existed, not even my father, who considered an 
arranged marriage to be an abuse of power. 
 I didn’t know many people in the city and no one had 
ever helped me as much as the driver so, when I saw him 
the following Monday, I didn’t even give him the time to 
get out of his truck. I clung onto the door, my eyes two 
fiery embers. 
 “You have to marry me,” I told him, practically yelling. 
The driver squeezed my shoulders to calm me down, his 
eyes clear and distant. Still moving in his graceful way, 
as though skimming over the ground, he approached a 
woman selling cigarettes on an overturned barrel, took 
two and, after having slipped one into his shirt pocket, 
lit the other with a match. I’d never seen him smoke, 
perhaps I’d never seen anyone smoke, and it was as if a 
foreboding cloud were forming. I remembered a song I’d 
heard during the courting: Oh my beloved, the well is dry, 
my horse is old and tired, where can I find water for your 
thirst?
 
“Ebla,” the driver said, “you are a beautiful and courageous girl, 
I can’t help but be flattered by your proposal. But you know 
that I am a traveling man, a man who loves freedom and I want 
to remain free from ties even at the cost of being scorned.” 
 “I want to be free, too,” I told him, “just as you do and, 
if you marry me, we can be free together and neither of us 
will ever be scorned, or humiliated.” 
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 We celebrated our wedding in great secrecy just out-
side the city and I went to live with his sister who had 
recently been widowed. 
 I had two children by him and in the house we shared 
with our children, my sister-and-law and I welcomed 
many others from the bush. We took care of sending 
them to school and hosting them in exchange for a mod-
est amount of money.  My husband came and went, free 
as he wished, and my small business flourished, thanks 
to his help.
 Then one day I met Haaja Faay and things got even 
better. 
 I met her at the market: she loved the rugs and baskets I 
wove and kept coming back to buy them, paying more than 
she owed. Haaja Faay was a white girl and she had strong 
hands, in spite of the weak structure of her skin and mus-
cles. Her eyes were a color I’d never seen before, similar to 
that of a well in times of wealth – a blue as intense as night.
 All the women in the neighborhood knew her and 
they’d given her a Somali name out of affection, because 
Haaja Faay was a midwife and she’d delivered many of 
their babies. They said she was a nun, but I didn’t know 
what that meant, still I saw that unlike the other white 
women she covered her hair, though an ink black curl al-
ways escaped her veil. Haaja Faay delivered my children 
as well and perhaps I wouldn’t have survived my daugh-
ter’s birth if it hadn’t been for her. She always stopped by 
the market and one afternoon she came with a strange 
garment. “Ebla,” she said, “I brought you a bra, you have 
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a lot of milk, your breasts are heavy, you could hurt your 
back if you don’t use it.” “I have a lot of milk because 
I was born under the auspices of the star Shaula and 
the moon”, I wanted to tell her, but what did Haaja Faay 
know about the stations of the moon? Since then, I’ve 
never stopped wearing the bra and the bra brought me 
good luck because, thanks to my husband, I became the 
primary supplier of bras in the city. It was an important 
change in our lives and I’m certain that if it hadn’t been 
for me, few women in Mogadishu would be wearing bras.

My daughter was wearing a light blue bra when she came 
back with her clothes torn, long purplish scratches cov-
ering her skin, a red coral arborescence. Her face was 
incandescent and her eyes full of water, like electrical 
clouds ready to set off a storm.
 “They’re angry tears,” she said quickly, “don’t think I’m 
crying from the pain.”
 I put my arms around her waist trying to squeeze her, 
her body shaking with strong tremors. She moved away 
slightly, freeing herself from my hug.
 “I don’t want you to pity me,” she added, swallowing, 
and she immediately stopped crying. We sat in silence 
for a few minutes, bent forward, elbows on knees, my 
daughter, anger incarnate.
 “At least let me attend to your wounds,” I quietly whis-
pered. I took gauze and disinfectant out of the drawer in 
my room, Haaja Faay had gotten them for me at an Ital-
ian pharmacy. I slipped off her torn dress and then saw 
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her wounded side and the bra strap brown with blood 
and mud.
 “First we need to wash you,” I said, stepping away. We 
were alone in the courtyard so she stayed seated on the 
stool, while I poured lukewarm water out from a jug onto 
her nape, her shoulders, and her thighs, to remove the 
dirt. Then I helped her dry herself, lightly dabbing her 
skin, and the touch of the alcohol-soaked gauze turned 
the wounds bright red. 
 “Bastards,” she muttered, gnashing her teeth.
 “Go lie down, I’ll crush some aloe leaves, it’ll help the 
cuts heal quicker. We may have to give you stitches.” 
 I went into the room with the censer lit, she hadn’t even 
brought a lantern with her and in the dim light of the 
moon I could see she was sitting up, her fists fixed to the 
edge of the bed. She looked like the sculpted statue of a 
goddess or maybe she was queen Arrawelo, who men say 
was bloodthirsty and tyrannical, while women still lay 
flowers where they think her body is buried. 
 “Sagal,” I begged her, “tell me what happened.”
 Her voice was the breath of the wind, the same one she 
used when she sang for the brother, her brother, the poet 
and musician, he was never without his lute.
 She’d been at a political rally that evening, her com-
rades from the league of young Somalis tried to dissuade 
her, she couldn’t go on the podium alone. “Your brother’s 
no longer here,” they told her, “what do you think, that 
it’s no different?”
 My daughter was born under the influence of the green 
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star and the double star of Libra: they say that the men born 
in this station of the moon are very charismatic, and I don’t 
think the celestial bodies distinguish women from men.
 Sagal took the floor all the same and told those pres-
ent they had to fight the Italians and that there couldn’t 
be independence and unity if there was no female free-
dom. She reminded everyone about how her brother had 
been violently beaten while being interrogated at the 
police station, just for refusing to state the name of his 
clan, just for repeating: “I’m Somali, it’s the only belong-
ing that counts.” She reminded everyone about how her 
brother had been forced to flee to escape persecution by 
the colonial authorities, and how he was mobilizing in 
the small city inland where he’d found refuge, acknowl-
edging the strengths and speaking rights of even his fe-
male comrades. She was still standing on the precarious 
stage placed on a platform supported by four empty gas 
barrels, when they heard screaming in the distance and 
everyone started to flee. Police were barging in.
 My daughter runs faster than a cheetah, she runs and 
no one can catch her. She lifted her dress above her 
knees and it was as if she were flying.
 “Then we reached the wall,” she told me, “we had to 
jump over it to find safety.”
 The top of the wall was studded with broken bottles 
and one had to be very careful to avoid getting cut. While 
she tried to climb it, with the help of an acacia tree’s 
branches, some comrades caught up with her.
 “A raid!,” they yelled, “they’ve taken about ten of us!” 
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Then someone pushed her. The thorny branches scratched 
her arms and legs, and shards of glass were driven into 
her side.
 “It’s your fault you bustard, bird of ill omen,” they chas-
tised her, “You’re a slut, that’s what you are, just like your 
mother. What did you think, that you were a man?”
 I knew that even the men in the league couldn’t be 
different from the rest, one time one of them wrote an 
anonymous poem going after those of us who wore bras. 
 “The breasts you hold up are soft, we only want the perky 
ones, oh women, stop tormenting your chests”, he’d written.
 My sister-in-law always told me that I was wrong to 
raise Sagal as if she were a boy: “You want to send her 
to the best schools,” she’d say, “I get it. But never, ever 
let her run around all day dressed like a male. You know 
they will soon make it clear that it’s not her place.” 
 My children have always been inseparable. Sagal would 
follow her brother to the soccer field, a rectangle of hard 
ground. He would bounce barefoot around the ball of 
rags and from far away I’d watch her in the goal, all cov-
ered in dust, her long hair in the wind and her thin little 
legs planted to the ground. No one would have dared 
make fun of her while they were still together. 
 Then came the day of infibulation. All the girls her age sat 
on the ground, waiting. The woman officiating the rite was 
busy sharpening her tools. Sagal was crying and I didn’t 
have the heart, I took her in my arms and said no. I took 
her away, I didn’t want her to suffer what I had suffered.  I 
wish I’d grown up with a mother by my side, I was for my 



49

daughter what I’d wished my mother had been for me.

They say a mysterious force exists, the World Woman, 
and that she is a very tall woman with just one eye 
planted in her head that looks up toward the sky. The 
World Woman had one daughter who she unfortunately 
lost, but is convinced she’s still alive. For this reason, 
every so often she grabs a person, feels him or her with 
her hands and, as soon as she realizes they are not her 
daughter, she tosses them away. If by touch she has trou-
ble knowing, she lifts them up, up to the height of her 
eye. So, among humans there’s always someone who is 
flung away at the height of her knees, those at the height 
of her chest, and those at the height of her head. The 
person snatched up by the World Woman lives, from that 
moment until the final act of ascent, a happy, prosperous 
life, because the World Woman, believing them to be her 
daughter, fills them with attention. 
 I am not the World Woman and I don’t think destiny is 
simply a whim. My daughter left, but there’s a reason for 
it. She understood that there was no longer a place for 
her here and she decided to go fight with her brother – 
because a battle of only men is mutilated, a battle of only 
men is a battle destined for failure. 

Translated from Italian by Hope Campbell Gustafson
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No one knew what to call the place that was halfway 
between dreams – a patch of earth, hugged on one side 
by a murky river and hedged on the other by a series of 
mournful hills and a dark forest – a place where travellers 
rested before moving on, so they just called it Zango. The 
layover. At least, that was what Laminde’s grandmother, 
Kaka, had told her when they were shelling groundnuts 
for soup. Kaka’s earnest face, like crumpled, dusty khaki 
was set in a perpetual brood, her biddy eyes stared down 
at little Laminde, as if to burn off any doubts the child 
might have regarding this account. But Laminde’s seven-
year-old mind believed that Kaka was as old as the world 
itself and had been sitting on a tree bough snacking on 
gurjiya, watching God’s magic split heaven and earth. 
 “For years, it was just a sleepy in-between place until 
some itinerants got drunk on rest and forgot to complete 
their journeys. Their wives and children, and in some 
cases their husbands too, tired of waiting for them to re-
turn, packed their belongings in ashasha sacks and joined 
them,” Kaka said, eyes staring past Laminde, as if saying 
this tasked her memory, as if the child had disappeared 
into a haze, unnoticed, uncelebrated, just the way Zango 
had been birthed. It was years later that Laminde would 
fill in the blanks that Kaka’s long silences were with things 
she gathered from conversations in markets, at school, 
and the other places secret histories were procured from.
After the wives came, prostitutes who serviced the trav-
elling men set up permanent shacks not far from the 
park, where the roar of truck engines and the blare of 
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car horns masked the noises of indiscretion, and Zango 
became home for good. This bit, her grandmother never 
said, but Laminde knew. Everyone did. The prostitutes’ 
shacks still stood and, in their rafters, if one looked care-
fully, traces of the dust stirred by the first men, who had 
made Zango a town, and their trucks, could be found. 
 “Before this place was called Zango, it was once called 
Mazade by a people consumed by a plague,” Kaka had 
said, staring before her as if she could see the deserted 
houses in the evening sun being eaten by termites. But 
Kaka was already losing her mind at the time and no one 
knew for sure if she remembered anything right.
 What Laminde did know years later, sitting by her win-
dow and looking out into the streets filled with residents 
and travellers, was that deaths in Zango were often as 
dramatic as life in her was. Sometimes they were bizarre, 
such as the time Babale died on the eve of his wedding, 
gored by a rampaging bull that had escaped its minders. 
The bull, fleeing after its gory deed, fell into a gaping 
manhole and snapped its neck. Or when the matriarch 
Balaraba, long afflicted with gloom, was found dead in 
her cane chair, facing the door with a smile on her face. 
Nobody knew what she had been waiting for or what had 
come through the door and left with her soul. But her 
smile endured, its impression visible through her shroud, 
even when they laid her in the grave. 
 Babangida too died happy. He had lived most of his life 
trawling the streets of Zango, feeding off peoples’ throw-
aways. One afternoon, he stood, pole stiff, in the middle 
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of the street and started laughing. He laughed nonstop for 
three hours and forty-seven minutes before he slumped. 
Once or twice a year, a corpse with erect manhood, would 
be found by the riverside. If the rumours were to be be-
lieved, they had died in the brothels, from manpower 
overdose. The whores and their pimps would carry them 
out and dump them in the river so they could wash up 
elsewhere. Sometimes they just left them on the banks.
 In Laminde’s estimation, none of the dramatic deaths 
had yet eclipsed Vera’s. Vera had been sitting at her usual 
place under the pedestrian bridge braiding a customer’s 
hair, as she had been doing for years, when she started 
coughing out strands of hair. When the first hairballs 
came out, the crowd of horrified women that had gath-
ered, drawn by her violent fits, oohed. They watched her 
heave and pull out a long strip of braided hair that went 
on and on and on until it seemed she had swallowed a 
pony-tailed woman. When the strip slipped out, all one 
meter, seven centimetres of it – because Zaki actually 
measured it – coiled in front of her like a juvenile py-
thon, Vera keeled over. Her face, half-buried in the mass 
of hair and puke, conveyed the full horror of what she 
had seen come out of her. It was this kind of death, this 
particular one with its attendant horror and agony, that 
Laminde wished for her co-wife Ramatu. 
 She knew precisely when that yearning lodged in her 
heart. She remembered the exact moment at the General 
Hospital, a year after they started sharing a husband. But 
the resentment that allowed that seed to even sink roots 



