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Dedication

 


This book is dedicated to my husband,
Edward, who inspired me tremendously in his struggle for survival,
and for his determination and willpower in a desperate situation. I
value his vast knowledge of Africa and his tremendous insight,
without which this book could not have been written.
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There is a season for everything, a
time for every occupation under heaven:

A time for giving birth, a time for
dying; a time for planting, a time for uprooting what has been
planted.

A time for killing, a time for healing;
a time for knocking down, a time for building.

A time for tears, a time for laughter,
a time for mourning, a time for dancing.

A time for throwing stones away, a time
for gathering them up; a time for embracing, a time to refrain from
embracing.

A time for searching, a time for
losing; a time for keeping, a time for throwing away.

A time for tearing, a time for sewing;
a time for keeping silent, a time for speaking.

A time for loving, a time for hating; a
time for war, a time for peace.

- Ecclesiastes 3:1-8

 


 



Prologue

 


She had walked for miles on the winding
path from the village, hips swinging and pivoting in a regular
rhythm like a pendulum. A barefooted pickanin followed in her
footsteps, sometimes playfully in front and sometimes lagging
behind. The woman had a worn pair of running shoes on her wide feet
and moved with the smoothness of a gazelle strutting steadily
along. Every move was programmed from her strong thigh muscles. On
top of her short curly hair she balanced a suitcase keeping her
head steady as a rock. She was full of grace and beauty despite her
strong bones and muscular body frame. With no wind blowing one
could only hear the sound of the grasshoppers and the cicadas
singing in concert.

As she approached the intersection with
the asphalted road, she noticed a shiny blue car pulling over with
two white people in it. She stopped in awe and soon became aware
that something had changed. The silence had been broken by
screeching tires on the hot asphalt. The noise of sirens and
ululation of police cars, building rapidly in intensity, had
drowned out the singing of the insects. Abruptly, six outriders
thundered up at very high speed and the rider on the front
motorcycle braked to a skidding, swerving halt, positioning himself
to prevent any cross traffic passing through the intersection. That
same routine would be repeated; come to a halt and then catch up
later. Like a pride of lions they rode on their thunderous bikes
creating a deafening noise in the quiet setting. A high-speed black
car appeared after the bikers carrying men in grey who disguised
themselves behind dark sunglasses. They were all trained bodyguards
and part of the security team. They paved the way for the
bulletproof and armour-plated vehicle designed to protect the
dignitaries that followed close behind them. A military truck
followed, with soldiers in the back holding their machine guns at
ready; finger on the trigger, aiming at a few bystanders near the
intersection. At the tail of the procession was an ambulance fully
equipped in case of emergency should a fatality occur or even an
assassination attempt.

The woman who came in from the bush did
not wait to see the whole procession. Her heart had started pumping
out extra blood to give her muscles more oxygen when her glance
locked with one of the soldiers. The reaction was instant and she
could not break away; she became as mesmerized as if she was
staring into the eyes of a lion. With an enormous determination she
managed to unfix her gaze and then break free. She grabbed the
pickanin by the hand so violently that the child came right off the
ground and then disappeared into the same direction they had come
from without ever dropping the suitcase from her head. Soon the
tall elephant grass camouflaged her colourful clothing as her sweat
ran cold and merged with the smell of burnt wood and the dry yellow
vegetation in the bush around her. She paid no heed to the concert
of the grasshoppers and the cicadas.

Little did she understand that this
rapid display of brute power was a common day occurrence; the
regular motorcade of President Mugabe executing his
duties.

 


 



Chapter 1: Home, Sweet
Home

 


I am back in Africa and full of
ecstasy. This is my home. I breathe in deeply and slowly and it
tickles my nostrils, as the air enters the secret places deep down
in the lungs and the stomach. Finally I breathe it all out again.
The desire to preserve this moment in time is so strong that first
everything is deleted. To make sense of it all in its precursory
state is what has left me in this chaos. It is like time and space
are at a standstill, and only at a slow pace are the voices of
nature allowed to fill the air with all its fragrances. This moment
of solitude is so precious. Like the slow journey, where the soul
is not left behind. The African winter is almost over; it is late
August of 2007 and we are approaching spring and the rainy season.
The air is bone-dry from the winter drought that has left us with
parched land.

Inside the house, the tiled floors are
icy cold. Although we are living at an altitude of 1500 metres, you
hardly notice it, as our capital Harare is placed on a big plateau
and the strong sun is always shining from a cloudless sky. The
coolness of the air is only felt a few hours after sunset, when
darkness falls. Our days are short during the dry season, but now
they begin to get longer, but only by about one hour. The light
northern nights of my native Denmark are unknown here; darkness
comes suddenly and without warning. The evenings and the nights are
pitch-dark, but numerous stars are scattered across and light up
the heavens, which seem closer to us.

The Jacaranda trees are longing to
burst, but are waiting for a little more humidity in the air. The
fine fernlike leaves are still mostly green, but high up in the
treetops there are clusters of flower buds and soon its headgear
will look like a huge purple umbrella. The lawn looks dry and the
big flowerpots in the courtyard with petunia and vivid purplish-red
geraniums are thirsty for water. As I no longer have permanent
staff I grab the hosepipe myself and immediately feel rewarded to
be the plants' saviour. The pots are placed in groups, after
Rolanda told me that it is out with lonely soldiers in a row in
South Africa, and we do try to follow up on the trends from there.
In one corner of the garden, under the golden evergreen called
Joburg Gold, I see thick clusters of clivia along the edge of the
grass. The elephant ears have crestfallen huge leaves the size of
rhubarb, but the minute they get water, they straighten up right
away and turn their palm-like leaves towards the sky. The
poinsettia bush, where a little grey songbird sits on one of its
branches swinging back and forth, definitely needs pruning. The
bird is not grey all over, but has a black head with a crown. I
decide not to disturb it, but to postpone the pruning. Jetlag and
melancholy disappear as the duties call.

Back inside, I begin to sort out the
washing and feel quite relieved there is no power cut. It's a
simple task to wash in the automatic Speed Queen and dry the
clothes in the dryer. Clyde's shirts take only 20 minutes, as they
don't need ironing if they are only semi-dry. Far worse when you
have power cuts and do the whole wash in the bathtub and hang it
out to dry in the sun, then you have to iron everything because of
the putze flies. When you have servants, they iron every item with
knife-edge creases.

Clyde and I moved to this romantic
little townhouse in Belgravia a few months before our odyssey to
America and Canada. As it is in close proximity to the Parirenyatwa
Hospital and the Trauma Centre, we hardly have any power cuts. The
neighbourhood consists of weathered old manor houses, which have
had several facelifts in the latter years, as many of them are now
used as offices by embassies and other international organizations.
Their uniformed guards stand outside the big pillars of stately
entry gates, saluting every time the big SUVs and Pajeros drive in
and out. The new African farmers have also acquired these Pajeros,
to such an extent that they are now called
Pajero-farmers.

Washing dishes is no work at all in the
new shiny metallic dishwasher, Defy's Dishmaid, which I have named
Mercy after Clyde's first maid on Montgomery Road, where he was
living when we met 16 years ago. Mercy is so super-silent that I
sometimes have to double check if she is working, and already she
is an endangered species, no longer found on the market. Surely we
bought the last automatic dishwasher in Zimbabwe. The old Whirlpool
that I inherited when my sister left Africa broke down after many
years of hard labour, when we were packing our suitcases for
Manhattan's snowy winter. Being totally addicted to this mechanical
wonder Clyde and I immediately went to Makro to replace it. They
had everything from fridges to stoves to microwaves, but we failed
to see any dishwashers.

There was this Makro-guy sitting high
up in his crane offloading supplies to the various shelves. Clyde
asked him, "Where do I find dishwashers?"

"Row No. 7," answered the crane driver
competently and we moved on and found the right section, but there
were no dishwashers. All the shelves were small and full of
textiles. Finally the crane driver came out of his crane and
pointed his index finger like a missile towards a stack of dish
cloths and hanging table wipers.

Clyde held both hands together like a
loudspeaker repeating, "I want a machine to wash dishes, like a
machine for washing clothes!"

"Ah," sniffed the Makro stock worker,
officious in his impeccable green uniform. "There is no such
machine." And whilst he shook his head and his short-trimmed Afro
hair, you could almost read his denigrating thoughts about aliens
who can't even wash plates with a cloth.

Wasting no more time, Clyde drove full
speed in the blue Mercedes, flying over potholes and uneven
asphalt. He went behind Mukuvisi Woodlands to take a shortcut to
Jaggers Wholesale along Chishawasha Road, making an almost
hazardous parking, and running with Olympic speed ahead of me into
the department with kitchen appliances. And there she was: Mercy,
between the automatic washing machines, even advertised as one.
Inside on the racks she had complete instruction manuals, but as
far as I could see in these surroundings she might as well have had
her C.V. in Chinese. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time
and not in demand. Therefore she still carried the old price tag.
Clyde quickly realized this wonder-woman was priceless and half of
what we would have paid in South Africa, so he paid up front and
made sure he got a receipt. The next day she was collected in the
blue bakkie, safely tied with blankets and thick ropes.

Amidst these myriad thoughts I hear
Anisha's voice over the noisy intercom. She is passing by with some
frozen homemade samosas. Her husband Mohamed has given her a new
shiny Swedish Volvo as a birthday present. She is wearing a modern
Punjab with sari borderlines and as she gets out the car, her
bangles jingle. She wrinkles her sweet little nose pierced with a
diamond and kisses me on both cheeks. Like many Indian women her
bum is beginning to get wider and her upper arms are too tight
inside the sleeves. Although she looks like one of them, Anisha is
not a real Muslim Indian, not at all born like that. She is wife
No. 2 to Mohamed and her real name was Joan, but with Mohamed's
mother still in charge of her son's house, this infidel
daughter-in-law has, in the strictest manner, been trained from
scratch with an exotic result.