54

was planted long before, on the day her husband Bello 
had sat before the casserole of tuwo da miyan taushe, 
she had served him, and announced that he was tak-
ing a second wife. When she eventually spoke, it was 
in a whispered voice of disbelief. “A second wife?” “In 
fulfilment of the sunnah, yes,” he had said. “A second 
wife?” she had asked again. “In a fortnight, yes.” He had 
taken off his cap then, carefully washed his hands in the 
lemon green bowl she had set before him and began to 
eat. “Masha Allah! This is delicious,” he had proclaimed, 
reaching for another dollop.
 Three years she had been married to Bello before that 
night. Three years, in which she had born him a beautiful 
daughter, in which they had loved and laughed and tiffed, 
as lovers do. Three years in which she had, in moments 
of unguarded rage, locked him out of the house, and en-
joyed his pleading voice from the other side of the door. 
Their marriage was far from perfect, she knew that much, 
but it wasn’t yet beyond redemption. It was just a bloody 
marriage, as all other marriages were. And then he had 
assaulted her with this news and these ululations, and 
these women who had brought a stranger into her house 
and projected snide missiles in her direction:
 “Now Bello will know that he has married a wife in-
deed.”
 “If the sun rises, no palm could block out its light.”
 “Malam Bello ya gaji da jagade-jagade.”
 She? Jagade-jagade? Like worn flip flops? Bello had 
called her queen, his whispered promises had sprouted 
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gardens in her heart. He had pledged undying fidelity 
to her and called her most beautiful, in impassioned and 
lucid times. She? Jagade-jagade? 
 That resentment, over time, became a cloud that drifted 
in her mind with neither the significance nor weight it 
had had in the early days. It was easy because her co-
wife, Ramatu, upon their first meeting, had flashed kind 
eyes at her, stooped in veneration and called her Yaya. 
And treated her with the deference she would accord 
an older sibling. Every morning she would come to La-
minde’s door to enquire about her well-being and make 
small chat. When Malam Bello brought home balangu, she 
would, as the younger wife, share the spiced meat into 
two portions and invite Laminde to choose first. On the 
days that Laminde’s daughter ventured into her room, 
Ramatu would braid the child’s hair, tattoo her hands 
with henna and draw lines of kohl around the child’s 
eyes. Though she envied Ramatu’s beauty, her elegant 
deportment, and her fashionable laces and stilettos, La-
minde concealed her envy deep within the smile.
 The first time the night ferried Bello’s moans to her, she 
jumped out of bed, afraid he was dying from a sudden 
malady. Closer observation revealed that he was only 
afflicted by severe pleasure, causing him to make noises 
he had never made in all the years he had been with her. 
She remained on her bed and collected her tears in a 
napkin. Eventually, that misery, too, she buried in dollops 
of tuwo, as she did with chloroquine tablets, and swal-
lowed. And the nightly sounds? At first, she countered 
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them with the noise of the TV, or the radio, or music from 
her phone. Eventually, she learnt to wing her mind and 
let it take flight to the moon, where she revelled in soli-
tude and celestial light.
“Your daughter asked me last night if your new wife was 
killing you,” she said to him the night he came to her 
room. “I told her you were being attacked by bliss. She 
did not understand that.” In the wrinkles of his frown, she 
read the secret verses of his shame until he turned away 
from her. “Could you at least try to keep the noise down, 
please?” He hissed, picked up his cap and left.

She wished she could resent Ramatu. She really did. 
But accosted by impossible stomach pains, the ones her 
mother told her were preventing her from taking in again, 
it was Ramatu who had rushed her to the General Hospi-
tal, stayed with her and taken care of her daughter. “You 
mustn’t stay here,” Laminde rolled on the narrow bed, 
“the mosquitoes, your condition.” “No, problem, Yaya. I 
came prepared. I’ve got my socks and a spare blanket. I 
will be fine”, Ramatu replied. She settled in the chair by 
the bedside and pulled on her woolly socks. 
 “My love, what are you doing here?” Bello said when 
he came that night, bending over Ramatu, “What are you 
doing here?” he patted her cheeks and wiped the sleep out 
of her eyes. Ramatu grumbled something about watching 
over Laminde, drawing protests from their husband. He 
patted Ramatu’s bump, whispered in her ears and or-
dered her to gather her things. As he walked his bride to 
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the door, his arms around her waist, Laminde wanted to 
swallow her heart and die. He never looked at her as she 
lay in the narrow hospital bed. His disregard for her did 
not vex her as much as what he called his bride. My love. 
In her presence. She had always been matannan – as if 
she was a random stranger he had picked off the street. 
This woman. A nameless thing, unworthy of endearment. 
This woman.
 It was in that same hospital that the seed of loathing 
cracked in her ribs months later, after her sleep had been 
interrupted by Ramatu’s squeals as the child inside her 
pushed. When the noise first reached her, Laminde thought 
it was a resumption of the moans that had first tormented 
her. But Bello was beside her that night, snoring as Rama-
tu’s voice travelled the night to her. She hurried out of bed 
and found Ramatu crawling out of her own room, her face 
glistening with sweat. “To the hospital, quick!” Laminde 
said. “Fetch a car,” she instructed Bello, who had been 
woken by the sound of her opening the door. She offered 
Ramatu some water and fetched the birthing things Ram-
atu had put in a plastic basket atop the wardrobe.
 In the hospital, Laminde swaddled Ramatu’s son in a 
shawl and laid him on his mother’s breasts. She stayed 
by Ramatu’s side until morning when the doctors came 
for a check. Laminde took the child off his mother so the 
doctors could work. She was still holding him after they 
had left, when Ramatu’s aunt and her sister came.
 “Why did you let her touch your child, you fool?” Ram-
atu’s aunt said, waving a clenched fist. As she collected 
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the baby from Laminde, somewhere between her clasped 
hand and the fold of the shawl, a leather-wrapped fet-
ish fell and slapped the hospital floor. “My God! See! A 
laya!” Ramatu’s sister said, gesticulating frantically as she 
kicked the fetish away. The thing slid across the tiles to 
the foot of the wall. Ramatu leaned over the bed and 
stared at the little square patch of leather.  “You don’t let 
women like this touch your son. Who knows what she 
has in mind? What sort of hex she wanted to plant on 
him,” the aunt said. “Your child is the first son. He will 
inherit his father’s house and you let her touch him?” 
Ramatu’s sister said. “Wallahi, you are not smart at all, 
Ramatu. You are not.”
 Laminde gaped at her, too stunned to speak, to think 
someone would attempt to set her up like this, to think 
that they hoped to fool anyone with this charade. Ram-
atu had been looking at her, eyes narrowed, a v-shaped 
crease between her brows. She reached for her baby and 
cradled him close to her body, turning him away from 
Laminde.
 She was surprised by the speed at which the seed 
sprouted, finding nutrition in Ramatu’s silence and accu-
satory glares, and the incidences that occurred in the run 
up to the naming ceremony. There was Bello’s excitement 
as he ran in and out of the house with baby things, with 
a new cot with baby-blue frills, his anxious repainting of 
Ramatu’s room, which later extended to the entire house, 
apart from Laminde’s room. The only thing of hers that 
was touched by the new coating was her daughter, who 
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received a splatter of sky blue across her face as Bello 
shook out his brush. “Get away from there,” he snapped 
at the child. “For God’s sake, Laminde, keep an eye on 
your daughter!” Her daughter? As if she, Laminde, had 
locked herself in her room for an entire year, stuffed her-
self on vegetables and shat out a baby at the end of the 
process. Her daughter? Like an inconvenience.  
 When the girl, shocked by the violence in her father’s 
voice, burst into tears, Bello threw down his brush, rushed 
to her and carried her. He wiped away the paint stain and 
her tears and carried her out of the house. When he brought 
her back, he had a bag of candies, biscuits and other suit-
able inducements for a girl of three. He set her down in 
her mother’s room, leaned on the doorpost and sighed 
as he looked at Laminde, who held her face in her head.
 “I’m . . .” but the words stuck in his throat. He reached 
into his pocket. Counted out some notes and laid them 
before her. Then he retreated, taking backward steps 
until he turned and left. She raised her head, looked at 
the bills. She reached for them, lined them up neatly and 
ripped them, letting the pieces fall around her feet. She 
drew her daughter to her and kissed her on the head.

In the weeks that followed, Ramatu’s silence melted into 
a condensed tar of belligerence that manifested in dif-
ferent forms. Laminde would sit in her room and listen 
to Ramatu singing as she swept half of the compound, 
claiming her space with her broom strokes, a line of rub-
bish demarcating the boundary between their halves 
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of the compound. Because the line was fluid, it shifted 
every morning Ramatu swept, creeping further and fur-
ther towards Laminde’s door. And slowly, Ramatu moved 
her things, like an occupation force, into the newly ac-
quired territories. Her baby’s clothe dryer moved a few 
inches forward, a stool today, a clothes line materialising 
overnight. Even the nightly noises became a frontier as 
Laminde was kept awake by Ramatu’s passionate moans 
when Malam Bello was in her room. Mingled with Bello’s 
grunt, it formed an obscene symphony. Laminde never 
imagined lovemaking to be such a noisy affair, except in 
porn. And when it became a nearly nightly performance 
months after the birth of the boy, Laminde realised the 
true intent of that racket. On the nights Bello was in her 
room, the only racket he made was his snores, triggered 
immediately his body hit the bed.
 In the afternoon, she watched Ramatu sit in the com-
pound, stretch her legs before her and sing praises to the 
mothers of sons who would inherit their husband’s house. 
Of all the things that disappointed Laminde the most, none 
compared to Ramatu believing such a cheap trick by her 
aunt, or that she would want to hurt her son, with teeth, 
fist or fetish. What broke her heart the most was Ramatu’s 
unwillingness to even listen to her offer a defence. 
 “I did not marry our husband for inheritance. I married 
him to keep him alive,” Laminde said one afternoon. “Say 
what you please. Mine is the first son,” Ramatu said. “And 
you cannot touch him.” Laminde clenched her fist. Ram-
atu looked at her and hissed. The immediate victim of 
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Laminde’s wrath was one of Ramatu’s buckets that were 
placed to claim territory. She kicked it and the plastic flew 
halfway across the compound and landed with a split-
ting sound. Ramatu scanned her with a derogatory look 
and hissed. “My poor bucket did not marry our husband. I 
did. If you have any issues with that, come take it out on 
me.” In the event of a fight, there could only be one vic-
tor. Laminde had no doubts about her capacity to trounce 
Ramatu, but what would she gain from that? A pyrrhic 
triumph? It was that moment that eroded the last reser-
vations she had for a Vera-kind-of-death for Ramatu.

When she left home that morning, she was certain what 
she wanted, what she had always wanted. She had heard 
of the mallam from some of her friends, those who had 
patronised him for charms to curry their husband’s favour, 
to gain advantages in their trade, to get one over their co-
wives, to get the job at the local education board. Almost 
everyone is Zango had heard of Mallam Sadi Kankat. 
 “You have not spoken, Hajiya,” he nudged, drawing 
patterns on the sand. He leaned back and his eyebrows 
hitched up as he regarded her.
 “I—uh— think I have…”
 “Yes?”
 “I have stomach problems,” she said. “Yes, I have stom-
ach problems,” she said firmly, as if to convince herself.
 “Indeed, you do,” he smiled. “I see it here, truly.” He 
wiped off the patterns on the sand and drew new ones, 
frowning. “But that is not why you came. You came be-
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cause of your co-wife. You want something nasty to hap-
pen to her.”
 “Well . . . I thought I did, but now, I’m, uh, I don’t think I 
want that . . .”
 He gestured proudly at the display case behind him, 
filled with vials holding colourful liquids – smoky grey, 
curdled-blood red, bottle green, liver, cyan, fluorescent 
purple, an endless array of potions in grim and vibrant 
bottles. “Fear not, Hajiya,” he grinned, “this is Zango, and 
here, we have assorted dreams and nightmares in bot-
tles. You only need to choose one, and it shall be yours.”
 “Wow! You want the fate of Vera to visit her,” he said, 
looking at the sand before him.
 “How did you know?” 
 He smiled. “These sands, they never lie. I am a seer, you 
see,” he caressed the sand, wiping the board clean.
 “Oh,” she slung one end of her veil over her shoulder.  
 “Well, I really don’t think I want that anymore.”
 “It’s an easy thing,” he said, then lowering his voice into 
a whisper, he added, “the fate of Vera. It was my handi-
work, that one. Easy. I could do it for you. For your co-wife. 
Cause her leaf to fall, just like this.” He snapped his fingers.
 “No . . . it was a terrible thing to think of, sir . . .”
 He held up his hand for silence, his brow furrowed in 
concentration as he read the inscriptions in the sand. 
He wiped the sand and drew, wiped and drew again, his 
finger shaking. She was disturbed by the trembling of 
his lips, by the sheen of sweat appearing on his fore-
head. “Oh my God!” he muttered. “What, sir?” “The needle 
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has dug up a hoe?” he muttered to himself, wiping clean 
the sand and drawing furiously. “A leaf storm! The tree! 
There’s a tree, don’t you see? There will be a storm, of 
leaves, don’t you see?”, he said. “I don’t understand,” she 
said. “Don’t you see, we are all tied to the fate of the tree. 
All of us! All of us!”
 “I think I will just go home now,” she said, convinced 
that this had all been a bad mistake. He rose and stag-
gered past her, brushing her aside as he went, “Beware 
the tree!” he screamed as he walked out, frightening 
the other women waiting for him. Laminde heard his 
voice with his grim warning fading down the path she 
had walked up moments earlier. Her hands poised over 
her racing heart as she tried to catch her breath. This 
is Zango, she muttered to herself, strange things happen 
here. This is Zango! As if that explained everything, as if 
it should. 
 Again the curtains of silence fell with a profundity that 
astonished her. The cessation of Ramatu’s taunting songs 
and her expansionist sanitations surprised Laminde, 
much as her sudden belligerence had, and when this si-
lence went on for days, replaced by sounds of Ramatu 
scurrying to her room every time Laminde went out into 
the compound, her curiosity was stoked and she started 
to pay attention. Bello, who had never seemed comforta-
ble in her room since he married his second wife, started 
avoiding her eyes and muttering to the corners when he 
meant to speak to her. And once, in a desperate rush to 
reach her choking daughter, she’d brushed her husband, 
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she felt his breath cease. He took to creeping into her 
room quite late in the night, sneaking into bed when he 
thought she was asleep and hurrying out long before the 
call for the dawn prayers.
 She became comfortable in this silence, wore it like an 
ornament even, that she did not realise the force of the 
hush around her when she walked to pick up her daugh-
ter from school. It was at the end of one of these walks 
that she was confronted by the reality, staring starkly 
through the eyes of her daughter, in the downward turn 
of her lips. She knelt before the girl and asked what the 
problem was. “Faruk said his mother said he should not 
play with me again,” the child said.
 Laminde was never sure who Faruk was – some best 
friend of her three-year old perhaps, but she looked 
around her and saw that in the busy school compound, 
there was a bubble of space around her and her daughter. 
She noticed the furtive looks in her direction and how par-
ents and their children, tactfully skirted round this bubble.
 As she walked home, her daughter shuffling beside her, 
she paid attention to the way conversations stopped 
once she came into view, how after she’d passed, they 
would start off as whispers behind her, how her neigh-
bours suddenly feigned busyness upon her approach so 
they would not have to exchange greetings.
 “What did Faruk tell you?” she asked her daughter when 
they got home.
 “He said that his mother said I should not play with the 
daughter of the evuls woman,” she said.
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 “Evil woman?”
 “Yes. That you are so full of the evuls you drove Malam 
Sadi Kankat mad because you wanted to do the evuls 
things to Ramatu.”
 “Oh.” Laminde gasped.
 “What is the evuls, Mama?”

The padlock on Ramatu’s door lingered for days and 
nights until Laminde came to the conclusion that her co-
wife had fled their matrimonial home.
“She lives elsewhere now,” Bello said, when she asked 
him.
She sighed. “You too want to live elsewhere now, don’t 
you?” she asked him.
He looked down and fidgeted.
“How come you never asked me anything?” she said, “All 
these rumours being spread about me. How come you 
never said anything?”
His lips trembled. “Malam Sadi Kankat is roam-
ing the streets now, muttering gibberish. They 
said you were the last person to see him be-
fore he lost his mind. There were witnesses.”
“I see.” She did. For the first time. She’d been found 
guilty of harbouring an evil so dark it drove the man 
who had masterminded the worst evil in Zango insane. 
She had been tried, in a court in which her account was 
never required, nor her plea sought, and had been found 
guilty, and condemned to a prison of silence.
When she woke up that morning and found a huge wad 
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of notes on the table and her husband gone, she knew 
he wasn’t coming back. 

“Mama,”
“Yes, love.”
“I hate it outside.”
“I know. I do too.”
“I don’t want to ever go to school again.”
Laminde pulled her daughter to her and pressed her into 
an embrace.
“Can we stay here, forever and ever? Just us.”
“We can try, my love,” she said.
That evening, a week after she had last seen her hus-
band, and satisfied with the amount of food she had in 
the store, Laminde locked the entrance to the compound, 
boarded it up with the leftover wood from the renova-
tions on accounts of Ramatu’s birth, deriving great pleas-
ure in driving the nails into the wood, shutting out the 
world and its judgements.
“What are you doing, Mama?” the child asked.
“We are imprisoning Zango outside,” she said to the baffled 
child. “Keeping the world out. Now, hand me that nail.”
After driving in the final nail, she threw down the ham-
mer and observed her work. It would hold, she knew. 
Laminde walked to the middle of the compound with 
the keys in hand and regarded her daughter, whose eyes 
were full of questions. She launched the bunch over the 
fence into the scrubland behind and spread her arms to 
embrace the sunlight.
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1.
Forty years to the day Zé Mateus decided to practice 
sexual abstinence in remembrance of his vanished bride, 
who had disappeared on 27 May 1977, he dreamed he 
was walking naked through the streets of Luanda. From 
the steps of the afterlife, a glowing metallic spirit de-
scended and stopped in front of him. The following mes-
sage blazed from the mouth of the spirit:
 “Zé Mateus, I am Dikumbi, the spirit of time. For the 
constancy with which you have honoured your dearly 
beloved wife, I will recompense you with forty years 
more than man’s given span on earth. You shall live in 
full health and clear mind until you are one hundred and 
ten years old.”
 Thereupon Zé Mateus fell into an even deeper sleep 
and dreamed that the announced time would come when 
he stood by the sea and had his eyes fixed firmly on 
the horizon. Zé Mateus awoke and looked at the clock. It 
showed six on the morning of 30 May 2017. He opened 
the bedroom window and saw how slowly, rosily and 
chameleon-like the sun was rising. He stretched his arms 
and took the photo of his eternal bride from the wall; she 
was smiling at him.
 “Rest in peace, my dear Joana. To this day the govern-
ment has not told us what was done to you, where your 
body is; so I have been faithful to you for forty years. 
Wherever you are, may you rest in peace forever, my 
love.” Two tears ran down his cheeks.
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Mateus had never stopped believing in God, only in the 
Church.
 “How can it be that God rested on the seventh day? 
When God rests, the world is turned upside down.”
 This metaphysical certainty he had learned in the 
course of life itself. Immediately after the Carnation 
Revolution in Portugal in April 1974, Mateus had gath-
ered together the neighbourhood youth in his street in 
the Cruzeiro district into an action group, which he had 
given the name of the “Amílcar Cabral Committee”. They 
formed committees for the people’s defence, distributed 
leaflets against the colonists’ response to the revolt in 
the capital. Mateus’s father, who had come to Angola by 
ship in the distant 1930s, supported these activities in 
the outlying districts of the city. The youth groups pro-
vided protection against the armed attacks of colonists 
on the musseques, the slums of Luanda.
 In the first months of 1975, the year of independ-
ence, the three liberation movements entered the cap-
ital. They came armed and in uniform. The civil war, the 
worst of it all, had begun and was to last twenty-seven 
years. Zé Mateus’s mother, Dona Juliana, an elementary 
school teacher, died one Friday when she was leaving 
the school, hit by a stray bullet. Mateus had never before 
seen a white man cry like a child, as his father, Build-
ing Inspector Sesinando Mateus, had cried. He died of 
malaria twenty years later and was buried in the same 
grave as his mother. When Mateus inspected the large, 
worn leather suitcase that his father had brought from 
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Portugal, he came across a notebook with a red ballpoint 
pen. It was a long poem in rhymed quatrains, beginning 
with the following verses: “Angola! Strong, never-failing 
spring! / Since today bunglers are your masters, / they 
are fast transforming your earth into a Holocaust, / and 
so they live, the great exploiters.” Each page was signed 
with his father’s literary pseudonym: Chico da Beira. Zé 
Mateus never finished reading the notebook. It was so 
painful to read that it brought tears to his eyes.

Zé Mateus had lived like a monk for forty years. “Why 
bring children into this cruel world?” The company of 
his dog and the singing of birds in the city were enough 
for him. The birds’ free voices sounded in his ears like 
the Kimbundu of Mãe Zabele, the woman who had al-
most become his mother-in-law. She loved to say things 
to him in this language, now almost obsolete in Luanda, 
when she chewed cola nuts and ginger early in the 
morning. She stopped doing this the day her cousin, an 
officer in the security services, came to her house to 
arrest her daughter, his niece. The young woman’s only 
fault was that she had gone dancing three times with 
Major Nito Alves, the man responsible for the attempted 
coup d’état of 27 May 1977. The State Security Officer 
was relentless. He wanted to show results to the party 
in power and carried out a thoroughgoing raid in the 
street. Twenty-five young people, all members of the 
party youth group, had been taken away and never seen 
again. Nobody buried their bodies. Mateus was the only 
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young man in the street who had not been arrested. 
First, he had never joined the party youth group, the 
JMPLA. Second, he worked in the German Embassy as 
a translator. And third, when the popular uprising broke 
out on 27 May, he was being held in the São Paulo 
prison, since all the opposition, including those who had 
defended Luanda and so paved the way for the MPLA’s 
military victory in the city, had been hunted down. By 
order of the Minister of the Interior, the very Nito Alves 
himself, members of the Amilcar Cabral Committee were 
arrested. That was the democratic dictatorship of the 
proletariat. Mãe Zabele now wept before her daughter’s 
photograph because she could never weep before her 
body. Zé Mateus vowed not to touch another woman 
for the biblical span of forty years, the period that the 
children of Israel had spent in the wilderness.

2.
The last August wind heralded the end of the dry season. 
It was Sunday, and the morning smelled of fresh leaves. 
As Zé Mateus dressed, he was overcome by a cascade of 
memories of his father’s face, with its full moustache and 
bright gaze. He sat down on the porch of his house. The 
sun, the colour of a ripe orange, warmed his shoulders 
with its warm rays. In the company of Kapuete, his old 
black dog and best friend, he had breakfast.
 “Today, boy, we’re going for a walk.”
The dog stopped eating, looked up from his yellow 
enamel bowl and gazed at him with a joyful flash in his 
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eyes. The two sat lazily on the porch for a while, listening 
to the twittering of birds in the tender fingers of the palm 
tree. The walk on Sunday morning was a fixed routine 
in Zé Mateus’s weekly schedule and sacred to him. As 
always, he went with Kapuete to Independence Square, 
the Largo da Independência. A newsboy stopped in front 
of him with a pile of daily papers and shouted:
 “Buy a newspaper, pai grande; the MPLA won the elec-
tion. João Lourenço will be the third president of Angola.”
 Mateus had only a small pension to live on, and news-
papers were expensive. Nevertheless, he bought the Jor-
nal de Angola and another newspaper.
 At ten o’clock the sun was a glassy glowing speck in the 
belly of fluffy clouds. As the traffic light turned green, Zé 
Mateus crossed the roundabout, sat down on a cement 
bench in front of the statue of the first Angolan Presi-
dent, Agostinho Neto, and opened the newspaper.

After finishing the Jornal de Angola, he opened his shoul-
der bag, took out a packet of biscuits, and put two at the 
same time in his mouth. He also gave the dog a biscuit. 
Then he set the Wi-Fi on his cell phone and downloaded 
music from YouTube. Without headphones, because Ka-
puete was also a music lover. The mysterious rhythm of 
Besoka on Salsa and the magical voice of Manu Dibango 
rose into the blue sky. The sun shyly unbuttoned the shirt 
of clouds covering it and showed its beaming chest. It 
burned down on Zé Mateus‘s hair.
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He took two more biscuits. As he chewed, he looked over 
his shoulder at the statue of the founder of the nation 
and imperishable revolutionary leader who stood there, 
in the sun and in the rain, with a book of poetry eternally 
in his right hand, stretched to the sky. Zé Mateus won-
dered involuntarily where his insatiable appetite for bis-
cuits came from. His subconscious gave him the answer. 
When he was five years old, he had lived in Marimba, a 
suburb of Salazar, a city named after the colonial Por-
tuguese Prime Minister, which had, after independence, 
been renamed Ndalatando. There was a famine in the 
district. Although his father was white, his mother and 
the children were not allowed to live in the city with 
him. It was a scandal for a white man to live in the city 
with a black woman. On a Wednesday morning, the Sis-
ters of Charity had pitched their camp with a huge box 
of biscuits, and one of them asked all children under five 
to form a circle. Little Zé Mateus was the youngest child 
at home. His aunt took him to the biscuits. Zé Mateus 
watched a Sister make the rounds, distributing the big, 
crispy rectangular delicacies. When she came to him, 
the woman with the boy beside him reached out and 
snatched the biscuits before Zé Mateus could get them. 
On the fourth time round, the woman tore the biscuits 
out of the Sister’s hand, saying: “The children of whites 
can buy their own biscuits”.
 Zé Mateus, sobbing in disappointment, returned home 
in his aunt’s arms.
 He looked again at the newspaper headline: “The MPLA 
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is the clear winner in the 2017 general election in An-
gola. After evaluating over 73 per cent of the votes cast, 
the preliminary final results announced today by the Na-
tional Electoral Commission point to a ‘clear’ victory for 
MPLA and its presidential candidate João Lourenço ...”.
 Before he could finish reading, a dirty, barefoot little 
boy appeared in front of him:
 “Pai grande, I’m hungry!”
Zé Mateus looked up from the newspaper and looked at 
the boy.
 “What’s your name?”
 “Jose.”
 “Then your name is exactly like me. And where do you 
live?”
 “My brother and I are from Lobito. We’re sleeping on 
the floor of the building over there.”
Mateus felt a sharp pang in the pit of his stomach.
 The boy was one of many beggars of various ages who 
besieged the city’s traffic hubs. Following the signing of 
the Luena Peace Accords, which ended the civil war in 
2002, a group of youths had gathered at Independence 
Square, one of whom carried a small child in his arms. To 
protect the child from the merciless sun, a cloth had been 
wrapped around its head. Both boy and child reached 
out with their right hands to the windows of the braked 
cars. The faces of these children were emaciated. Besides 
them, women in shabby, dirty cloths and old men with 
dead eyes stopped also beside the cars. When Zé Mateus 
drove past and had to wait at the traffic light, the poor 
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people would surround his car. The fat jeeps with suits 
behind the wheel ignored the poor, who came to him. 
One day he asked an old man who came clumsily up to 
his car when he had stopped at the traffic light:
 “There are two big sets of wheel up front, mais-velho. 
Why don’t you go to them?”
 “Excuse me, boss, but I know they won’t give me any-
thing. You’re a mulatto. You have the colour of luck.”
 This Sunday, too, the beggar boy hadn’t stopped at the 
first bench, where three old men sat and talked, but had 
come straight to him.
 Mateus gave José almost the full packet of biscuits. 
José looked at the statue of the founder of the state 
on its monumental marble pedestal, in which the pres-
ident-poet’s best-known poem was engraved.
 As if out of nowhere, José’s younger brother appeared, 
and both tucked into the biscuits. José asked:
 “What’s written there, pai grande?”
 “How old are you, José?”
 “I’m fifteen, pai.”
 “Didn’t you learn to read in Lobito? Didn’t you go to 
school?”
 “Yes, pai, up to the second grade. Then my father left 
my mother, and we moved to the village with my grand-
mother, and I didn’t go anymore.”
 Zé Mateus felt another pang in the pit of his stomach. 
Then he read to the two boys:
 “WE SHALL RETURN // We must return to the houses, 
to the work behind the plough / to the coasts, to our 
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fields // We must return to our earth / red with coffee 
/ white with cotton / green with corn // We must return 
to our diamond mines / to our gold and copper mines, to 
our oil // We must return to our rivers, our lakes / to the 
mountains, to the forests / to the freshness of the fig tree 
/ to our traditions / to rhythms and fire // We must re-
turn to the marimba, to the Quissange / to our Carnival // 
We must return to the beautiful fatherland Angola / our 
earth, our mother // We shall return / to an independent 
Angola / to a liberated Angola.” 