"You must have been shocked when you
came back?" Although formed as a question, she says it as a
statement.

"Perhaps not really shocked," I explain
to Anisha, and then I go on to thank her a million times for the
samosas, and return to the subject of the political instability.
"You see, the economy has gone that direction since the down slope
in 2000 when we had the first petrol crisis. When they removed the
three zeroes from the money a year ago, we knew that we would soon
be back to where we started. It never became normal
again."

Anisha nods agreeingly, "Now you cannot
live for less than 150 million a month, so all the time we are
forced to make more money."

As I am preparing to brew the tea, we
are interrupted by the intercom system. It is Hilton, who runs our
plastic factory. As he drives in I am pleased to see that he has
still got the silver-grey Mitsubishi Colt that we bought for him
when his metal-blue Holden Trooper was stolen. It was an inside
job, as they say here when our own servants and watchman are
involved. They had sawn through the gear safety lock and the iron
chains on the Trooper, so his new Mitsubishi has a South African
anti-hijack system to stop the thieves from driving very far before
the car stops by itself.

"Must have been a shock for you to come
back," says Hilton. "We cannot even get meat anymore. It is like
the petrol, everything you have to buy on the black market. Baby
food for Josh, we go down south to buy it and nappies and all the
other stuff." His low flat dialect has a distinct South African
pronunciation from the Boers with the strong emphasis on the E's,
so when he says left, it sounds as if he says lift. His appearance
and his face is as square as his pronunciation, a bit like a
Russian.

I hear my own voice almost joyful: "But
it is better with less meat. Clyde and I are semi-vegetarians." And
that is true, because when Clyde last year was diagnosed with an
almost incurable disease, our whole life changed dramatically and
so did our lifestyle.

Every Wednesday our two garden boys
come to our gate to clean out our place. They do gardening for all
14 houses in the complex and the common area. Rafael lives in the
servant quarter with his wife and children, but Givemore comes
every morning on his bicycle, as he lives somewhere else. Despite
the fact that Rafael gets many titbits from many of the house
owners, his face is not as round as before we left. Givemore is
still skin and bones; most likely the Big A, as they call it here,
when they talk about AIDS. We gave them half of the bonus before we
left and the rest they should have now. As Clyde says, "If you give
them the whole bonus to begin with, they do bugger-all while we are
gone!"

"Gogogoi!" They knock on the garden
gate, which I unlock.

"Mangwanani, Madam." They exchange the
polite morning greetings in the tribal Shona language, to which I
answer back, "Mangwanani. How are you?" After we have shaken hands,
they clap their palms and fingers together as men do; in reply I
clap my hands and turn and cup one hand across the other as women
do.

"We are here, if Madam is here," to
which I answer, "I am here."

After a while with a few more polite
remarks, I ask, "How much do you now earn per month?"

"One point eight, Madam," says
Givemore. After that I give each of them a stack of money, equal to
one month's pay, well aware that neither of them can exist from the
meagre salary that they get on a monthly basis.

"Bodie, where are your keys?" I hear
the sound of Clyde's commandeering voice from the parking area.
With assistance from Hilton he is putting a new battery in my light
green Mercedes. It is a big model E260, which Clyde bought from Tim
Coghlan when he left Africa. Clyde has always had an impeccable
taste in cars - something I never prioritized before, but Clyde has
taught me that good cars are safe cars. So now I also drive these
heavyweights.

The first car Clyde gave me was a creme
coloured Mercedes SLC, a very heavy sports model that had an
acceleration as if you were on your way into outer space. The gear
was manual and gave me the first true sense of driving pleasure.
Besides I liked that pretty metal curtain in the back windows. As
the years went by I even started to remember some of the many
models and their identification numbers, as Clyde kept repeating
them endlessly and he was always very enthusiastic about the new
models being marketed. One day he extended the car park with a
convertible 1935 Rolls Royce in a racing green colour. It looked
ever so pretty in the garage, but I never got the chance to be
taken for a drive in it, despite having acquired flowing robes a la
Gatsby. Clyde was just too busy with the production in the factory,
golf tournaments and fishing trips to Lake Kariba.

Clyde drives a metallic blue Mercedes,
a model SEL 400. Not that it means much to me, but after Princess
Diana was killed in a SEL 400 limousine, now almost 10 years ago in
Paris, I remember that particular model very well. He is so
typically boyish with his love for cars, yachts, sport and poker.
My own prestige is more centred around the home, the Persian rugs
and the old paintings. I like to call it discreet class. But after
we shipped a whole container off a year ago, with our most precious
belongings, there is little to show off in the little townhouse.
Only a single Persian rug warms the tile floor and the walls seem
nude with a few reproductions. A small sofa ensemble in golden
velvet is against one wall and two big peach-coloured leather
recliners are against the other wall. The big German Hannover piano
is squashed in between one of the recliners and the veranda door
and makes the room look warm. Despite its simplicity I adore this
little townhouse, so safely tucked away between other houses; in
fact only the automatic gate leads out to the street, which is a
cul-de-sac. The area around us is artistic with coffee bars and
exhibits, and under the shady trees in the avenues the African
girls sit and braid each other's hair.

It felt great to have my own car again,
although at first I was totally confused returning to the left side
of the road, but routine comes back so quickly. It is that good
feeling of knowing it all, although it cuts both ways, from the
potholes to the traffic lights that don't work, or those you have
to double check even when they work, because they are so dirty that
you just cannot determine the colour. Also some of the lights don't
work properly and there is a green - or a red light - on both
sides! The general give-way where one yields to traffic from the
right is another trap, so one must use the eyes in the back of your
head to make sure that nothing will be a surprise, while being
aware that hesitation will get you hijacked.

The road signs had already disappeared
before we left, not just the metal ones but also the wooden ones
that were painted in replacement. The first signs in metal were in
extremely high demand when more and more coffin handles were needed
due to the increasing number of AIDS-related deaths. The thieves
found it easy to dispose of the metal signs to small home
industries, which would melt the metal into coffin handles. I have
one big advantage here: I know this town inside and out, as I have
lived in several neighbourhoods. I do not need signs anymore. I am
home again and I watch the early spring, as I did 20 years ago when
I first set foot in Zimbabwe.

We have spring when the other world has
autumn; our seasons are different. Back then we had no high walls
in Harare, we lived in botanical gardens with swimming pools and
servants' quarters in the back gardens. We used to laugh at our
neighbours in Zambia who slept behind Berlin Walls covered with
iron spikes and pieces of broken glass, or they had electric
fencing like jails. The diplomats and NGOs went for small-arms
courses prior to their expatriation. That was when Zimbabwe was
heaven and Zambia was hell.

When Clyde and I renovated the house on
Montgomery Road, it became a stately manor with a long avenue of
Australian brush cherries, and as they grew tall they became more
like trees than bushes, surrounded by four acres of parkland. Clyde
named the house Haven on Earth and explained to me that it meant a
safe harbour on Earth. At the electroplating plant at the factory
he had a fine brass sign made, which he hung up on the heavy black
iron gate, and when I found out what they were able to produce I
asked them to copy the Danish Christmas angels and produce them in
brass. So no wonder the name was always misunderstood, as guests
and people passing by all thought it was Heaven on Earth with all
the flying angels. That was until they stole the brass sign and we
all started to look like Zambia. In the end Clyde had to sleep with
Dirty Harry next to his bed, a .38 Special.

* * *

At Avondale shopping centre I have a
choice between two supermarkets, OK and Bon Marche, but most of
their shelves are empty. On each shelf is displayed a sign "Only
one per customer!" Those shelves must have had the most essential
goods, such as cooking oil, sugar or their staple grain called
mealie meal. The vegetables are in a decomposed state; they are
more fresh and crisp from the street vendors or the hawkers among
the parked cars. I have no problem buying from them, especially if
they bring home-grown veggies from their kamusha, but it is rare
now with the petrol crisis. Usually their goods originate from the
supermarkets; a telltale sign is the clingwrap around them, and it
happens a lot that they work in tandem with the supermarket, or
they simply buy up all the stock there, to walk a few hundred
metres to resell it.

When I feel very courageous, I go out
to Mbare Market, which is a poverty stricken area 10 km outside
town, but one needs escort by a male companion. Mbare was the first
centralised area connected with the industry, and the primitive
shanties had the highest population density in town. But they have
fresh vegetables and many other articles for sale at much lower
prices.

All are trying to survive since the
government ordered that all prices should be reduced to half. Every
time inflation reaches a level where no one can cope, which is also
when the computers are unable to follow suit, a couple of zeroes
are deleted. This is the method that is being used here to adjust
the financial market. In the process many retailers went broke as
they did not have the means to buy new stock.

Many foreigners here call the local
whites Rhodies, with a silent contempt because many of them still
live in the past reflecting with arrogance on their past efficiency
and importance. Although they were able to fill the corn silos and
the shelves in the supermarkets, there was the other side of the
coin too. The Rhodies love their supermarkets, while I from my time
in India do just fine with street vendors. With dried beans and
with only a few vegetables I can create the most nourishing curry
dishes. There is lots of fruit to choose from for Clyde. For many
years I have actually avoided these supermarket products in the
middle aisles, and when I go to a restaurant I can feel quite
unwell when I see the Rhodies help themselves to 1200 grams of beef
steak, served with chips that have been fried 4 or 5 times in the
same oil. Both the Africans and the Rhodies love their barbecue
over open fire, and they call it Braai. They sear the outside of
the meat till it is almost black and serve it with their special
sausage called Boerwors.

At Silver Glory in Kensington I find
butter for 1.5 million dollars. I buy 2 packages straight away. In
Green Park I find more butter for only 1.2 million. It dawns on me
that the bonus of 1.8 million that I paid to the garden boys hardly
covers anything, although they live differently from us and do not
put butter on their bread. Like most Africans, they stick their
long fingers deep down into the soft part of the bread and pull out
the white parts, until only the shell is left. Now they also eat
the shell.