 José held the empty biscuit package in his hands. His 
little brother had snuggled up to him and the two had 
devoured the biscuits at lightning speed. Zé Mateus had 
to think back to the day he was five years old and he 
was brought for his biscuits in the village of Salazar. José 
looked up at him and asked:
 “Pai grande, what is the Angolan homeland?”
 “The Angolan homeland, that’s all of us, my boy – me, 
you, your mother, your father who left you, your grand-
mother, the policeman who is standing there, anyone 
with an Angolan identity card. And the land, the houses, 
the cars, everything you see around us and also what you 
don’t see, what’s far away, in the other provinces – that’s 
all the Angolan homeland.”
“Aha. You said everyone who has an ID, but I don’t have 
one. So I’ not an Angolan, right?”
The words cut Mateus to the quick. He put his right hand 
on the head of the boy who had the same name as his:
“One day, you’ll also get an identity card, José.”
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Together with Kapuete and the two boys, Mateus left 
the square. At the corner of the old building overlooking 
the back of the Agostinho Neto monument, José and his 
brother stopped beside two folded cardboard boxes.
“Thanks for the biscuits, pai. Here’s where we sleep.”
Mateus set off on his way home. He was boiling with 
anger. With a look at his dog, he burst out:
“These elections don’t bring anything new, Kapuete. No 
other people in the world who lived in such misery as do 
the Angolan people would ever vote for the party that 
has been ruling them for forty-two years! Do you really 
think the votes were counted honestly?”

3.
At noon, Zé Mateus was back home. He ate a banana, 
drank a lemongrass tea, donned an African boubou, put 
on perfume, put his wallet in his left pocket, and left the 
house. He checked if there had been any messages on 
his cell phone. There was one: “Can you help me out with 
15,000 kwanzas? I’m really in a bind”. The message came 
from his former colleague Milu, who worked in the ar-
chive department. Milu had separated from her husband. 
She was the mother of four children whom she provided 
for by herself even before the separation because her 
ex-husband had become unemployed. But the reason for 
the breakup wasn’t her husband’s failure to contribute 
to the household budget. He beat her. Zé Mateus replied: 
“Tomorrow I’ll see what I can do for you.”
 He started to get in the car when a woman with two 
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small children approached him: “Excuse me, pai grande. I 
have two children and nothing to eat in the house, please 
give me some money!”
In the course of the week Zé Mateus had already distrib-
uted one-tenth of his pension among several beggars. He 
always reserved that amount for the poor, but the sum was 
now exhausted. In a kind voice, he answered the woman:
“Mãezinha, no offence. I know you’re hungry, but I’m not 
a government minister. I’m a pensioner. I can’t help you.”

4.
Like Mateus, Mamã Zabele had never left the Cruzeiro dis-
trict. Zabele had eaten no cola nuts or ginger since the dis-
tant year of 1977, when her cousin, the intelligence officer, 
had come to her house to arrest her daughter for having 
danced three times with Major Nito Alves. Twenty-five 
years later, Zabele stopped talking and hearing. Her voice 
was now an always handy notebook in which she would 
write. Her deaf-muteness began on the day when the 
whole family was sitting together in the courtyard, eat-
ing and drinking and talking. It was already ten o’clock in 
the evening. The second barrel of beer was in the fridge. 
The supply of innocuous topics of conversation, such as 
sport, women’s jealousy, speculation about the new phase 
of peace that the country was enjoying, had been ex-
hausted. The huge dinner party was devouring the food, 
which consisted of grilled meat, and at times the babble 
of voices was interrupted by the laughter of those who 
were already a little tipsy. In one corner, a nephew of the 
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landlady, General Kambolo, was talking with his neighbour 
about an old and yet always new subject.
 “Now that Savimbi is dead and the war is over, it seems 
the government is at last solving the problem of the vic-
tims of 27 May”, said the Reserve General. “I’d like to 
know where the body of my brother Ndombele is.”
 “That would be good indeed”, said the man to his right, a 
journalist with public television. “It’s been so many years, 
the weapons have fallen silent, it’s time to heal this open 
wound in the history of our country At least the death 
certificates of the missing persons ought to be issued.”
 “You journalists think a lot, man. Sometimes you’re 
ahead of the news.”
 To the left of the general sat a young man, wearing a 
T-shirt, his jeans torn open at the knees, his hair braided 
at the top of his head into plaits and shaved at the sides. 
He joined in the conversation.
 “I have my doubts about that. Mãe Zabele’s cousin will 
never publicly confess what he did to her daughter. Do 
you know what the guys from security often did with 
the women they arrested? One form of torture was forc-
ing them to eat their own sanitary towel if they’d been 
caught during menstruation. That’s what my late brother 
told me.”
 The Reserve General, sitting in the middle, pinched the 
young man firmly on the arm, for behind them came Mãe Za-
bele with grilled cacussos. The old woman continued on her 
way and set the tray with the fish in the middle of the table.
 “Did the old woman hear that?” Kambolo asked.
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 “I don’t know if she was behind us long enough”, the 
journalist said.
 Old Zabele left the courtyard and went to her room. 
From that day on, she never spoke or heard another 
word. Her only communication was in writing. Zabele 
was obsessed with the many lives that lived in her.
 These lives had entered her soul, for Mãe Zabele had 
died three deaths during her earthly existence. The first 
time she died when her husband was murdered by the 
colonists’ militia, two days after the armed uprising of 
15 March 1961 in northern Angola. The revenge of the 
colonists was merciless and was wreaked throughout the 
entire province of Malanje. The white men arrived in ci-
vilian clothes, armed with rifles, knocking the butts on 
the door, which the couple opened:

“Are you Benvindo Lopes da Costa, the terrorist?” The 
leader of the group asked, reading the name off a list.
 “Yes, I’m Benvindo Lopes da Costa, but I’ve never been 
a terrorist.”
 “Do you think we don’t know that you turn on the radio 
every Friday, you and two of your neighbours, Damião 
and Correia, better known as Kinino, to listen to the An-
golan Combatente broadcast by the Kinshasa terrorists?”
 Benvindo trembled. He knew his hour had struck. A hail 
of bullets pierced his chest, and he fell into the open door 
as if he had been axed. The militia departed, and Mamã 
Zabele wept tears of despair over her husband’s corpse.
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She died the second time in 1977 when her daughter was 
abducted forever. She lost her taste for kola nuts and 
ginger. In 1961, the colonists killed her husband, but they 
didn’t kill the women. Only the men. Now the liberation 
fighters, who had returned from the bush, the same ones 
her husband had given his life for, took her daughter. 
They should have at least killed her before her moth-
er’s eyes; then Zabele could have buried the corpse and 
held the komba, the traditional funeral, and wept for her 
daughter at her grave.

Zabele died the third death when she heard, at the fam-
ily reunion, that the women had been tortured with her 
own menstrual blood. This time she lost her voice and 
her hearing. She switched on the bedside lamp, opened 
her notebook and wrote: “I want to see my son-in-law, 
Mateus.”

Zabele’s granddaughter, a fifteen-year-old girl who took 
care of her, went next door to fetch Mateus. The spar-
rows were still singing in the old palm tree. Mateus had 
planted the tree forty-two years ago in memory of his 
mother, who had died by a stray bullet from the barrel 
of some liberation fighter’s gun. The shadow of the palm 
was the shadow of his mother. In prayer, when he had 
planted it, he had asked the gently blowing wind:
 “My mother did not die because of the colonists. She 
was killed by Angolans. Was that why we fought for in-
dependence?”
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 His father, an old colonist who had become an Angolan 
by learning the Kimbundu language and the customs of 
the country, had cried his eyes out at the wake. When 
Mateus kissed the old woman on the cheek, she looked at 
him wide-eyed and suddenly found her voice again.
 “Thank you, my son, for your great love for my Joana.”
After these words she embraced Mateus and closed her 
eyes forever. Zabele died for the fourth and last time.

A whole month long mourners crowded into the house of 
the deceased; they even came from Zabele’s hometown, 
Malanje. So that they all could sit, the pavement in front 
of the house was full of plastic chairs. The government 
provided logistical support, since Zabele’s first son had 
been a political commissar in the army in the 1980s. Eight 
women took turns in the kitchen, preparing beans in 
palm oil, fried and grilled fish, white rice, cooked manioc 
and sweet potatoes, and the unavoidable funje with beef 
stew. There was card-playing and talk deep into the night, 
until the most trivial and the most important political is-
sues had been exhausted. Sometimes there was nothing 
to hear but the laughter at jokes that someone had told 
masterfully. A beer dispenser was installed in the garden, 
and guests went to the drinks counter to order whiskey, 
juice, brandy, and coffee. During the wake, the nuns from 
the Catholic Church sang psalms and hymns throughout 
the night. They sang in Kimbundu. Mãe Zabele was bur-
ied in the cemetery of Alto das Cruzes at the gravesite 
of her father, who had been a postman in colonial times. 
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The funeral, scheduled for ten o’clock, began at half past 
twelve. Angolans are never punctual, even in the hour 
of death. In his prayer the pastor of the Igreja do Carmo 
commended Zabele’s soul to God, and Mateus delivered 
the funeral oration for the deceased:
 “Today we bury she who in life was called Isabel da 
Conceição Lopes da Costa. She has left us at the age of 
seventy-eight, after a life of struggles, a life at the side 
of her husband, Benvindo Lopes da Costa. Her daughter 
Joana ought to be here today to pay her final respect to 
our dear Mãe Zabele. But unfortunately it can happen in 
life that children die before their parents. Peace be with 
their souls!”
 Mateus was of the opinion that at a funeral the living 
should not be tormented with long-winded, bombastic 
speeches. The coffin was lowered deep into the grave. 
Mateus was the first to throw a handful of red earth on 
the lacquered wood, and after the grave was completely 
covered again, flowers were spread over it, and Zabele’s 
granddaughter, who had looked after her, laid a wreath 
bearing the name of the deceased.
 When Mateus was back home – he lived near the cem-
etery – it seemed to him as if he were in the Egypt of 
the Pharaohs. In Africa, we look after the dead and bury 
the living, he thought. In recent years, hardly anyone 
had visited Mãe Zabele in her solitude. She had not even 
been given a bouquet of flowers during her lifetime. Now, 
after her death, her house was full of people. In the life of 
the Cruzeiro district, a cycle had reached its completion.
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5. 
In September, the new president took office, and his pre-
decessor, with a certain amount of restraint, vacated the 
chair he had been sitting in for thirty-eight years. He left 
the government, but was to take over the leadership of 
the governing party for another year, the party that al-
ways won the election by absolute or qualified majorities 
and brought all the laws it concocted to parliamentary 
vote. He left, and yet stayed anyway. This arrangement 
was provided for by the constitution of the republic, 
which he had himself proclaimed when the people were 
anaesthetized by the contest for the African football 
championship. In the opening game between Angola and 
Mali, the score was first 4-0. Sitting beside the President, 
the First Lady clapped her hands and smiled content-
edly. But ten minutes before the end, Mali caught up for 
a tie. Had the game lasted another minute, Angola would 
have lost 5 to 4. Half of the football championship was 
over and all eyes were feverishly focused on the King of 
Sports when José Eduardo dos Santos enacted the new 
constitution on 5 January 2010.
 The next day Zé Mateus went to the state printing house 
and bought the Basic Law. Much of it was the same as in 
almost every other country in the world. What struck him 
was the great change brought about by Article 109 on 
the election of the President: The party leader of the po-
litical party or coalition of parties elected by the national 
constituency shall be appointed President of the Republic 
and Head of Government who under Article 143 of this 
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constitution has received the majority of votes cast in the 
parliamentary elections. 2. The party leader shall be made 
known to the voters on the ballot. Mateus immediately 
called his friend and colleague, a former political pris-
oner and member of the MPLA Politburo, who intended 
to run in the 2012 presidential election:
 “Have you already seen the new constitution? Take a 
look at Article 109.”
 “I already have, Mateus. José Eduardo dos Santos, our 
Zedu, must have read Machiavelli’s Prince from start to 
finish. The dream of democracy in Angola is over, brother. 
The opium of the people today is football.”

6. 
On September 26, 2017, in a majestic, rain-blessed cer-
emony on the balcony of the Agostinho-Neto mauso-
leum, the highest public servant of the land took of-
fice. Mateus watched the spectacle on television. In his 
speech, the new president praised all the heroes of the 
homeland: “Resistance to the colonial power lasted for 
centuries and spread to various parts of the territory 
of contemporary Angola. The legendary names of Ngola 
Kiluanji, Ginga Mbande, Ekuikui II, Mutu ya Kevela, Man-
dume, and many others symbolize this heroic struggle 
that inspired the liberation movements.” Almost at the 
conclusion of his speech, the President said: “The eradi-
cation of social inequalities requires greater commitment 
in the social field, especially through access to education 
and learning, basic social services for all, social security 
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and support for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged.”

Mateus liked this part. He said to Kapuete, who was 
watching TV with him:
“Boy, it looks like we’re going to get a real president this 
time.”
The dog turned its head to him and agreed with a low 
growl.

Translated into German from Portuguese by
Barbara Mesquita.

Translated from German into English by Jonathan Uhlaner.
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1.
The civil servant had been expecting something differ-
ent. A high wall studded with barbed wire, electric fenc-
ing, watchtowers, foxholes, a round structure that repre-
sented punishment even visually, a symbol that – let’s 
be optimistic – could be torn down. In that respect, the 
reality was a huge disappointment: an endless expanse 
of dust and sand. The base today consisted of a complex 
system of bunkers linked with each other by tunnels all 
along the border. All the important stuff was happening 
underground, protected from the scorching heat, and of 
course from any kind of attack. It looked innocuous from 
outside: apart from a handful of buildings that had been 
abandoned for decades and were in danger of collapsing, 
he faced the same wasteland he’d been looking at over 
the last few hours every time he glanced through the bus 
window on the way down into the valley. It didn’t sur-
prise him that anyone wanted to live here (that is to say, 
no one), but that someone could live here. He knew that 
the true “wilderness” only started a few kilometres away, 
but not so many that he would have been able to see a 
completely different landscape to this one. The people 
on whose account the base existed didn’t seek out this 
hell, they were driven here, holed up here. The fact that 
they were able to survive for over a century in an envi-
ronment like that scarcely justified (in hindsight) the fact 
that they were dubbed “stubborn”, a label that no one 
was giving them anymore other than the history books. 
And the fact that the base managed almost without all 
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the physical paraphernalia of control and danger (electric 
fences, barbed wire) was proof of its ultimate victory. 
 He realised that they had arrived when the bus pulled 
up in front of a checkpoint in the middle of nowhere and a 
guard got in to allow them to pass through. Twenty-two re-
cruits and a bureaucrat, he heard the driver say, who didn’t 
even have to point for the guard to identify him. He looked 
over at him from his seat, without letting on that he real-
ised he was meant, as if he hadn’t even heard, which both 
the driver and the guard must have clearly understood as 
an insult. The guard did a quick head count, went back into 
the checkpoint and radioed the base for instructions. 
 While they were waiting for permission to drive 
through, he asked himself whether he was offended at 
being called a bureaucrat. Not especially. In fact that’s 
exactly what he was. And he knew that in a military 
base where they were used to functioning without any 
real control from outside, it was unlikely that he would 
necessarily be made welcome. But maybe, just maybe, 
he was beginning to regret having come here. He was 
barely more than a lackey, a cog in a wheel, and he had 
no chance of bringing about change in a matter that the 
entire ministerial machine had been unable to move for-
ward. He needed to remember that he hadn’t even come 
to bring about change.
 He got off the bus with the recruits and had to wait 
with them in the searing heat of the desert for someone 
to come and greet them. He was surprised to see the 
Colonel himself coming towards them. But as he went to 
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shake his hand, they held him back: the Colonel would 
greet the new recruits first and would speak to him after 
that. In the hierarchy of the base, the bureaucrat ranked 
below even the cannon fodder. This humiliation left him 
reeling. He glanced towards the bus. He could go back. 
Admittedly, he told himself, the Colonel wouldn’t view 
his disappearance as temerity, but as escape or surren-
der. He decided to go through with it, and dug a folder 
out of his briefcase to fan himself while the Colonel gave 
his welcome speech.
 What happens in the Strip stays in the Strip, began the 
Colonel. Apart from him standing at the edge of the troop, 
all the newcomers responded to the cliché with smiles 
and knowing looks. What happens in the Strip stays in 
the Strip, they agreed, nodding as if this were the start of 
some game or high-jinks. He wasn’t smiling though: it was 
obvious to him that these words were actually meant as 
a warning, and it was crystal-clear that the warning was 
also directed at him – in fact he was convinced that the 
Colonel even aimed it specifically at him that day, at the 
bureaucrat and therefore infiltrator. 
 What happens in the Strip stays in the Strip: it occurred 
to him that in some respects that was why he was here. 
To find out what did happen in the Strip. To find out what 
did stay in the Strip. 
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2.
The civil servant remembers the first time he heard about 
the Strip in precise detail. It was thirty years ago, during 
the semi-final of the football World Cup. It was the first 
time their country’s team had ever got so far, a stunning 
performance that would not be repeated in the decades 
that followed. He remembers that half a dozen kids from 
the block sat in suspense in front of the TV, who he now 
realises were for some reason at his house rather than 
at home with their parents. Maybe because his father, as 
well as being teetotal, was also the only adult he knew 
who had no interest whatsoever in the football World 
Cup. From that the neighbours probably concluded that 
he was the most suitable person to be looking after the 
kids while they poured beer down their throats to help 
them cope better with the suspense and goals scored by 
the other team, whilst insulting a referee who couldn’t 
hear them. 
 His father was not looking after the kids though, it was 
his mother. She was a bit of a football fan, quite a big 
one in fact, so that he could say that he’d inherited this 
passion from her (the only reason she wasn’t round at 
the neighbours was because she preferred to watch foot-
ball with the children, because they didn’t tend to take 
their emotions out on the television quite as much as the 
grown-ups). Why wasn’t his father with them? The fact 
that he had no interest in the World Cup didn’t mean that 
he refused to watch the games, especially when the rest 
of the family was watching. As far as he can remember, 
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his father had spent almost the entire time in his study 
preparing his university seminars – which as far as he 
remembered was what he always did when he wasn’t 
doing the washing-up and tidying the kitchen. But now 
he understands that it doesn’t make much sense (the pre-
vious term had only just finished and the new one wasn’t 
due to start for another month) and for that reason he 
would have to correct his memory: it’s much more likely 
that his father was in the kitchen washing up and had 
tuned into a radio station that wasn’t broadcasting the 
World Cup. This memory slip seems excusable. What was 
important on that day was what was happening in the 
living room and specifically on the TV. And he hasn’t for-
gotten that. He remembers jumping around on the sofa 
and cheering at the goal that brought the score to 2:1, 
leaving them hopeful that they could catch up, although 
unfortunately that never came to pass. He remembers 
hugging fat Sánchez, his best friend. He even remembers 
the excited chatter of the TV commentator: What a per-
formance, my fellow countrymen, what a battle against 
history and statistics. And suddenly his father appears on 
the scene. Presumably he’s drawn by the yells, and wants 
to share in the joy of the neighbours, indeed of the whole 
country, watch the goal replay, share the excitement up 
to the final whistle. But no, his father doesn’t come into 
the room, he stays leaning on the doorframe, looking nei-
ther happy nor hopeful, quite the opposite. The figure 
standing there in the doorway, what his memory told him 
he saw in the doorway, was a gaunt spectre, overcome 
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with grief and horror. From the black hole into which he 
had fallen, his father looked at his mother. 
 “The army is bombing the Strip,” he said. And began to 
weep. Years later his father’s weeping, set against the 
cheering of half a dozen children and the explosion of 
happiness coming through the window, would become a 
living reflection of powerlessness for him. 
 But years would have to pass before that happened. He 
realises that he didn’t pay much attention to his father’s 
tears that afternoon. His mother stifled a cry with her 
hands and threw herself upon him. Dad’s crying, Mum’s 
sorting him out, he registered in his thoughts, and shifted 
his gaze back to the television. There were still ten min-
utes of the game left. It was highly unlikely that any of 
his little friends had even noticed what was happening. 
 The army is bombing the Strip, his father had said. But 
the following day all the newspapers found it more im-
portant to report the national team’s defeat just as they 
were on the verge of victory. Pain of a nation, ran the 
mournful headline of the country’s main daily newspaper. 

3.
The nation also featured prominently in the Colonel’s 
address to the recruits. The defence of the nation was 
stated as the primary goal of the base; the love of the 
nation as the sole reason someone of such a high rank 
as this officer addressing them would sacrifice the best 
years of his life for this forgotten border; and the interest 
of the nation as the primary justification for the secret 
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into which the recruits would from now on be initiated. 
What happens in the Strip stays in the Strip, because 
the nation in whose service they had sworn allegiance 
ranked above everything and every single one of them.
 He asked himself what the recruits must think of these 
well-worn platitudes. The formal and stilted tone of the 
Colonel wiped their original smiles off their faces, which 
meant they no longer believed in the idea of a game or 
high-jinks. However there was more – their sweating 
faces showed no emotion. He meant that seriously, some 
of them were thinking perhaps. Others had hopefully re-
tained some of their teenage rebelliousness, and would 
prove to be immune to their captain’s hot air. When he 
thought about it properly though, the most likely sce-
nario was that they had all switched off mentally a long 
time ago, partly through disinterest, partly through dull-
ness after a long and uncomfortable journey, and that 
they were only tolerating the military blah-blah because 
they had no choice. The bureaucrat had no choice either, 
but at least he could fan himself and didn’t have to stand 
to attention.
 Did the recruits have even the slightest idea of where 
they were? Obviously not. These soldiers had recently 
graduated from high school, and had been unlucky 
enough to have been selected for military service instead 
of going to university. They were certain to have under-
gone a few weeks of induction in barracks somewhere 
before they were dispatched here, to a remote place of 
whose existence and function they had previously known 
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nothing. He was sure that the Colonel would spare them 
the details for the moment in his welcome speech.
 He felt sorry for them: they would find out brutally 
what the nation really was. And once again he thought 
of his father. It was nothing but a pigsty, this nation, that 
was what he always said. Not so much because he re-
jected the concept, but more that he couldn’t stand the 
pompous talk his father had taught him to watch out for 
since he was small. People who are all talk are cheats. All 
those pompous words are concealing a scam. His father 
really wouldn’t have had any patience with someone like 
the Colonel, so he would probably have ended his life 
in a lonely cell or with a bullet in his brain if they had 
encountered each other.  
 Suddenly the Colonel started to talk about bureau-
cracy in the capital. They were getting mixed up in 
things which had always been and should continue to be 
the responsibility of the army. The absurdity of such a 
welcome speech in front of the new soldiers confirmed 
that the Colonel knew the purpose of his visit and that 
the repeated infrastructural problems, which had made 
smooth communication impossible in recent months, es-
sentially amounted to one thing: the refusal to commu-
nicate at all. The Colonel received the reports, studies, 
warrants, orders, but he resorted to an old tradition of 
taking them without following them. That was all. He 
should have realised that straight away. The Colonel 
had transformed the welcome address into a preventa-
tive defence.
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If he had chosen him as recipient of this message, for 
him to take it to the capital, he was guaranteed a serious 
disappointment as soon as he found out the position he 
held at the ministry. 
 Without disguising his exasperation, he put the file back 
in his briefcase. “Is there somewhere I can wait until this 
has finished?” he asked the sergeant, who had stood be-
side him right at the start of the speech. The man didn’t an-
swer. “Maybe I can help you?” he heard a voice behind him.

When he turned, he caught sight of a priest. The presence 
of this man surprised him. He hadn’t realised the base had 
any religious personnel. He immediately asked himself if 
that was good news. An priest could be a good ally. Or 
exactly the opposite. In this case it was a relatively old 
man. Of a sufficient age to have been a chaplain before 
the position of priest was introduced (and the job title of 
chaplain was abolished), and consequently someone who’d 
had religious tolerance imposed upon him by decree. 
 “Thank you,” he said. “If possible I’d like to sit down 
while I wait for the Colonel. Preferably in the shade, if 
that isn’t too much of a problem.”
 “Of course,” replied the priest with a kind, gentle voice. 
“Come with me.” He followed the man to the entrance 
of a bunker. At a signal given by the priest, the soldiers 
posted there allowed them to pass. 
 “It’s a breach of protocol, but only a slight one,” he said. 
“I’m afraid we’re not used to visitors here.”The use of 
the plural did not escape him. Nor the way the soldiers 
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obeyed his signal. His knowledge of the internal army 
codes might have been limited, but he knew that priests 
tended to be more for decoration and were not taken 
seriously in hierarchical terms, and his guide’s attitude 
did not fit with this model. 