I no longer dare to go downtown, at
least not alone, as it has been taken over by gangs of robbers. It
is now years since I have strolled in the inner city and visited
the elegant Barbour's or Meikles, or sat at the Paris Cafe behind
Beverley's for an outside coffee. A jeweller's shop was involved in
the robbery of gold chains from passersby, who had their chains
torn right off by street robbers - the store's role came to light
when one victim later recognized her own jewellery behind the glass
inside the jeweller's shop and alerted police to the conspiracy
between shop and the robbers. Now none of the shops get any new
items for sale.

The Italian Sandros has also closed his
restaurant, which used to be a popular place for lunch and dinner,
and was one of the few places at night that had entertainment. Now
we frequent the places outside Harare, and the cultural life
downtown has died, apart from the still-popular Reps Theatre on 2nd
Street Extension which, despite all odds, still delivers shows that
were popular 30 years ago.

When Clyde arrives home from the
factory in Ardbennie the phones immediately start ringing, both the
mobile and the house telephones, the latter having a noticeably
high-pitched tone which makes it difficult to hear the
conversation. We are unable to phone abroad as we are cut off from
the rest of the world, and British Airways will no longer be flying
to Harare after next month.

Clyde says I must get used to the
monetary system again, because without the black market we cannot
exist. He has a heavy box in the trunk of the car, which I somewhat
struggle to carry inside, as Clyde cannot lift. Now the whole
lounge is full of bundles of money. Although some new notes have
been printed with a higher value, it does not do much good, because
the printing itself has contributed to new inflation, and very soon
we shall again be carrying heavy suitcases, boxes and pillow
covers, when we transport money. Forget plastic bags, if you were
to find any, because they would not be strong enough. The inflation
is now 10,000 per cent per month. I get so sick and tired of money,
and the weight of it. One day I will surely suffer a slipped disc
from this venture.

"Think about our sailboat!" says Clyde
with bright eyes. His complexion is better and he is not as tired,
but although his weight is almost back to where it was, the disease
has left its marks. Clyde was never a heavyweight; he is very
finely built and he never had any reserves, apart from his beer
belly, when he was taken ill. His body became wasted by the disease
and his face was ravaged with suffering. As his hair grew back, it
became snow white. It was like he just lost his youth in a
flash.

"That big brick is brown and is 200,000
each, which makes it 100 million," Clyde rattles off, like some
bank clerk, and throws a brick-sized bundle of bills onto the
table.

"Wait, wait!" I shout, "What if I have
to change less? How many bundles in each brick? Is it always the
same?"

"There are 5 bundles in each brick."
Clyde moves the fingers the same way he operates a
screwdriver.

"But that bundle there is not blue, it
is green!" I exclaim while noticing Clyde getting
irritated.

"It is BLUE, I tell you, the green one
is that bundle here with 50,000 and that brick there is therefore
25 million." I hear the Master's voice. There is nothing to argue
about and I am staring calmly at the piles of bricks, totally
convinced that all men are colour blind. It is not worth arguing;
they are always right.

"What about these small ones here for
10,000?" I ask, to move on.

Clyde is unable to sit longer and gets
up to press the remote for the television. "It's all the same
principle with the bundles. So that brick is only 5 million
each."

"And the rate?" I ask. "Is it still
450,000 for yankee-doodles?"

Clyde shakes his head and suggests
another code, "Bush money is Us, you and me. Pound sterling is
Jock. You remember Jock, who went to Britain. And Euro is You. You
shouldn't need more than that. So if I say '1,000 to US,' then you
know what I mean!"

It takes me a little while before I
understand his logic, but then it occurs to me that he thinks of
President Bush, when he talks about American dollars - he is not
talking about the African bush. To avoid more questions from my
side he adds, "You get Jock by doubling up, and the Euro you get by
multiplying with 1.35."

In Zimbabwe we have used code language
since way back, but talking about strawberries and potatoes like
the Rhodies do is just too naive. The last couple of years the code
language has expanded remarkably and covers anything from pasta to
vitamins. Or plastic tubing, as sister Nancy likes to say, when she
imitates Clyde's terminology from plastics. This I tried to explain
to my Danish Uncle Gert, when I explained, "Let us call it
something relevant, something to do with the factory, so if you
need supplies, ask for screws!" Old Gert, who is now 84 years old,
took a long look at me and made the typical gesture of lowering his
head, so that his face would come quite close and made this remark,
"I like your screwing business!" Then he laughed.

During his younger years Gert was both
in Sri Lanka and later Nigeria, but I did not know him then. He is
what you in Africa call extended family and not really related to
me, but as his surname Hjorthede matched my place of birth, he is
like family. Besides, he is born in Jutland like me. Being extended
family, it is safe for us to help him when needed. It would
actually be expected from us in Africa.

There was this other Dane who used code
words. He was a major general and sent out by the Danish military.
He always emphasized that he was sent out on a peace mission but
quite early after he had settled down in Zimbabwe, he started
feeling the political change.

The major general was a short man, but
what he lacked in height, he made up for with a conspicuous
Maharaja-beard and horn-rimmed spectacles, which presented a
personality to be reckoned with. Unfortunately, he underestimated
the velocity of progress in Africa and would perhaps have been less
hasty had he known this continent better. Early on he warned the
wife, "If I say Karen Blixen, you must immediately start packing!"
This is now many years ago, when he saw it was a situation of
emergency. No sooner said than done, he phones his wife at home,
and when she answers the phone and hears the words Karen Blixen,
the line goes dead. But she knew it was the voice of her husband
and she began immediately to pack their belongings. One hour later
the major general returned home and without explanation he took
their two Ridgeback dogs into the jeep and drove off to the
veterinary to have them put down. Their departure went off so
quietly that for a long time the official invitations kept coming
and many thought they were just overseas.

Since the oil crisis and the farm
invasions, the black market grew like the hyacinth creepers in Lake
Chivero, the artificial lake that supplies Harare with water. The
national bank maintained their official rates, which today are
30,000 to 1 US dollar, so if you go to the bank and exchange money,
as a tourist or a missionary or a diplomat, you will only get a
fraction of the value, with deduction of bank expenses. The rate
will neither cover food nor other living expenses, such as petrol.
This artificial rate makes it easier for the government to "pay
back" the foreign debt, and at the same time the affluent rich,
such as government ministers and indigenous businessmen, can go to
the bank and get foreign currency at this incredibly low rate of
only 30,000. When they later sell the forex (foreign exchange),
they quickly become millionaires in yankee-doodles. So regardless
of the attack by the Governor of the Reserve Bank on the black
market, it is purely rhetoric. Nobody believes that cock-and-bull
story, because the government insiders themselves feed and nourish
the black market and become rich from it. Our inflation is the
highest in the world and restaurants, doctors, vets, manufacturers,
hairdressers, hotels and not to forget street vendors, must every
week adjust the prices. The petrol stations no longer have any
petrol, everything is bought black market, but we see more cars
than ever before. We are going round and round in this eternal
cycle, which we are unable to stop, as if on a runaway
horse.

For years we have heard the warnings
that we are on the way to the bottom, but it is like we are in a
bottomless pit. Besides, we cannot just get off and follow the law,
because then we cannot survive and pay for the food, nor produce
anything at the factory. Some of the products we have to import,
and many raw materials such as for the plastics, are not found in
Zimbabwe. When I look back I remember we had milestones and clear
boundaries; we knew how far we would go. Now we are forced to
transcend barriers every day. It has become a way of life and we
have forgotten where is the limit, because constantly we move our
boundary posts. It happens so gradually that you get used to it
without any drama, because when you are in the eye of the storm;
the decisions are made without hesitation. Besides, there are so
many decisions to make and you forget how far it was you would
go.

The imagination is strong during times
of war and survival. Never have I seen so many people
wheelchair-bound or walking on crutches, and big babies with thick
diapers. Surely they are stuffed with yankee-doodles, diamonds or
gold! It's a world outside Clyde's and my reach, but we are taking
part in the worship around the golden calf and the dance is on. One
day we may win the big prize, because we are smarter than the
farmers.

"The same will not happen to us," says
Clyde. "This time something BIG will happen."

I take comfort in the thought that we
have an emergency plan.

 


 



Chapter 2: By Hook or By
Crook

 


On our flight back to Africa we were
spared the extra miles going via New York to London. The Air Canada
flight was unable to take off from Montreal Airport. As we were all
seated and ready for take-off, they announced over the loudspeaker
that the engines had combustion problems. The air hostess spoke
first, but then the Captain confirmed that everyone had to get off,
and at that point Clyde and I looked at each other in low spirits,
knowing that we would have no chance of catching our connecting
flight with British Airways from London to Harare. However, when
Air Canada took on the blame and put us on one of their direct
flights to London, we felt extremely lucky. Due to the many empty
seats, both Clyde and I could occupy three seats each and, when the
armrests came up, they were easily constructed into a small bed. It
was an unusual luxury to fly with so few passengers, it seldom
happens anymore, and then not in the high season. We cancelled
dinner as we'd already had a Chinese meal at the airport, paid for
by Air Canada. Just go to sleep and wake up for breakfast before
landing. I looked out and thought to myself, it is really true:
Every cloud has a silver lining.

In London's Heathrow Airport we had
booked a room at Novotel, a smartly designed hotel with skylights
and the colour purple in abundance. The room was comfortable and I
noticed with satisfaction that the bed was the big European Queen
size, which is 10 cm wider than its equivalent in North America.
The bathroom had modern wooden floors. Clyde wanted a real English
breakfast, as the breakfast on the flight did not satisfy his extra
appetite stemming from months on steroids.

"Shouldn't we check if the Baron has
arrived?" I enquired. "Just in case?"