4.
The bombing, of which the press reported nothing, was 
neither the first, nor would it be the last. But it was the 
definitive one. You see, the Strip – which no longer ex-
isted anyway other than in a handful of secret govern-
ment reports – disappeared from the archives immedi-
ately and completely, in the same way as it had already 
disappeared from history, and became part of an obscure 
legend defended only by eccentric academics suspected 
of dissent. But he would only find out about that much 
later, by the time he had almost convinced himself that 
the story he’d been told at home was really a load of 
nonsense, nonsense that cost his father his professorship 
at the university and would have cost a good deal more 
if his mother hadn’t supported him. 
 On the day after the semi-final game he – even though 
he was also mourning the defeat of the national team – 
didn’t link the miserable mood at home with what his 
father had said in the doorway the previous day, and it 
was not until several years later that he heard mention 
of the Strip again.
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And it was on the occasion of another independence 
anniversary, when as usual the schools submitted with 
more or less enthusiasm to the inevitable patriotic rig-
marole. The later history of the young state (an almost 
continuous civil war) was put on the back burner for a 
few days in contrast with the conflict to which it owed 
its liberty. The liberty to shoot yourself from behind and 
stab yourself to death, as his father liked to say, but by 
now he had grown into an adolescent who considered 
the stories told to him by his “old man”, as he now called 
him, an annoyance and an embarrassment – especially 
when his mates were listening. 
 He remembers this moment very well, although he’s 
embarrassed by his attitude back then and finds it dif-
ficult to defend the carefree, naïve teenager by putting 
it down to his age. The half-dissident priest who taught 
them history started off all that stuff about the war of 
independence as dictated by the syllabus. According to 
him, the main trigger for the conflict had been the dis-
crimination of the Creoles during the colonial era. Unlike 
the inhabitants of the peninsula, they bore the “mark of 
the earth”, they were born here, not in the metropolis 
– which made them second-class citizens. The war of 
independence transformed the “mark of the earth” into 
something to be proud of. The nation grew on the basis 
of this pride. But then the priest joined forces with the 
geography teacher – she had a reputation of being a dis-
sident too – to dismantle that version (insofar as this was 
possible at a school run by a religious order, of course). 
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For this he organised a series of lectures to which his fa-
ther was invited as well, after all he was an expert on the 
era. His father’s lecture bore the title “The Real Losers of 
the Independence War” and defended the controversial 
theory that the greatest loss resulting from independ-
ence was suffered by the native population. 
 When it became clear to his companions that the 
speaker meant the “Indios” when he talked about the na-
tive population, laughter rang out. The Indios had been 
defeated long ago. They couldn’t even lose a war they 
had already lost. His father didn’t let himself become 
discouraged by the audience’s hostility and continued to 
talk as if he were teaching a class about the indigenous 
population groups, who had managed to escape extermi-
nation in the Conquista and consolidate boundaries that 
were more or less accepted by the colonial authorities. 
These groups, the “untamed” or “recalcitrant savage In-
dios” were allegedly the true losers of independence, be-
cause the victors were not prepared to forgo these terri-
tories. You might say they continued to be driven by the 
Conquistador spirit, his father noted.
 That triggered some cynical laughter, but also some 
complaints.
 He remembered that the headmaster began to slide 
back and forth at the podium. The priest looked around 
him, searching for an excuse to interrupt the lecture. Fi-
nally he decided to intervene.
 “Excuse me, Professor,” he began, but the savagery of 
the Conquista was instigated by the inhabitants of the 
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peninsula, a sin for which the new nation cannot be held 
responsible. We are a mixed-race country.”
 His father passed no comment on the fact that the au-
dience he was addressing didn’t exactly provide the best 
example of this “mixed-race country” – he merely limited 
himself to the remark that the new nation need not envy 
the peninsular population in matters of savagery.
 “And this savagery doesn’t even belong to the past. It 
continues right up to this very day in a secret area known 
as the Strip,” he said.
 How many of those present had heard of the Strip be-
fore, he said. Judging by the headmaster’s shocked ex-
pression, he had understood the direction in which this 
lecture was likely to go. However most of the spectators 
seemed more confused. Unfortunately for the school au-
thorities the friction between the headmaster and the 
speaker had the unexpected effect that the students were 
now listening more attentively than they were a moment 
before. His father used the opportunity offered to him by 
the headmaster’s indecision, and hurried to explain:
 “The Strip was the place where the liberation troops 
corralled all the indigenous people who didn’t want to be 
set free from their tribal lands, from their customs and 
convictions. And they still live there, in the largest jail on 
earth.”
 At this point the headmaster abandoned any semblance 
of politeness.
 “I’ll have to ask you to stop your lecture, Professor,” he 
said.
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 And his father obeyed, with a smile of satisfaction that 
increased the embarrassment – which had been causing 
him to shrink in his seat the whole time, wishing the 
ground would swallow him up – even further. 
 The first consequence of this incident was predictable: 
the rest of the lectures scheduled for that week were 
cancelled without notice. Further consequences would 
follow before the end of the school year. The rebellious 
priest who had organised the lecture series was sent to a 
new location by his order at short notice, where he was 
no longer able to poison young, malleable minds with 
his seditious ideas. A file was created for the geography 
teacher, after a student reported that she had spoken up 
in class in favour of abortion, and in the end her contract 
was not renewed. 
 As regards himself, the most direct consequence could 
be summarised with the question his classmates were 
asking him: Why is your dad such a troublemaker?

5.
The priest led him through a labyrinth of corridors and 
what seemed to be workrooms, into a large office. The 
décor was austere, the furniture functional at most: desk, 
meeting table, metal shelves; quite harsh lighting, in fact 
it was so harsh that sunglasses might have been appro-
priate. 
 “We can wait here for the Colonel,” said the priest and 
indicated two chairs in front of the desk.
 “Is this his office?” He couldn’t help but ask the question.



102

 “Yes. Does that surprise you?”
 “I admit it does. It’s far more Spartan than I thought it 
would be.”
 “What should I say to that? The function of the base 
is what it is. We’re at the frontier of civilisation, as you 
know. And at war.”
 “I can’t agree with you there. The war ended a long time 
ago.”
 “Try telling that to the boys you just saw outside.”
 “They know that.”
 “They think they know it. Like you. But they will soon 
have a chance to see things through their own eyes, if 
the Colonel permits it. Anyway, if you’d rather, there’s 
a common room in the officers’ mess, we could go there 
instead…”
 “No, that isn’t necessary. Will it take a long time? The 
welcome address, I mean.”
 “I don’t think so. Can I offer you anything in the mean-
time? Coffee? A glass of water?”
 He decided on both, and the priest pressed a button 
on the intercom on the Colonel’s desk to have the drinks 
brought. This show of trust would probably be consid-
ered a breach of protocol.
 “You know, we’re really glad you’re here. The studies 
you sent were really a good motivation.”
 “So you have read it? We were worried that they hadn’t 
actually arrived.”
 “The Colonel showed them to me. He wanted my opinion on 
them, you understand? My opinion as a man of faith, I mean.” 
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 “And what is your opinion?”
 The priest appeared to be pondering his words with a 
theatrical sequence: he took a deep breath, clasped his 
hands together, looked up at the ceiling. Then he deliv-
ered the answer he had prepared.
 “I assume the studies are correct.”
 “They are correct, I guarantee you.”
 “Well, I think it’s exceptionally good news for the staff 
on the base, and in general for all believers.”
 An answer like that was exactly the opposite of what he 
had expected and feared, and he allowed himself a smile 
of satisfaction. But the priest continued.
 “This new science, the genetics you promote, is a won-
derful thing. It has been disputed for a very long time. 
That we now definitively have confirmation, scientific cer-
tainty, is encouraging. I can’t wait to tell the new recruits 
about it, because there’s always one who can’t understand 
the differences separating us from the sub-humans.”
 The mention of “sub-humans” set him reeling. What was 
this miserable man taking about? He hadn’t understood a 
word. Without expressing his annoyance, he said:
 “Studies show that there’s no difference at all. I’d like to 
make that absolutely clear. There are no “sub-humans”. 
And there never have been. The faster you accept that 
fact here at the Strip, the better.”
 “You’re wrong,” answered the priest with a self-assured-
ness that in different circumstances he would have envied 
him. “You’re absolutely wrong. The fact that cutting-edge 
science has failed to identify any difference between hu-
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mans and sub-humans…” Angrily he interrupted him:
 “Please, do stop using this term now.”
 The priest shrugged his shoulders.
 “As you wish,” he said. “The fact that science has failed 
to identify any difference between humans and savages 
doesn’t mean that there isn’t a difference, as you seem 
happy to believe. It just means that science, your science, 
is incapable of explaining that difference. It means that 
there are truths which lie outside the scope of science, 
and that therefore there are truths, deeper truths, which 
can only be reached through faith.”
 “Faith, true faith?” he asked in a mocking tone. He didn’t 
intend to let that go. “And I had thought that for you, as 
a priest, all religions are equal when it comes to spiritual 
searching.”
 “That’s right.”
 “But what about the faith of the native population? 
Does their religion also take them to deeper truths out-
side the scope of science?”
 The priest was silent, so he took it that he had scored a 
point. Of course, this victory was no use to him, after all 
the Colonel was still the true authority, but it filled him 
with satisfaction to have shut this fanatic’s mouth. But 
suddenly he smiled.
 “By God, do you actually realise what you’re say-
ing there? You come here because you think you know 
whatever, but in fact you know nothing. There is no 
sub-human religion. The sub-humans have absolutely no 
spiritual awareness. What you call religion is nothing but 
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idolatry, the reverence that an animal experiences, espe-
cially when his limited mental capacity is exceeded. If the 
sub-humans weren’t controlled by that irrational hatred 
they show us, they would worship us.”

6.
Troublemaker was a fashionable term then. If he under-
stood correctly, it was applied to anyone who complained 
loudly. They’d picked up the word in the playground, 
from other students, who in turn had learned it from 
their parents, who used it without hesitation against the 
priest who came to the school with that old story of so-
cial justice, from the activists who complained about the 
situation on the news, or the politicians, who (whether 
of their own conviction or not) championed the battle 
against social injustice. No demands were made without 
involving some kind of trouble: feminism, minority rights, 
environmental protection or, as in his father’s case, the 
native population. When he thought about the fact that 
he had grown up around these people, he suspected that 
his parents hadn’t picked this school because of its qual-
ity, but to show him that he didn’t belong to that class.
 Why is your dad such a troublemaker?
 The truth is that he didn’t know how to answer. His 
father wasn’t a troublemaker, if he’d understood the term 
correctly. His father wasn’t even the sort of person to 
grumble. He was simply someone who took certain mat-
ters very much to heart and protested if there was good 
reason to do so. He was also capable of getting angry 
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and protesting in rage, but it didn’t come to that in the 
school hall. If anyone had behaved rudely, it was the 
headmaster. Unfortunately that didn’t mitigate the feel-
ing of shame he felt at all: he wished his father had never 
accepted the invitation. But in addition to the shame he 
also felt rage, yet he didn’t know exactly against whom 
the rage was directed, or more precisely against whom 
he should direct it.
 “He isn’t a troublemaker,” he said finally. He’s like our 
teacher: he believes in these stories, that’s all.”
 “But they’re troublemaker stories,” countered his friend.
 “And they’re false,” observed another classmate.
 In his memory this was a key moment of his youth: he 
had the opportunity to take his father’s side, to overcome 
the shame and use the rage to stage a counter-attack. But 
instead he hung his head and shrugged his shoulders.
 And when he came home, his father was the one whose 
pent-up rage caused him to lose his temper, his father, 
when he thoughtlessly related his friend’s question – Why 
are you such a troublemaker? – followed by something 
that seemed terribly unfair in hindsight, the conclusion 
drawn by his classmate, who wasn’t his friend: I don’t 
want to hear any more of your lies. Yes, unfair, because 
he didn’t believe they were lies, he just wished they were.  
 Why couldn’t his father be like other fathers? Why did 
he always have to contradict?
 The subsequent argument into which his mother would 
ultimately be dragged as well, followed all the rules of 
teenage drama, including storming off, the leave-me-
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alone, the door-slamming and sulky silence the next day. 
A silence that he only broke when he noticed that his 
mother wasn’t taking the usual route to school.
 “Where are we going?” he asked, not mincing his words.
 “We’re visiting someone,” replied his father from the 
passenger seat.
 “But I’ve got to go to school,” he said, with more confu-
sion than conviction, as he noticed that they had driven 
out of town. 
 His parents reassured him that he needn’t worry.
 It was only a while later that he realised they were head-
ing for the village where his grandmother lived. Since the 
idea of not having to go to school after the previous day’s 
incident appealed to him, he had trouble keeping up the 
show of anger. Anyway, he was very fond of his grandma, 
and although the purpose of his parents’ visit that day 
was unclear to him – maybe to calm him down? – he soon 
discovered that he was in good spirits. 
 He remembered it because at some point he caught his fa-
ther’s eye in the rear view mirror. Unlike him, his “old man” 
(he wasn’t even forty) didn’t seem to be in such a great 
mood, but he wasn’t angry either. He saw the sadness in his 
expression that reminded him of the image of the doorway 
during the semi-final five years ago (the previous year the 
national team hadn’t even got past the group qualifiers), and 
for the first time he asked himself why his father had been 
crying that afternoon. But he would never have guessed 
that at the end of the day his own face would reflect the 
despair and powerlessness he had seen in his father then.
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 The story that his grandmother was to tell him, as re-
quested by his parents, was particularly harsh. It was the 
story of Mama Luisa, his grandma, who had died while he 
was still very little, and of whom his only memory was a 
blurred image of an old lady nearly a hundred years old. 
She was a shy and frail person but she was contented – 
especially if her grandson was within tickling distance. He 
knew that Mama Luisa had spent almost all her life as a 
servant for a rich family, a fact that sometimes cropped 
up in conversations between his parents. And He was 
old enough to understand that his grandma’s never-men-
tioned father had been a member of this family. His 
great-grandmother was a native. His grandmother on the 
other hand was white, whiter than white, and had blue 
eyes. Just like his father and himself. But that wasn’t what 
his parents wanted his grandmother to tell him. Mama 
Luisa had been a maid for this family in a different sense, 
one that the dictionaries didn’t usually spell out.
 When they penetrated the territories of the “savage 
Indians”, the colonists abducted children and gave them 
to new families, who were supposed to bring them up 
– which meant baptising them into the Catholic faith 
and making them into “civilised” human beings. As time 
passed, these acolytes became domestic staff, servants, 
a form of slavery that outlived independence and con-
tinued at least until the middle of the century. For years 
the Strip was a treasure trove of natives who were sup-
posedly in service. For slave girls. Mama Luisa was ab-
ducted from the Strip at the age of eleven or twelve, and 



109

made sure that her daughter and grandson, and now him 
through the two of them, found out about the existence 
of the Strip.
 This knowledge made his father want to become a his-
torian. He, with his more practical or less romantic ten-
dencies, would opt for law and civil service when the 
time came to decide.

7.
He would have liked to think that the Colonel’s arrival 
was what stopped the priest from getting the punch he 
deserved, but that wasn’t what happened. He’d never hit 
anyone in his whole life, and wasn’t going to start today. 
In truth he was a scaredy-cat, he was forced to admit.
 If he had even the slightest hope that he could achieve 
anything at all with his visit, then it had been completely 
dispelled by the conversation with the priest. The Colo-
nel’s first words confirmed this conclusion.
 “I don’t know what your intention is here,” he said, 
without even a greeting. “We made it quite clear that we 
can’t fulfil the ministry’s request.”
 “This isn’t about a request.”
 “It is a request. The Strip has absolute autonomy in 
these matters.”
 “The courts will decide that.”
 The Colonel looked him directly in the eye for a few 
seconds.
 “The courts are a long way away, you know?” he said 
and looked away.
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 But his words didn’t have a threatening undertone, and 
they even helped relieve the tension a little.
 “Colonel,” he said, trying to sound conciliatory, “we all 
know that this has to end. You’re dealing with people here, 
and the time has come for both the government and the 
army to take responsibility for their mistakes. It’s better…”
 “How long have you been working for the ministry?” 
interrupted the Colonel.
 “Three years,” he answered hesitantly. He didn’t under-
stand what the Colonel was getting at.
 “I’ve been here for more than twenty years. When I 
came here, I was a lieutenant. Do you know how many 
governments have already tried to do what the current 
one is attempting?”
 “No.” The question didn’t permit any other answer. 
There were no archives, or at least none that were ac-
cessible. In all matters relating to the Strip, the ministry 
would have had to start from scratch. 
 “Since I’ve been here, three have tried. Four, if we in-
clude the incompetent Escobar government. Four out of 
six. Not bad, huh? But they all had to step away from this. 
And exactly the same will happen to this one. And do you 
know why?”
 “Because it’s a matter of national security?” He quoted 
the standard answer from the documents to which he 
had had access.
 “No. It isn’t just the national security that’s at stake 
here. When we say the Strip’s the frontier of civilisation, 
those aren’t empty words, as you tie-wearing bureau-
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crats believe. No. It’s the truth. Civilisation ends at the 
checkpoint you passed through on the way in here. That’s 
why the Strip doesn’t exist outside the Strip.”
 “I’d agree with you in that respect,” he admitted. “Ignor-
ing the existence of the Strip is necessary so that civilisa-
tion can continue to consider itself civilised. What you’re 
doing here is inhuman. It’s barbaric.”
 “Maybe.” The Colonel shrugged his shoulders. “But it’s 
work, and someone has to do it. And I’d like to do it well,” 
he added sharply without allowing interruption. “But 
I’d like you to understand that governments come and 
go, but the Strip stays. Politicians are fickle. And so are 
voters. Those same studies that you sent us, they might 
serve the next government as a basis to declare the Strip 
a huge organ bank, just as others have decided that this 
was an inexhaustible supply of labour.”
 It was a shocking idea. He tried to reply, but anger had 
given way to horror, and the horror rendered him speech-
less. He was certain that the Colonel’s “for example” was 
not intended to disguise a crazy speculation, but to let him 
glimpse a plan that might even be under way already, but 
above all served as proof that all his efforts had failed. 
 What happens in the Strip stays in the Strip, he thought. 
And decided that it would be different this time: he had 
to get away from here. Alive.
 “Then it looks like we’ve nothing left to discuss,” he 
said. 
 “But you already knew that before you came here,” re-
torted the Colonel with a satisfied smile.
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 It seemed to him that saying nothing would be eloquent 
enough: he accepted his defeat. He would leave. However, 
from his expression the Colonel was insisting on an answer. 
 “I suppose so,” he said at last.
 “So why did you come then?” asked the Colonel, leaned 
back in his chair and folded his arms.
 His curiosity seemed genuine. The gesture of relaxation 
authentic. And so he opted to reply in the same spirit. 
 “To see the Strip,” he said. “To prove to myself that it 
doesn’t exist only on paper.”
 “Well, here it is,” said the Colonel.
 “Yes. But I would like to have seen the natives as well.”
 “That can be arranged.”
 Even before he could decide whether the comment 
was a well-meaning offer or nothing but irony, the blow 
struck home and everything around him went black.
 He woke up in a moving vehicle. An off-roader, proba-
bly. They had put a sack over his head so that he couldn’t 
see anything, but it was clear to him that they were tak-
ing him somewhere. They had taped his mouth shut and 
tied his hands behind his back. Instead of native villages 
he was going to see mass graves, he thought bitterly. And 
he cursed himself for having trusted that his status as a 
civil servant would protect him from these people. They 
would kill him. He knew he couldn’t do anything about 
it and, just like his father in the doorway, he wept with 
helplessness and once again recalled the Colonel’s wel-
come speech: what happens in the Strip stays in the Strip. 
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Suddenly the car stopped. Without a word he was grabbed 
violently by the arms, pulled outside and pushed to the 
floor. He heard the click of weapons being loaded (there 
were no goodbyes), and then the shots. Dozens of them.
 He only noticed that he hadn’t been hit when the off-
roader started up again and sped off.The prospect of 
dying of hunger and thirst in the middle of the desert 
seemed even more terrible than being killed by a bullet. 
But the Colonel’s men had even deprived him of the op-
portunity to cry out, complain and curse, and so he lay on 
the ground at the mercy of his fate. 

Then he heard the footsteps. Slow. Hesitant. And subdued 
murmuring.

Blind because of the sack over his head, he turned his 
neck uselessly from one side to the other.
And suddenly he was blinded by harsh daylight.
And he saw them. 

Translated from German by Jo Beckett
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J’s. Thursday night. Live music.
 Where wazungu can be local without being uncomfort-
able.
And where we, who call ourselves middle class as only 
Nairobians can, congregate.
Where we can appreciate live music without worrying 
about the cover charge.
And hope our musician friends don’t expect us to buy 
their CDs from our measly drinks money.
J’s Thursday night. Live music.
That’s where we met.
 J’s Thursday night. After the live music a year later. 
That’s where I could finally let it go.
Closure.
 We bumped into each other at a nearby restaurant and 
had it out. At one time I thought they would throw us out. 
The wait staff certainly acted that way many a time.
But it’s at J’s that, after we sort of ironed it out, I danced 
away all the pent-up anger and grudge that I had kept in 
me. And an ambulance that I knew would not come on 
time, did not come on time. 
 Traffic may lighten up at night in my Nairobi, but it’s 
still difficult to get in and out of J’s. Rashid brings in so 
many memorable musicians. That’s why Uber, Taxify and 
Little Cab apps are a blessing. Well, that. And the fact that 
many of the revelers do not need to be driving after par-
tying. For an ambulance trying to come through though, 
it would be a curse. 
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 So I got my closure. Although I would never let anyone, 
not even Nina, know. She accuses me of being too barbie. 
‘We are Africans, Aluoch. What’s this closure thing you talk 
of? Sometimes you are too mzungu for your own good.’ 
And perhaps I am. I did, after all, go to Msongari when it 
was still Msongari. When it was the Brookhouse of girls’ 
schools. Back then government schools were much more 
functional than they are now. Before every parent who 
could get a loan decided government schools were me-
diocre and put their children in private schools.But they 
were parents like mine who believed in Catholic school ex-
ceptionalism. And doubted the ability of schools like State 
House Girls to educate us. In a way, Msongari is still consid-
ered exceptional still, I suppose. But you know how things 
degenerate after one has left them? So too with Msongari. 
And Thandi. Thandi, the reason for my seeking closure. 
 Nina laughs every time I refer to our cold season as 
winter. Says winter is a mzungu concept. And Nairobi just 
has long rains, short rains alongside wet and dry seasons. 
I swear if you heard her talk, you wouldn’t know that she 
is married to a mzungu herself. The way she says mzungu 
things so often and with such derision. Perhaps familiar-
ity really does breed contempt. I digress.
 So it was one winter ago that I met Thandi at J’s. Black 
polo top, skinny jeans, an open Ankara jacket and boots. 
Africa meets West in fashion. I remember because when I 
got to Thandi’s flat, walking distance from J’s, I could not 
get them off fast enough. I needed to feel her skin next 
to mine badly. I was with ex-boyfriend Stan. 
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 Except he wasn’t ex then. That was the day he became 
ex. Stan and I had been fighting a lot. He had become 
that typical Nairobi man that both he and I had ridiculed 
in the early part of our relationship. Controlling. Overly 
macho as though to compensate for his inability to do 
some of the finer things he promised. 
 Yes sure. I like nyama choma once in a while and will 
tolerate a beer or three but to make it a lifestyle? Cham-
pagne prices are ridiculous in Nairobi but could we have 
something sparkling a little more often than the beer? A 
brandy, if we can get it from Chandarana and ensure it’s 
not made by Sisters of Death in Korogocho as it likely 
would be at our local Wine and Spirit? Had he been try-
ing to ensure that I, who had been the Face (and I dare 
say body) of Africa got fat? There are some people who 
look great with meat on their bones and would look odd 
thinner. I am not one of them though. I am comfortable 
enough in my body, thank you very much. And I wasn’t 
going to allow Stan to undo my comfort levels with his 
nyama choma and beers. 

He said I was too high maintenance. As if he did not know 
what he signed up for when we started dating. Men wine 
and dine you when they are courting. Then they whine 
and decide that you are too high maintenance when all 
you want is for them to keep the standards they started 
with in the first place. 
 Nina found me feeling down that Thursday and suggested 
that we go out and dance away the blues. Chris Adwar 
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and the Villagers Band were playing. A favourite of mine. 
 ‘Where are you going to?’ Stan had asked.
 ‘J’s,’ Nina answered before I could tell her to shut up.
 ‘I’ll come with you. We haven’t danced in a while babes,’ 
he said to me. 
 So of course when he said that, we had to allow him to 
come through. Although I would much have preferred if 
he hadn’t come and it was just a girls’ night out.
As it ended though, it became a girls’ night out, thanks 
to Thandi. 
 Thandi, a Maasai woman with a Zulu name. 
 Thandi, whose name means love.
 Thandi, who I thought was love.
 Until she became a love rat. 
 We met in the queue for the toilet. I know. Not the most 
romantic of places to meet. After I left, I often wondered 
whether that meeting was foretelling the shitty relation-
ship ours became. But yes. So I went to stand behind her 
in line and she turned and looked at me as though she 
were mesmerized. ‘Lord, but you are so beautiful,’ she 
said with a sigh. I’d looked behind me to see whether 
there was someone there she was talking to. ‘Don’t look 
back. I am talking to you,’ she said now clearly address-
ing me. She had a huskily seductive voice. ‘Your features 
are so striking.’ I didn’t know what to say. ‘You are the 
most beautiful woman I have ever met.’