But suddenly Clyde was completely
exhausted and just left the restaurant without even giving his room
number. I went over to reception and they confirmed that the Baron
had arrived. Then I left a message that we would be resting and
only meet for dinner later.

We call him the Baron, because his real
name is in fact Baron Matepa. He had confirmed to Clyde that he was
in possession of 500,000 American dollars, which was the reason
this meeting in London would take place. With the new law that will
soon be presented in Zimbabwe's Parliament, we will be forced to
surrender 51% of our shares in the company - Africans must own a
majority in all local companies. When this meeting had been
proposed, Clyde and I just looked at each other and said with one
voice, "500,000 is better than nothing!" But not a penny less, we
pledged, because it might be all we were ever going to
get.

In total agreement on our strategy, we
greeted the Baron formally at dinner. He placed himself on the same
side as Clyde and therefore sat facing me. He was impeccably
dressed in a dark pin-striped suit and he greeted me with a rather
sullen look, as is custom in the Shona culture, as he addressed me
as Ma'am, like I was the British Queen. I saw him turning his knees
out to both sides to have more space on the small chair. He is fat
and has almost shaved off the kinky Afro-hair, which is common for
them to do before the hot season starts in Zimbabwe.

I was wearing my black trouser suit and
stood out with the thick gold chain that has a single diamond in
it. All my Arabian bangles were jingling and on my fingers were
several glittering diamond rings. I had taken up the bangle fashion
years ago from my Arabic and Indian sisters, whereas the many rings
had come later, when I copied the white South Africans. The Shona
women normally don't wear jewellery, as their Gospel preaches
against it here. I felt rather good with myself.

The Baron tried to avoid the issue and
started giving a longer speech about how we had to trust each other
in order to work for our mutual benefit. He had first-hand
knowledge about a gigantic order from the Zimbabwean government for
scotch carts for the new African farmers, and the profit from this
production could then go towards buying our factory. Clyde
explained that we were talking about ox-drawn carts, and it was
then that I realized that we were going back to the Middle Ages in
Zimbabwe's agricultural sector!

"But what about our down payment of
500,000 US? Do you have the money here in London?" I asked him to
get straight to the point.

"That is where we have a problem,"
explained the Baron. "But to begin with, I can pay 250,000 and then
the rest in local money." He even presented this offer looking
proud, as if it was a good proposal.

"Now listen very carefully, my dear
Baron," I leaned discreetly towards him, avoiding raising my voice,
"We wouldn't even dream about giving you travel expenses to London
if the 500,000 were not guaranteed. Your new proposal has no basis
for negotiation, and you know as well as I know that the Zimbabwe
dollar is of no value. But not to worry, let us instead enjoy the
evening and forget all about the sale of the business."

Clyde, who until now had been quiet,
tried to pour oil on troubled waters and explained, "My wife should
have had the down payment of 500,000, because she transferred that
amount of money to invest in Zimbabwe. The next 500,000 should
likewise be paid offshore, but here we can of course give a longer
term. But I totally agree with my wife that we have nothing further
to negotiate, if the first 500,000 doesn't even exist!"

All three of us only had water with the
dinner, which was very light. None of us wanted coffee. We needed
all the sleep we could get before the long flight tomorrow. I
raised my hand towards the Baron and apologized, as Clyde was tired
and needed to rest.

"Ma'am," the Baron looked at me like a
beggar, "you must give me this chance and I shall never disappoint
you. Before the end of November I shall finance the 500,000. Let
this meeting be the start of our co-operation."

"No problem," said Clyde. "Now we are
no longer in a hurry to sell the factory. I am declared free of
cancer and will soon be back to my old self. See you at the
Airport!" All three of us then exchanged the many handshakes that
are custom in Zimbabwe.

But back in the hotel room Clyde showed
his irritation, "I just knew it. He has no money and he thinks he
can be given the factory."

Clyde has had a factory for many years,
out on the sandy soils in Ardbennie, where no farmer can grow any
crops. First he rented a piece of land at Kelvin Road in Granite
Side together with five other tenants. He started buying up every
property as it came up for sale and after a couple of years he
owned all five properties. However, they were all spread out and it
was not practical for Clyde's new goals of large-scale production,
so he sold it after seven years and bought instead the land in
Ardbennie. He had the old rickety shack knocked down and built a
double-story factory building and offices. As the years went by, he
became surrounded by neighbouring industries. Soon the whole area
was identified as the industrial area. Clyde's business grew and
grew and he kept expanding with new companies.

* * *

Back in Harare the Baron returns, more
keen than ever before and he takes Clyde with him to a meeting in
the national bank that is here called Reserve Bank. He meets
high-ranking representatives from the Ministry of Agriculture and
engineers from both the ministry and the bank. They asked many
questions and Clyde has new hope.

"They want to order 2,000 ox-drawn
carts to begin with, but they will need far more." He grabs the
calculating machine and continues, "You need 3,000 sheets of angle
iron 50 by 50. The first idiots are out because they only quoted
for 71 million. That wouldn't cover anything and certainly not
inflation, so they are now out of the picture. They all asked so
many questions, especially the engineers, and they were very
impressed. The Baron doesn't understand all those
things."

Normally, I am an incurable optimist,
but with Clyde's plans there have been many disappointments and it
has left its mark. I remember when he was the obvious candidate to
choose for producing the election boxes for the government. He had
slaved all the Christmas holidays manufacturing a look-through
sample box in plastic. Although there were only 27,000
constituencies, the order would be for 40,000. "I don't give a
damn, we all know they stuff the papers in many of the ballot boxes
in order to win. But I am a businessman, not a politician!" Clyde
declared cynically. But as he had delivered the template to the
government and was awaiting this big order, nothing happened,
because Clyde's template had been given to the Chinese who got the
order for 40,000 election boxes and had them produced in
China.

"I just hope that it is not the same as
with the election boxes. Perhaps they just want you to design the
scotch carts and then they end up producing them in China?" I put
my doubts forward very carefully.

"I don't think so." Clyde looks deep in
thought for a moment. Then he continues, "I will make sure that
they pay for 2,000 scotch carts beforehand. Then they can't just
walk away, and every time they want more ox carts they will have to
pay in advance. We charge 350 million Zimbabwean dollars for each
cart and that should cover angle iron, steel plates, wheel tires
and the shafts." Clyde punches in some numbers on the calculating
machine and asks, "How many zeroes in trillions, love?" I write it
down for him: l million has 6 zeroes, 1 billion has a thousand
million and 1 trillion is one thousand billion. Thank God I noted
it down from the pink financial Gazette.

"I think it is OK, they have given us
carte blanche to exchange on the black market so that we can import
the tires and the angle iron and they will make sure that ZESA
doesn't stop our electricity supply to the factory." I can see that
Clyde is feeling up to it and gets high as if from a Dry
Martini.

Over the week-end Clyde flies to
Johannesburg with the Baron, but when he returns I am shocked to
hear that he almost had a heart attack. It happened when the cabin
pressure suddenly dropped and he felt as if his chest was going to
explode.

"You must not fly anymore, Clyde," I
say it with a firm conviction and start planning ahead. "When we
leave from here, it will be by ship and by train!" Clyde nods in
approval.

All our many efforts to sell that
factory: every time we believed in the lucky star - or wheel. Last
time it was Gillian Sibanda, who managed to persuade us to drive
1,000 km down to Polokwame, the new African name for Pietersburg in
South Africa. He had access to an offshore account which paid
200,000 US dollars, and furthermore he had signed a piece of paper
that he would write that amount off, if the difference of 1,800,000
was not paid within 6 months. A white lawyer, who knew him from his
time in Kwekwe, had written a contract between Sibanda and us and
he was convinced that all four parties (himself included) would end
up very satisfied, because it goes without saying that the lawyer
should have a commission of the sale, paid outside of
Zimbabwe.

Our meeting took place at the Holiday
Inn in the hotel lobby and as Clyde drives like a racer driver, we
were there first. Looking out of the window I noticed a fiery red
Twincab and saw presumably Sibanda get out together with an African
woman in a colourful dress. Clyde had previously explained that
Sibanda was running a regular service over the Beitbridge border
post carrying several kilos of gold.

"I am dead certain about this one,"
Clyde hissed, adding, "and don't you forget our code phrase: The
Eagle has landed."

Sibanda looked very young and sporty
wearing a white T-shirt and running shoes. He had muscles like a
weightlifter and I thought: You need to be strong to carry so much
gold! There was a bar in the lobby and Clyde asked after a few
polite remarks what they wanted to drink. They both wanted
coca-cola.

It was a couple of days before
Christmas Eve and we knew the traffic could be a nightmare, so
right after Clyde and Gillian Sibanda had gone through the proposal
to a contract made out by the lawyers in Harare, we made ready for
our departure. But the meeting had been totally unproblematic. I
could not point out anything in particular, nothing had happened to
make me worry, but maybe that was the whole reason. I felt doubtful
about the whole venture and worried. Would you not have discussed
more in detail, studied the running of the factory, the stocks, the
valuable machinery and had some negotiation first? But perhaps it
was all contained in the contract. Or as Clyde used to say, "It is
different when you negotiate with Africans."

* * *

Clyde did not waste any time, but found
a bank in Polokwame where he could deposit some foreign cheques. He
opened all the secret compartments which the vehicle had plenty of;
full of inside pockets like a man's jacket. Another reason for
Clyde being so fond of Mercedes cars I suspect because inside they
are equipped with secret panels and endless possibilities for
transporting smuggled goods or money. "Volvo cars are not bad
either," Clyde once confided in me.

Soon thereafter we saw a
2-kilometre-long line of cars moving slowly towards Beitbridge.
Over the radio it was announced that we could expect a long delay
as the custom staff on duty had been fired over a corruption case
at the border post. Although we had nothing to declare we decided
to drive instead back to Zimbabwe through Botswana, as I reminded
Clyde that our friends, Avis and Zeb always chose that route when
they went to Cape Town.