I’m not going to say it’s not a Nairobi thing to talk to 
strangers. But it’s certainly not my Nairobi thing. Random 
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compliments or comments directed at me from strangers 
fill me with discomfort. This woman had not made me 
feel uncomfortable though. I think I even smiled. As 
though I had anything to do with my looks. Well maybe 
I do in a way. Some exfoliation here. Some moisturiz-
ing there. Use of sunscreen when it matters. I may be 
dark but don’t believe what they tell you about miros not 
needing sunscreen.  I know what I am talking about. My 
mother is Kenya’s first dermatologist. And then for the 
body, some 90 minutes of Bikram yoga five days a week 
there. But still. My looks are largely a genetic privilege. 
People are often convinced that my 73 year old mum is 
20 years younger. 
 But back to Thandi with a Zulu name. She went into the 
toilet. Then got out. I went into the toilet after her. I came 
out. She was waiting for me. ‘You really are stunning.’ I 
smiled wide then. And said, ‘thank you.’
 ‘I’m getting a drink. May I get you one?’ It was J’s. Al-
though no-one can be trusted, they probably could be 
trusted with their suppliers. The three Tuskers Stan had 
purchased and I had drunk, were making me feel bloated.
‘Sure. A brandy. Double.’ ‘A woman after my own heart. 
I’m a brandy girl myself. A brandy coming right up.’
On her return, she set the brandies on the table near 
the door. She looked at me straight in the eye and said, 
‘I didn’t introduce myself to you, beautiful. I am Thandi. 
It means love in Zulu but I am Maasai.’ When I think of 
her, I think of this line because that’s how she introduced 
herself all the time.
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She was making no qualms about hitting on me and I 
liked it. ‘How did you get your name?’ I asked. ‘Long story 
of a Moi-era exile father with a Zulu best friend who met 
in TZ. I was named after his wife.’
 ‘Oh?’ Then I realized I hadn’t introduced myself. ‘And I 
am Aluoch,’ I stretched out my hand to meet hers. Later, 
I would think of all the ways my introduction could have 
been wittier. I do this often. Think of clever things I 
should have said after the fact. When our hands met, I 
felt something. Something pulling me to her. I wanted to 
hold her hand forever.
 Until then, I had thought of myself as heterosexual. 
But Thandi was the type of woman I was always flattered 
to get hit on by. 
 Pretty. Classy. Confident. Femme. And later I would find 
out, intelligent.
 Everything I was or aspired to be.
On that Thursday at J’s, I ceased being flattered, made no 
polite remark of ‘thanks but I like men…’
 I pulled her to me and kissed her as boldly as she had 
started a conversation with me.
 We came apart with Stan standing behind me pulling 
my dress at the shoulder.
 ‘Aluoch. What are you doing? Are you drunk?’ he asked 
looking confused.
Nina was grinning beside him.
 ‘Give it up, Stan. Women know what a woman wants 
better than any man. You won’t win this one.’
 ‘But Aluoch is not…’ he sputtered, ‘she is not a lesbian.’
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 Nina said wickedly, ‘I love it when a lesbian “steals” a 
woman from a man.’ She even did the air quotes thing.
 I finally found my voice. ‘Sorry Stan,’ and then I looked 
at Thandi and asked, ‘where are we going?’
 Thandi was looking at Stan as she answered me. Her 
voice dripping with the sort of challenge one only ever 
hears among testosterone-laden males to each other. ‘My 
home is just walking distance from here. Shall we?’
 If Thandi hadn’t been a woman, Stan would have 
punched her.  He looked at me questioningly. I shrugged 
and squeezed Thandi’s hand. Making my choice known. 
He sighed resignedly then walked out. That was the last 
time I saw Stan.  Whatevs, I thought then. 
 Nina, who must have thought this was some sort of 
joke and just a way to get rid of Stan at first looked at me 
after he had left and asked, ‘And then?’
 Nina and I have been friends since crèche and I have 
sprung some surprises on her throughout our lives but on 
this one, you could have knocked her with a feather.
 ‘I’ll call you tomorrow. I’m leaving. But before I leave, 
Thandi meet my friend Nina. Nina, this is Thandi.’
 They nodded at each other and nice’d to meet you’d as 
Nairobians do.

I stay with my mum in Muthaiga except when I do not. 
In the first six months with Thandi, I did not. 
That first night kicked off something that I thought would 
last forever. Our bodies were in sync in a way my body 
has never felt with anyone before. She knew where to 
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touch and just how to tease me to near dizzying heights. 
And just when I was near bursting, would lower the play 
and start all over again. After the back and forth, the 
release was always mind-boggling. That first night, led to 
Thandi driving me home after a week where she met my 
mum and chatted with her while I packed my Samsonite 
bag with a few essentials. 
 If my mother was surprised at my new woman to 
woman relationship, she didn’t show it. 
 In those six months I was with Thandi, she referred to 
her the same way she had referred to all the guys I had 
dated: Stan who she said was too shags because his par-
ents stayed in rural Busia; Mbatian who she thought I 
should have married because he was courtly and came 
from a good family; Owino who she said was too Luo be-
cause he only addressed her in Luo despite her responses 
in English and used jaber as a term of endearment to me; 
King’ara who partied too much and, to my mom, a sign 
that he was not Kikuyu enough because his money was 
spent before he received it. She spoke of them all as your 
friend. Holding on to the puritanical idea that her third 
and last child was not sexually active and these were 
really just my friends despite the obvious.
So how’s your new friend, Thandi? Does she need any veg-
etables from the garden?
I bumped into your old friend, Mbatian. He just got di-
vorced. I have his number.
Your friend Stan came by to drop your clothes the other 
day. He seemed quite angry. 
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 I knew just how angry Stan was. He tried to embar-
rass me on Twitter by posting a photoshopped image 
of Thandi and me with the unimaginative caption, ‘God 
made Adam and Eve and not Madam and Eve.’ On his side, 
some homophobic men and Chair of the Film Board who 
talked about lesbianism being against our culture and 
unchristian. As though Christianity is our culture. On my 
side, the social media military known worldwide as KOT 
(Kenyans on Twitter) either made fun of him for losing 
his woman to a woman (the guys) or not knowing how to 
please a woman (the women). Funny as it was, it was all 
very lacking in nuance. Before Thandi, Nina and I often 
wondered whether there were no African great aunts or 
great uncles who never got married but had close friends, 
as per my mother, of the same sex who they stayed with. 
I blocked Stan on all social media. 
 Thandi worked for one of Kenya’s top employers…the 
NGO field.
 So those first six months were magic. 
Filled as they were with her travels and constant reun-
ions that made each day feel like a honeymoon.  
 I am a fashion designer. 
 No. Not like everyone else in Nairobi claims to be a 
fashion designer. I really am. I source material from all 
over the continent. Only the best will do for my clients. 
I have three tailors who bring my drawings to life. But 
most of Nairobi’s middle class is not really middle class. 
 People earning 40k shillings per month will proclaim 
we the middle class merely because they have a Twitter 
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account, a fridge, a television and can afford to be in Java 
once in a while. This essentially makes my clothes out 
of reach for many who prefer to source their designer 
clothes second-hand from Toi Market.  
I generally only get orders for special occasion like wed-
dings. 
 My biggest and most consistent clients are: my mar-
ried elder sister, a p.r. guru for an international corporate, 
some Msongari old girls, and my mother and her fair-
weather friends from all communities (only when it’s not 
election season in Kenya). And of course my other sister 
will make orders whenever she can get someone flying 
from her home-home here to her home in Boston. These, 
as steady orders, cannot pay for my necessities and rent. 
 So I stay at mum’s. Until I moved to Thandi’s. 
 My moving in to her place meant that I had the place 
to myself when she was at work and out of the country. I 
could do my sketches at leisure and my yoga studio was 
nearer to her home than to my mother’s anyway.
Bliss.
 Until it wasn’t.
 My mum got ill. 
 Akoth is in America. 
 Atieno has a husband and children and lives on the 
other side of town in Karen. 
 That left me leaving my love nest in Westlands to go 
back to Muthaiga so I could be with mum. 
 At Aga Khan, they said it was the Big C. Cancer. Best to 
go to India. It’s still in early stages and the doctors there 
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are better equipped. A disillusioned doctor friend once 
told me these references to India are a scam. And that our 
doctors are in on it to get extra cash. 
 I tried to tell my sisters but they didn’t care. 
 ‘Look Aluoch, what’s your problem? We will be paying 
for it so it’s our money. All you need to do is be there for 
mum. Go with her to India,’ Atieno chided. 
 Stupid Mrs. Perfect. Why doesn’t she go herself? I al-
most asked but then remembered that as the artist in the 
family, all I had to offer was my presence. If they asked 
me to pay for a third of mum’s bills, I wouldn’t be able to. 
Sawa tu, I thought shrugging my shoulders in acceptance. 
 Thandi was a star.
 Helped with the visas and all the preparations that had 
to be done.
Mum joked and called her the son she never had. I don’t 
think she had properly wrapped her head around a same-
sex relationship. 
 Seven weeks. That’s how long we were in India. 
Three weeks of anxiety and four weeks of mum recuperating. 
 It was then that mum made friends with a doctor who 
shared her interest in gardening.  It was from the doctor 
that my mother heard of the insecticide that would pro-
tect her plants from insects. 
Kurudan.
 A potent poison for plants and humans.
Mum got some for her plants. I packed it for her when 
we left India.
 We went back home with mum’s cancer in remission. 
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 I looked forward to resuming my relationship with 
Thandi.
 Thandi who had been a star.
 Until she wasn’t.
 Seven weeks. 
 It doesn’t seem like a very long time. 
 And yet it can be. Heck. 
 A toilet break can be a long time as Stan found out one 
Thursday night out at J’s. 

The first week was just like the six months before I left. 
But then I started seeing changes in Thandi. She arrived 
a little later at home. She sweated the small stuff a little 
more. She sounded that bit more critical.
 Then that final day.
 Friday.
 I called her at work.
 ‘Listen, can we do dinner tonight? We need to talk.’
 ‘Sawa,’ she said sounding noncommittal. 
 I made dinner. Her favourite. Even made dessert. And I 
am not a sweet tooth.
 I had two bottles of cognac. Remy Martin. Only our fa-
vourite would do.
 We would either find our way back to each other after 
the talk or we would leave each other.
 But I could not be accused of not having tried. 
 I packed my Samsonite bag in case we couldn’t find 
our way back to each other. I didn’t want a drawn out 
goodbye as I packed if that should be the case. Or, as with 
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Stan, to have clothes left with my mother. 
 I placed my Samsonite bag in the spare bedroom.
 The dinner was ready.
 Then the dinner was cold.
 Thandi did not come.
 She did not send a WhatsApp voice note.
 Nor a text.
 She did not answer my one call.
 And when I tried calling again, her phone was off.
 I knew she had switched it off. 
 Thandi, my then Maasai girlfriend whose name means 
love in Zulu hated dead batteries so she kept two fully 
charged powerbanks on her at any one time. On enter-
ing someone’s home her first request before even asking 
for the WiFi password or where the bathroom is: “May I 
charge my powerbank or phone?” 
 I warmed myself a plate of food. I had dinner. Even ate 
dessert.
 I drank Remy straight from the bottle. And I cried.
 I have never cried for a relationship before but Thandi, a 
Maasai girl whose name means love in Zulu, made me cry. 
 At 6 in the morning, I showered in our en suite bath-
room. Thandi had not come to bed. Maybe she had not 
come home.
 I would leave.
 Except.
 Thandi had come home.
 In the spare bedroom when I opened the door, a strange 
woman sat up in bed. 
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 She had been expecting Thandi. She saw some other 
woman she didn’t know. She had a question on her face. 
Who are you?
 I smiled a tight smile. ‘Hello.’
 ‘Hi,’ she answered.
 ‘Thandi ako?’ I asked.
 ‘Toilet,’ she answered.
 As I looked at her, I felt a stab in my chest.
 Her cheap weave, her garish make-up not washed off 
before she slept…
 And…
 And…
 Her cheap blue bra likely bought at the Globe Cinema 
on top of my Samsonite bag. 
 If Thandi had wanted us to break up, did she need to 
sink this low?
 That blue bra on my Samsonite bag. That, to me, was 
the last straw. 
 I flicked it off my bag, took my bag and walked out of 
Thandi’s home.
 Tonight was the first time I saw her since the day I left.
 The kurudan that I transfer to whatever handbag I use 
was not accidental.
 The meeting at Manor 540 was. 
 The restaurant now serving the best fish in town used 
to house the British colonial governor, Evelyn Barring. 
 An interesting place to bring NGO Brits in Nairobi in 
2018. But maybe NGO Brits have to eat too. Although their 
ability to discern good from bad food is questionable. 
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 She moved away from her NGO wazungu and I from 
Nina. We sat down and talked as we shared a fish dinner. 
The intimacy of sharing the fish so big tampered with the 
anger in my voice. 
 It got heated. I noticed that the waiters often wanted 
to intervene. One time the manager came through and 
asked ‘is everything alright?’ in a solicitous voice that 
threatened eviction.
 Thandi explained something to the manager. He left. 
 She explained to me too. Something different.
 It was all too overwhelming, she said.
 She was not ready for a serious relationship, she stated.
She didn’t know what to say to me that’s why she did not 
come home for dinner that last night, she added.
 The other woman meant nothing. She didn’t even re-
member her name, she assured me.
I nodded, appearing to understand.
‘Why don’t you and your friends join Nina and me at J’s 
after this?’
‘Great idea,’ Thandi who is Maasai but whose name means 
love in Zulu said.
We walked out together, one big seemingly happy group.
On reaching J’s, I smiled at her and, ‘since I have finally 
found closure, first brandy on me.’
Closure my Bikram yoga ass.
I got us two brandies. 
J’s is crowded as is usual for Thursday nights. 
The kurudan found its way into her glass before I walked 
back to her.
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‘Thanks babes,’ she said.  ‘I’m glad we are cool now.’
She drank.
 In her last minute before passing out, I saw that look of 
recognition. Of knowing what I had done. In the first week of 
my return from India, I had told her about kurudan and its ef-
fects. How farmers who are unable to repay their debts take 
some with brandy. She just probably never imagined she 
too had a debt to pay. Until that moment before passing out.
‘I don’t think Thandi looks too well,’ I said to one of the 
wazungu, ‘My phone is dead. Maybe someone should call 
an ambulance?’
‘What’s the number? What’s the number for the ambu-
lance?’ One asked.
I started crying.
J’s. 
Thursday night.
During live music. 
The band is jamming. 
The crowd is dancing. 
The place is crowded. 
Wazungu on my table are yelling. 
Thandi, a Maasai woman whose name means love, is 
thrashing. 
And I, I am secretly smiling. 
Everyone around me sees me crying. 
But they don’t know. 
Closure. 
I finally got mine today. For a cheap blue bra on my Sam-
sonite bag.
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