"Good thinking!" said Clyde and quickly
found the road that would take us to Botswana. At first it was
really exciting and we entered Botswana without any problems. I
recognized all the road signs with the clear blue arrows and
thought they must have been donated by Danish foreign aid, as they
were the same signs as in Denmark.

We passed through the desert with dry
palm trees and arrived finally at the border post between Botswana
and Zimbabwe. At first we were surprised to see kilometres of cars
and people lined up already long before the border crossing. Most
of them were Africans and many women were among them. You could see
they were traders, carrying huge bundles in bags or goods stuffed
into the big chequered plastic bags with a zipper. Many of them
held one child by the hand and had another smaller child
traditionally wrapped in a towel behind the mother's back. As we
passed them in the big blue Mercedes towards the frontier post, we
now saw that the entry was closed and we had to turn around when we
came to a high lattice gate.

"What is happening here?" we asked the
group of people waiting.

"There is only one person working,
Madam," they explained, "and we have been ordered to wait in
line."

In the beginning Clyde and I also lined
up, but as we never got any closer, it became insufferable in the
heat. Therefore we decided to take turns and rest in the
air-conditioned car, but we made sure at all times that one of us
was waiting in line. As the situation did not improve, the crowd of
people started showing signs of impatience and the children were
crying. Everybody was hungry and thirsty. We had no toilet
facilities, but the men urinated in a long deep ditch with cement
at the bottom. It was along that same ditch we were lining
up.

Suddenly the army arrived in open
trucks. "They are loaded with batons and AK 47s", exclaimed Clyde
with boyish admiration. Shortly after I went to get a rest in the
Mercedes and when I exited, I failed to locate Clyde. I returned to
a group of three Africans from Bulawayo, as we had been reserving
space lining up for one another the whole day. The army commander
started shouting at me that I could not stand there. I politely
explained to him that I had been standing there since 10 o'clock in
the morning. Now it was evening and now it was dark.

"So, why were you not on your spot?"
the commander's voice was quite threatening.

"Because I was resting in the
Mercedes," I answered him, and pointed towards the
vehicle.

After he turned and looked, his whole
expression changed. His threatening manner turned into anger and
for a moment he looked just like Clyde when he gets a fit, and then
he barked at me to take the last end of the line. The three
Africans from Bulawayo tried to help me and confirmed that we all
kept places for one another, which in fact we had done the whole
day. This only made the soldier more aggressive and his complexion
became almost grey as he exclaimed in a voice full of contempt,
"You just defend her because she is white!"

Now I felt it was all too much, that he
would turn his anger towards my new friends and I started to
lecture him about human rights, then about the Vienna Convention
and last about being racist, because nobody could deny it was
racism to call me WHITE! Like the shorter catechism I gabbled off
all the phrases.

In the end he backed off although
snorting with scorn, "You sleep in a Mercedes when you should be
standing in line and you say it is your right!" Shaking his head he
walked away looking slightly confused.

At that moment I found Clyde very close
to me and he was deathly pale. "Bodie, you are crazy. He could have
shot you! That's what they normally do in such a situation. Didn't
you see the AK-47 slung over his shoulder?"

His voice sounded admonitory. But I was
too upset over the soldier's audacity, and besides I was certainly
not going to admit to Clyde that I had no idea what such weapons
look like. The valid reason for not ever panicking: why panic over
something you don't even know about. Like getting scared over a
spider if you don't know it is a poisonous one. Only long after did
I fully grasp that my life had been in real danger.

In the end we crossed the frontier post
and entered Zimbabwe, but on the other side there was the same
chaos and crowd of people. However, there was a totally different
atmosphere, the customs staff were friendly and had set up extra
tables outside the building to cope with the situation. Also there
were no soldiers. After midnight we got through and around 2
o'clock that same night we arrived in pitch darkness at Churchill
Arms Hotel in Bulawayo. Never had I been so happy to see that
beautiful hotel in Tudor style. That nightmare was over.

* * *

Three days later, I cut out some
newspaper articles from our daily, The Herald. They were all about
Sibanda.

"Bodie, can I see those cuttings?"
asked Clyde and began reading aloud: "Look, he was arrested with 11
kilograms of gold worth over 19 billion, and he was raided at a
Harare hotel where he was staying when police detectives from the
CID Gold Squad found him in possession of one bar of gold in his
briefcase. Another seven bars and two buttons were allegedly
recovered underneath the front seat of his car." Reading this,
Clyde was shaking his head with a gesture of despair, but he
continued with hardly any lip movement, "I guarantee you, that is
our money!"

"Really? Does it mean we forget all
about selling the factory to him?" I asked and had already accepted
the outcome.

"No, that's not what I mean. Besides it
won't be him rotting in jail. It will be his cousin
Elvis."

But be there gold bars or no gold bars,
Sibanda never lived up to his promises and in the end we returned
his deposit to an offshore account. It was simply too risky for us
to remind him about the contract.

Sibanda was only one of many in the
line of buyers interested in buying the factory. Clyde had also a
lot of faith in Oscar Kaukonde, a clever sculptor, who had several
exhibitions abroad. On Cripps Road, which is the road leading to
Harare International Airport, he had a whole park with many
variants of small and big stone sculptures. Clyde told me we were
talking about big sums of money here, as Oscar sold sculptures to
many countries in Europe, especially to Germany and Holland, and he
was paid in Euro. Apart from this he still carried on trading in
diamonds originating from a river close to his kamusha. That is
what they call the village where they are born and where many
relatives of several generations live together. Oscar Kaukonde was
born in the area near the Birchenough Bridge and he always used to
walk around and collect stone, which he would later
sculpt.

One day he found some black rocklike
formations of stone and at first he was unsure if it was really
diamonds, but in Holland they had paid him quite a fortune for the
find, despite the fact that he had not yet sculpted or polished it.
Now the sculpture park was a camouflage for the diamond trade and
there was a big demand for his work of art. He constantly freighted
huge stone sculptures and black stones to Holland. For them it was
attractive that his gem stones had nothing to do with blood
diamonds, as they came from his place of birth and not from the war
in Congo. Members in his clan had received such stones from
participating in the war there as soldiers, and those stones were
hard to sell.

Although I have not accompanied Clyde
to the Birchenough Bridge and not with my own eyes seen the black
stones, I am quite certain of this, because Clyde is a shrewd
businessman and he regards Oscar Kaukunde a reliable person and
does not leave out the prospect of him wanting to buy the factory
in order to have a totally legal business on the outside, for the
benefit of the whole family.

Clyde has also made acquaintance with
several aristocrats, although some of them are more gentry than
nobility, with long German names such as van Hoogstraten,
Rautenbach and Bredenkampf, but he says it is a clan surrounding
President Mugabe and they are dangerous to deal with, also not
trustworthy. I have advised Clyde to keep a long distance to them,
being aware of at least Mr. Bredenkampf being into dirty business
such as arms dealing. Despite all of this, Clyde still has to try
all options; it is in his nature.

"Of course it is by hook or by crook,"
Clyde assures me with his poker smile and reminds me, "If one day I
say The Eagle has landed, you must immediately start
packing!"

Paradise Lost started about seven years
ago around millennium, when we returned from our holiday home in
Cape Town and the oil crisis hit us. As the crisis became
permanent, we started to look then at the possibilities of selling
the factory. A couple of years later we received this letter in
Cape Town, sent to our fax machine:

 


Sir,

Allow me to introduce
myself and my brother, Patrick and Paul Mwale of the Democratic
Republic of Congo. Our Father was the Congolese Governor to France.
He died 6 months ago, before the recent peace talks that were held
in South Africa. Our Father worked for the Government since the
Mobuto-regime. He was in possession of US dollars 1,500,000 in cash
together with other wealth, which he kept hidden in his personal
vault. It is a kind of safe built as a tool box and totally
fireproof. This vault was built into the wall in one of our
Father's houses and he used to store in it a considerable amount of
money.

My brother Paul and I
collected the safe in question with the wealth mentioned at the
hiding place before our Father died. Both the people of Congo and
especially the Government wanted to lay hands on it, but due to our
Father's international connections and his high status he succeeded
in fleeing to Zimbabwe as a refugee under the United Nations
together with his family. He chose Zimbabwe because he had a white
partner there, which he always called "Mr. Client." He used to deal
with our Father in diamonds, that is how we knew him, because he
regularly travelled to Congo for his official business.
Unfortunately, he had to leave for England because of the land
reform programme that is currently taking place in Zimbabwe. He
left last year in February, 2001.

But allow me to come to the
heart of the matter, how we got the contact to you. The contact
originated from this guy called Jean Pierre, who lived in France
most of his life, but came to Congo as well as Zimbabwe in
connection with orders for office furniture for the Government. I
have understood that your company produced furniture destined for
both Congo and Zimbabwe through the Finance Ministry and the
Ministry of Agriculture.

In memory of our Father it
is therefore our wish that the amount mentioned above be invested
in a good way and we would like to buy part of your company, but in
such a way that there would be no suspicion. Therefore the shares
should first remain in your name and the sum in the vault of a
total of 1,500,000 American Dollars would be transferred to your
overseas account. In the meantime me and my brother would take on
the roles as your normal employees.

Hopefully, this letter will
lead to an Agreement, where we may discuss your percentage for your
efforts. To the outside we shall pretend that you were a friend of
our Father and therefore feel responsible for us.

We trust that your
homecoming is in the near future, so that the vault may be handed
over safely. This is a deep secret between us.

Thanking you, I
remain,

Yours
faithfully,

Patrick

 


Clyde had shown me the letter and would
not leave out the possibility of a new life in luxury. One day when
I arrived home after shopping I found Clyde out in the scullery
together with two young short Africans. They were both slim and
dressed in modern sporty clothes and looked like students. Clyde
asked for the steam iron and pulled out the ironing board. Next to
the folding table I noticed a toolbox. It was open and it looked as
if it was full of burnt paper. Clyde waved me away with a gesture
that said Go away, but a few minutes later I heard him cry out
loud, "Jesus, it is US dollars!"

When the two young men had left, Clyde
explained me that it was Patrick and Paul from Congo and that the
toolbox was that vault, which had been built into the wall in their
father's house in Congo. Due to the political situation the
American intelligence agency CIA had dropped several toolboxes from
aeroplanes during the war in Congo in order to pay the rebel forces
and their allies. To make sure that the money did not come in the
wrong hands they had invented a system, whereby the notes would
first have to be painted over with a certain chemical, before the
transformation took place and it became a true version of the
American dollar. Without this chemical process the money would just
look like the burnt paper I had seen in the box, but Clyde had with
his own eyes verified that after the chemical had been applied, it
turned into a real American dollar note.

On this background Clyde intended to
help the two Congolese, because after all it seemed genuine enough.
He had lent them a small sum of money in American dollars and
promised to keep the safe in a secure place. That safe place was
our wine cellar with a secret entry.

The whole situation was driving me
crazy and I slept badly that night.

"Clyde, what if they are just
charlatans or real crooks?" I asked the next day.

Clyde answered quickly and almost
relieved, "I have thought about it, Bodie. I should never have lent
them money or received that safe."

"Did you lend them money?" My voice
sounded worried.

"Only 4,000 Bush money," said Clyde
irritated. "They said they couldn't buy the chemical without
foreign currency."

"I think I know what they are doing.
They just put ashes on a few notes, which are real American
dollars, then they put on the chemical and iron it all off with the
steam iron. Exactly like when I clean the table cloth from dripping
of wax after candlelight dinners," I said it very carefully and did
not dare to look at Clyde.

He only answered after he had made a
short telephone call. Then he said, "I have just spoken to Patrick
and I said to him that I don't want to be involved. I will meet him
at an address near the Montegu Shopping Centre tonight. He will
then return the amount in American dollars and get his safe
back."

Clyde wandered in and out completely
restless and threw the ring to the dogs. Then he came back inside.
"Bodie, go and get Dirty Harry! You are coming with me!"

He chose the blue bakkie to keep a low
profile. I sat on the passenger seat next to him and held the cold
pistol in my hand. It was covered with a red and white chequered
tablecloth from the garden table, so nobody would take notice while
we were driving. It was the plan that I should pull the tablecloth
to one side when Patrick came over to the car.

As we arrived at a run-down old house
with a low garden gate, Clyde hooted twice lightly. At first I saw
absolutely nothing, as there were no lights and it was pitch-dark,
but suddenly an African appeared. In his canvas running shoes with
rubber soles his steps were silent. Only when he came right up to
the open car window where Clyde sat, did I see him and I quickly
pulled the tablecloth away. He glanced over to my side and saw the
pistol in my lap. His white teeth and the white around his eyeballs
were the only contrasts in the darkness.

"Hi, Patrick," Clyde said cheerfully
and stood out and handed over the safe. I saw Patrick give him a
stack of notes and then they waved goodbye to each
other.

Shortly after this experience there was
an article in the daily newspaper about a court case against a
Congolese gentleman, whose name was entirely different from the
name Patrick gave us. But a renowned local businessman had gone to
the authorities, because he had lent 40,000 American dollars to
this conman. The way he was tricked was identical to our own
experience, leaving us in no doubt that it was the same conman that
had tried to cheat Clyde. Several businessmen of high standing had
been conned with the same story, but each time the story had been
changed to fit the individual. All had lost big sums of money and
it was some sort of a miracle that Clyde had received all of his
4,000 American dollars back.

 


 



Chapter 3: Candlelight and
Moonlight

 


As we are in the twilight of the Gods,
Clyde and I are in the same boat. We need desperately to believe in
something. Right now we believe in the Baron and the scotch carts.
Clyde is also referring to these Medieval ox-drawn carts as scotch
carts. The Reserve Bank has paid in advance half of the amount for
2,000 scotch carts in local currency and each cart is priced at 350
million. With a rate of exchange of 350,000 to the US dollar it
will give us a good profit, despite the fact that we shall have to
import tires and angle iron from South Africa. Clyde says we also
have to buy ball bearings and rims as well as the wooden poles to
which the draught animal is harnessed.

"But it is pure profit, if we do it in
a hurry," Clyde says, voice a deadly hiss, whilst galloping off.
Because everything depends on how fast we can do it, or we are
eaten up by inflation.

The telephones are ringing both in the
factory and at home in our little townhouse in the complex, and
when the ordinary lines are out of order, I hear the tune of Abba's
famous song Money, Money, Money which Clyde has chosen for his
ringing tone on the cell phone. They all seem to have cell phones
now at the factory and are constantly phoning one another: the
Baron and Clyde, Hilton and Clyde, Clyde and O'Connor. O'Connor is
our administrative director at the factory.

Every night Clyde and I are completely
exhausted and we go to bed before nine. Only for five minutes does
Clyde check on who is winning in cricket and golf, but he soon
turns off the TV with the remote control and whispers with his lips
touching mine, "One fine day!" He knows how much I love that
special phrase from Madame Butterfly.

Before dawn, at 4 o'clock, before the
early birds have started to sing, we hear a big bang. It is the
power that has gone, which is unusual here in the embassy area and
near the Parirenyatwa Hospital. But in these times one cannot
expect to go scot-free. We doze off again until the telephone
starts ringing at 7 o'clock. It is Hilton. There is no electricity
in the factory.

That same day as the power went and our
suburb was plunged into darkness, we had arranged to meet Johnny
Katsande and Vania to eat Chinese at China Garden on Rowland
Square. We meet at the restaurant, which is situated on a side road
off Prince Edward Street towards town and when passing I thought,
this is easy to remember. You go straight from Kensington Shopping
Centre, then just one street before North Road or Josiah Tongogara
Avenue, as it has been called now for many years. I note the wooden
sign painted in red Chinese colours, as I take note of everything
these days, where one can no longer rely on maps, traffic lights
and road signs.

As a matter of fact I take note of many
details of the surroundings and how everything is deteriorating by
the day, or disappearing. Clyde's descriptions are completely
useless, as he always refers to some masculine sign. Like the other
day when I had to find the building where I could pay our telephone
bill and he explained, "Darling, you just drive straight on
Lomagundi Road and you cannot miss it when you see the tower on the
left side."

I looked both to the left and to the
right and imagined something looking like an old ruin from a
castle, but I saw neither tower nor steeple. The only thing I saw
and which I eventually figured out must be the tower was an
extremely ugly metal construction pointing right up in the sky.
Perhaps it was a radio tower? Or a cell phone tower? But strange
how men always look at things pointing high up, something like
water towers or corn silos, whereas I would notice a beautiful palm
tree or some pretty windows on a house right next to it, or some
wrought-iron lattice, formed like hearts or diamonds. Those ones
made only for security and looking like prison doors I probably
wouldn't even notice.

After the curved road on Rowland Square
we see a burnt car that was never removed. Wonder what happened
here? There must have been a terrible accident.

There is light around the restaurant,
which was once a beautiful villa with a big garden. Apparently we
are in a different zone, because there is no power cut here and no
noise from generators. We walk through the garden and the
flowerbeds that are decorated with bricks around them on a narrow
passageway. The Chinese have worked hard since we were here last,
and there are now two waterfalls to enjoy. At the entrance door
they have hung some heavy look-through plastic flaps, which they
used in the old days in the bakeries in Copenhagen, when they
needed to keep all the bees away from the Danish
pastries.

A moment later Vania grabs me from
behind. She has very beautiful features, and although I know she is
from Eastern Europe, she could be from anywhere. She is tall and
thin like me. Her face is elegantly marked by high cheekbones, but
for the first time I see that she is looking stressed out. It shows
in her eyes that life is now hard. Her body does not have the
slightest indication of child-bearing, although she had a few. Her
high heels accentuate a pair of slim and well-shaped
legs.

Johnny has the typical African smile
with big white teeth and his warm embrace is good and makes me feel
so safe, as his long arms draws me close to his still overweight
body. He is towering over me as he is very tall and he looks very
modern in blue jeans and a smart shirt, buttoned up at the top,
where a couple of gold chains shine in the night.

As always we enjoy an evening of
friendship with Johnny and Vania and we drink too much wine, as we
both brought a bottle to the restaurant. Johnny has a very good
sense of humour and the evening is filled with both laughter and
joking about.

After the dinner at Rowland Square we
thought at the time that the power failure was a temporary problem,
but that is not the case. It has now become as serious as when we
rented a house on Harry Pichanick Drive, after we had sold the
mansion on Montgomery Road. Our little townhouse was bought for
exactly this reason, as we thought the power would not be cut off
in that area, where the big Parirenyatwa Hospital is. But we are
all plunged into darkness and these institutions are no longer
protected. I hear the most horrifying stories about patients dying
due to blackouts. Acute surgery is postponed and monitoring
equipment, alarm systems and other high tech procedures are no
longer functioning.

Clyde continues paying the extra
contract workers, although not being able to make full use of them
with the continued power failure, as he expects to solve the
problem and find out from ZESA, the Zimbabwe Electricity Supply
Authority, what has happened. He contacts a number of people at
that power authority during the following days and gets different
explanations about the problem. One spokesperson says the fault is
caused by the rain that fell Tuesday, and another that there is a
fault on the 33 kV high-voltage cable supplying the substations
feeding the areas. Only as we start threatening that they will have
to deal with Reserve Bank, if they don't reconnect the power to the
factory, do we find out the real problem. The more high-ranking
folks inform us that the problem is not due to load shedding or
procedural or technical errors, nor is it due to the rain that fell
on Tuesday. It is simply because the authorities in Mozambique have
turned the key when they were never paid. First it was South
Africa, then Zambia and now Mozambique.

Yesterday I really got worried about
the meat in the deep freezer. Meat that I had tracked down like it
was some big safari hunt. I have ostrich, chicken and rolled pork
as well as T-bone steaks. But Clyde assures me in a very confident
voice, sounding like a scientist, "It will not defrost in three
days if you avoid opening the door." Yet he does make alternative
arrangements today with a small generator that has been loaded on
top of the blue bakkie. The generator belongs to Hilton. I am
sprawled across the kitchen counter towards the hatch trying to
reach the plug behind the huge combi-fridge. The light comes on in
the fridge, but that is all; it does not cool.

"The generator is too small," says
Clyde after a while when it does not start to cool. "Tomorrow I
shall bring home the big generator."

The townhouse next door is empty, but
every day I see a uniformed maid go in and out. During the day she
often sits under the big fig tree and in between she helps the two
garden boys to remove the weeds from the cobblestones. One day I
ask her if she might have extra time to help me. She avoids looking
at me and therefore gets that sullen look which is supposed to be
polite in the Shona-way as she replies, "I shall first have to ask
Master."

"But of course. My husband can also
talk to him; they know each other," I answer cheerfully.

Her name is Salome and she tells me it
means to be sent. All names in Shona have a special meaning. Now
Salome comes twice a week and helps with cleaning and ironing. Only
the first week do we have power. The second week there is a power
cut, so she is unable to vacuum-clean and iron. Salome is not
worried about not vacuuming. She prefers to beat the carpets free
of dust, polish the tiled floors and dust everywhere with a mop. It
occurred to me that it will take a long time to train her to clean
the Danish way; she prefers the African-English way with plenty of
polishing and less soap and water. Her efforts remind me of a dry
shampoo. Nobody in Denmark would dream of polishing the floor
tiles, it is also too dangerous.

Salome starts with strong force to
remove all furniture outside into the courtyard and the veranda.
The loose carpets she places in the sun. Because it does not matter
anymore I say nothing. She works so hard for such a small body. In
between she limps on one leg, and she tells me that is because she
once had an accident on a motorbike. She is not young anymore but
very energetic, and her long arms are never empty. They always
carry a broom. Her afro-hair is hidden beneath the uniform cap. Her
uniform is covered with a pinafore.

The blue bakkie from the factory drives
in with builder Gabriel and the garden boy Givemore in the back of
the truck. Buster, who is our handyman at the factory and in charge
of many responsibilities concerning production, is steering the
bakkie and parks outside the garage door. As Buster exits the car,
he greets me warmly in the Shona-manner and I notice that he has
taken up Clyde's fashion with black trousers and black shirt. His
behaviour is full of confidence and pride, but not arrogant. The
generator is as heavy as the big steel safe and looks like a small
locomotive, especially as Buster instructs Givemore to start the
engine with the iron handle on one side. Coal-black smoke pumps up
through the chimney, as the handle is turned faster and faster. The
locomotive starts and the light in the fridge is turned on. After
half an hour I feel quite relieved that it starts cooling inside
the fridge.

I try to forget the noise from the
generator and start playing the piano, but it is very difficult to
concentrate with all that noise. There is also noise coming from
the neighbouring mansions and it is so loud that one cannot hear
the birds. Other irritating racket is carried through the treetops
all the way from Bon Marche Supermarket. Clyde has arranged my two
gas heaters in the garage as a mini kitchen on top of the heavy
money safe that weighs a thousand kilos. It is Clyde's experience
that heavy items are rarely stolen in Africa. That was the reason
for him producing the heavy iron gates, when we lived in Haven on
Earth with the result that when we started having power cuts, you
would need more than one man to push the gate manually.

"And did we ever have a robbery?" asked
Clyde.

"No, but I could never leave the house
if the servants were out and I felt locked up like in a prison," I
said.

"You were the princess in the tower and
I knew you were safe," laughed Clyde.

In order to hide that there is a steel
safe in my garage kitchen, I have placed a red and white checkered
table cloth over it and then put a smaller oil cloth on top of the
table cloth. It is a good camouflage, and next to it is an extra
fridge and a big garbage bin in plastic. The bin is like the safe,
full of bricks of local Zimbabwe dollars. Quite naturally I now
waltz between the real kitchen and my garage kitchen through the
little courtyard. Every time I collect money I bring a wicker
basket with me and carry it over one arm and a checkered dish cloth
is covering the bricks. Because I once learned that if you have to
hide something - for a good reason, of course - you must do it
openly. I remember my father's stories from the Second World War,
when he on several occasions had to hide both Jews and Russians in
the haystack. The women transported the secret messages in an open
bicycle basket or in the luggage carrier behind full of parcels to
take away any suspicion. "And stick to the truth!" my father always
said. "Otherwise you won't remember."

Suddenly I hear somebody knocking on
the garden gate. As I look out of the window, I see a most familiar
kind face surrounded by a starched veil. "Hi, Sister
Perpetua!"

Somebody must have let her in, probably
Rafael, because our intercom system is not working when there is no
power. She is looking very stressed and has no time for coffee. But
can I handle 300 million? In a businesslike manner she inquires
about the rate of exchange and I give her the information. I
disappear into the garage with the wicker basket over my arm and
return with the dishcloth over the contents.

"Here comes madam with the eggs!" says
Perpetua with a big laugh and I laugh too because it sounds as
funny in German as it does in Danish. In English it really does not
mean anything, says Clyde.

We talk a little about the desperate
situation resulting in all of us living like criminals just because
of one man. I agree with her and assure her that it is always the
same in these countries. "When I was in India, I always had my car
trunk full of whiskey; otherwise it was impossible to carry out my
job."

Inside in the lounge Clyde has had a
kind of a mini-generator installed, because he can't live without
his TV. But the TV only sheds light in the lounge and I feel
uncomfortable cooking by candlelight. Therefore we go out for
dinner more these days, unless I have prepared a dinner ahead,
which only has to be heated up.

The situation is so serious in the
twilight city that the government in the end finds the foreign
currency - forex, everyone calls it - necessary to pay its bills,
and then there is light again. Just when the Catholic nuns had
given us a stack of extra thick altar candles. First we get light
in the townhouse, but it comes later at the factory, because ZESA
is unaware of the agreement we have with the Reserve Bank about
special treatment and no power cuts. In the end the Baron and Clyde
manage to get the message across that they have to make an
exemption with the load shedding, as long as we are producing
scotch carts.

Clyde has in the meantime tried to use
the manpower for other purposes and the production is ready to
burst, as soon as the power comes back on. The ovens have been
rebuilt and extended to enable the carts to get in from another
angle, when they have to be painted. The angle iron that the Baron
has procured is discarded, as it is rubbish. It is even full of
rust that has been painted over. Clearly he has got it for nothing
and I am shocked to hear that it would have made the workers really
ill working with it. They had tried to hide the defects by painting
the bars in a rusty red colour, but nothing went unnoticed during
Clyde's inspection. When the power returns at full blast, we all
feel like we have pushed a locomotive and everybody is full of
adrenaline and strength.

Clyde's agent in South Africa is a folk
singer and his name is Matthew Beyer. He phones every other day to
get instructions, as Clyde can't phone out of the country. The
telephone system is collapsing.

One day Matthew drives from
Johannesburg to Harare and plays at the Restaurant Alo Alo,
situated in the Alliance Francais building. During his trip he
sticks to routine and stays at the Lion and Elephant motel with its
typical thatched houses called rondavels. We have booked a table
for 10 persons and enjoy Leslie's gourmet meal, which is somewhat
of a miracle these days, considering how difficult it is just to
procure a chicken.

Matthew sings from his new album, Love
Songs and What Have You, and we buy the disc to support a good
cause, the SPCA, which is the animal welfare association in Harare.
It is the highest priority in Matthew's life. He would give his
life for them, whether tame or wild. His rusty deep voice stemming
from a long pub life makes it sound very erotic. As he sings Stand
By Me and Headed For a Fall, they all applaud him in the
restaurant. The songs are performed in a bit of slow-motion giving
the evening a touch of melancholic romance, mirroring our situation
in Zimbabwe today. All around I see young pretty women smoking
their cigarettes.

The bill is only 26 million despite all
of us having had both starter and dessert. Still, Clyde did not
bring enough money, but I had the foresight to bring along a few
bricks in a plastic bag. From the many transactions I was fully
aware of the rapid inflation. My customers make sure that I am
constantly updated, and doing all the household shopping has given
me a further insight into the whole situation and the prices of
commodities.

* * *

In the warm evening two Catholic nuns
come to visit. It is Sister Nancy and Sister Rit. The latter I call
Sweet Rit. They are very recognizable in their habits as they get
down from the high steps of the wine-coloured Holden Trooper. We
now live close to one another, as the Convent is in town, close to
the Presidential Palace. Despite the lovely weather we decide to
sit indoors, because the night has sharp ears. Clyde immediately
opens a good bottle of red wine. It is a Cabernet Savignon from
Robertson's Winery in South Africa. We are celebrating the ox cart
production. The two middle-aged nuns are dressed in their formal
habits with the starched veil in black and white, but despite the
identical habits, they are very different; only the many years of
friendship have made them look alike. Sister Nancy will always have
that typical Irish nature and her energetic personality makes her
very tolerant towards Clyde and his mischiefs. Sweet Rit has a soft
side to her, but she has strong leadership qualities like most
Germans have.

We no longer feel shy towards them -
whether they wear habits or not. Perhaps more when they are dressed
in normal clothes. They did that during a holiday to our townhouse
in Cape Town and on a fishing trip to Lake Kariba. They even wore
Bermuda shorts! The first time I saw them without the veil was
quite a shocking experience. To see them with normal haircuts and
graying hair was like seeing them naked.

"Did you hear about the strike?" asks
Sister Nancy, businesslike, and turns towards Clyde, as if he is
the business guru. She is referring to the strike in South
Africa.

"Yes, we shall probably have to import
tires from Korea now," says Clyde. He is obsessed: I envision a big
O on his forehead, which means ox carts. Meanwhile he is rotating a
very advanced bottle opener from Canada looking somewhat like an
instrument of torture, and manoeuvring both the Cabernet Sauvignon
and balancing four wine glasses between his fingers, instead of
using the tray. He reminds me of an octopus.

He speaks to us through the hatch and
then sashays through the arch. Then he drops the glasses with a
heavy hand on the glazed tile table and fills one of them for
Sister Nancy. He pours right up to the rim.

"Not so much for me!" warns Sweet Rit,
whilst pulling her grey skirt farther down to cover the
knees.

We all raise our glasses and we clink
all four together as is the custom in Zimbabwe. "Congratulations
with the scotch cart production. Makorokoto!" They say it in one
voice and repeat congratulation in Shona. They also call the
ox-driven carts scotch carts, because they have read about them in
the press.

Shortly after, "Have you heart from
Gert?"

"Yes," I say. "He is coming with Lizzie
this time as planned. I must see what party I can make for them in
this little house. It will not be quite the same."

"I am sure it will be just as cosy,"
assures Sweet Rit. "Perhaps more so when we are not so many
people."

Her words take me back down memory
lane, recalling all the luncheons and dinner parties we have hosted
every time Gert and Lizzie came. He had himself a tradition for
curry luncheons, where we were always invited together with the
nuns and some Swiss friends, Edgar and Tut. He knew them way back
from his young days in Nigeria. He is also close to Avis and Zeb,
but they are not invited anymore together with the Swiss, as they
had become estranged after a peculiar incident.

It so happened that Avis and Zeb's
daughter Colette came to Edgar and Tut's holiday home in Tuscany,
Italy.

"Can you imagine," said Tut, "we did so
much for Colette, because Avis had told us that she was deeply
interested in the world of art. Therefore we made all the plans for
her, mapping it all out and planning the whole trip. But later when
collecting her, we learned that she had done absolutely nothing
according to the plans. She was only interested in finding out if
David was circumcised in Michelangelo's picture. Yes, and then the
Hermes scarf. She was more interested in getting that silly square
scarf, which is not even Italian."

As with many things in life, it is not
the big adversities that cause division; sometimes it is that
trivial incidence, un banalite. But after this episode Tut and
Edgar cannot stay in the same room with Avis and Zeb. On the other
hand, when you know the Swiss people, you can easily imagine they
took great pains to plan the venture for the young
Colette.

Gert married Lizzie in his young days,
after she had been Miss Denmark, and he brought her to Nigeria, but
the marriage did not last; it ended in divorce. However, their
disagreements over the years developed into a warm friendship,
which they never had when they were married to one another. And
then, of course, the fact that neither of them had any luck finding
a new partner and as Lizzie said, "Since we both never found one,
we might as well stay friends!"

Eventually they started to travel
together and went to Zimbabwe numerous times during the months when
the Danish weather was intolerable. They were surrounded by a staff
of 10 people in the farmhouse in Ruwa, where they enjoyed every
moment being waited upon and spoilt. The staff is much bigger than
we are used to in Zimbabwe, but they were comparing with their
status in Nigeria and found it quite adequate.

All of us are friends like one big
family clan. Clyde and I see both the nuns and Gert and Lizzie.
Then we mix with Tut and Edgar and Avis and Zeb, but we never make
the mistake of inviting the two couples together.

For many years Clyde has delivered
school furniture to the Convent, beds to the hospital in Masvingo,
and beds and desks to the Emerald Hill Children's Home.

Friday afternoon Clyde asks me if I
want to see the new production at the factory. "Of course," I say
happily and get ready immediately. We no longer close early on
Fridays; even the week-ends are busy and the plastic factory runs a
night shift.

From far away I can hear a deafening
noise coming from the sawmill and the resounding stroke of the
hammers in the new department where they are producing ox carts.
The sparks are flying around the many welders working there, and
the bluish light gives the impression of a cave dwelling full of
ghosts. They are all in their welding gear and look like rough
motor bikers, faces hidden behind helmets. Just looking at these
masked men is both mysterious and fearful. In between they yank
open the helmets when they have to check the work.

Clyde has organized different stages of
the productions and made several jigs, and trained the workers
individually for each unit. Besides our own welders he has also
hired welders from two other factories in Ardbennie. Our big
trucks, painted in blue and orange logo colours, zoom back and
forth between McDermaid and Ardbennie Welding Company to collect
steel plates which they have bent and moulded, almost like when you
make a model aeroplane, and 50 x 50 mm angle iron boxed for the
axle. The insufferable scraping sounds, which I feel to the marrow
when they load products into the truck, tell me one thing for sure:
we are not dealing with products in paper or carton, but iron and
steel, heavy metal as only real men can work with. Men who are not
put off with a wee bit of noise pollution and do not complain about
trifles.

Another jig illustrates the cartload on
the ox-drawn cart. Clyde looks at me and reads the admiration in my
eyes. Rather proudly he shows me the U-bolts and the pole to be
inserted, when the donkeys or the cows shall pull the load. There
is no doubt in my mind that this is a fantastic project and I am
completely astonished over the enormity of it all and feel the
tears coming to my eyes. Where has Clyde got all that knowledge
from? To totally change from the production of hospital equipment
and school furniture, and in a few days produce agricultural
machinery instead. Now I understand why he became ill. He does not
sit down two minutes. He flies around constantly with that soft
folding rule that is hanging in his leather belt and checks on all
measurements by the millimetre. Some of the angle iron is
immediately discarded due to irregularities. Clyde then shows the
welders how to check the right angle. You do it by turning them
upside down to see that they stand completely straight and there is
no wobbling, or they fall over.

The Baron was here yesterday with
representatives from the Reserve Bank and the Ministry of
Agriculture. They were worried whether we really were producing or
we had just lined our pockets with the prepayment.

"They were very impressed," says Clyde
with enthusiasm in his voice and bright eyes. He loves this
challenge and continues, self-assured, "By the way, we have already
got the next order for 4,000 scotch carts and they understand that
it will now cost 650 million each cart with this inflation. We will
also get better conditions to work under, as they will prepay the
full amount. If we hurry up, it will make us rich."

 


 



Chapter 4: Fight for
Bread

 


The following morning I go shopping to
see what possibilities I have to make a party when Gert and Lizzie
come. It becomes more difficult every day, because there is no meat
on the shelves, only endless rows of nitrate-filled Colcom
sausages, and everything from pig ears to pig's trotters. I avoid
that as long as there are fruits and vegetables. There is no longer
milk, eggs or bread. I decide to drive to my old neighbourhood in
Chisipite, where the Lewisam butcher is located. Along the road I
see the beautiful Jacaranda-trees in full bloom. Unexpectedly, I
find ostrich meat from the butcher's cold counter and I grab four
packets. That is all I can buy as I have to pay in cash, and there
is a strict limit as to how much cash you can draw in the bank, no
matter how much you have deposited in the account. In the distance
I hear a faint drumbeat. They are drumming for rain.

Next morning I start lining up early
outside Bon Marche Supermarket in Avondale, as I am told there is
bread. It is close to where I live and the queue is not too long,
but still it takes a long time before it is my turn. As I finally
arrive at the counter, where the assistant baker is handing out the
bread, he says to me, "Sorry, Madam, bread is finished, but, if you
wait, there is soon coming a new tray!"

I stand glued to the counter and the
line of many Africans standing behind me grows steadily, as the
rumour spreads quickly when there is bread available.

Suddenly, a whole army of policemen
arrive. They are dressed in blue and brown uniforms and they start
giving commands in order to get in front of the line. I keep
standing. They command, "You must all leave the shop!"

The Africans start very slowly to move
towards the exit, but they are arguing in anguish. A small thin
African remains standing next to me. The blue uniform now speaks
directly to me, "Everybody must line up outside!"

My voice is very firm as I reply, "I
have been standing in line for a very long time and now it is my
turn!" Then I just ignore him. From my side vision I see him walk
across to his colleagues to have a conference in his local Shona
language.

After a long time they shout,
"Everybody OUT!" With arms gesticulating they direct the many
Africans outside the building.

I remain standing and the little
African moves a little closer to my side and looks as if he is my
houseboy. The voices in uniform get louder and louder and now they
bark out their threats. "We are closing shop. All managers must
leave!"

Meanwhile the baking team is working
full speed as if they are on a piece-work contract. They are so
concentrated that they hardly hear the commands of the police, or
perhaps they are just ignoring them like me.

Now another policeman walks towards me.
He is wearing gold-rimmed glasses and the colour of his uniform
indicates that he is of a higher rank. It is a brown
uniform.

"Excuse me, Madam, you must go
outside!" He looks at me from the side and I slowly turn to face
him. I give him the look that is more powerful than words and run
him a once-over, taking in every detail.

I wait a long time before I lean a
little closer towards him and in a very low voice I reprimand him
like a school teacher: "It is both immoral and illegal to abuse
your uniform!"

He is now rejected and I place my
elbows on the counter in the position I had before his intrusion.
The little African does not budge an inch from my side and moves
closer to me. We are now alone in the shop together with the police
corps and a single attendant from the bakery.

Outside, a 200-metre-long row of a
mixed population has formed, spanning in years from child to adult
to old people. Men and women all huddled together, but most of the
women carry a load on their backs, rocking gently the little
creature muffled up in a big towel on her back and the little legs
spread out on her hips. The towel is fitted tightly under the
baby's bum and tied in front at the mother's waist. They stand in
the merciless heat of the sun and little do they know that it might
be in vain, because there is not enough bread for everybody, even
if they might be permitted to line up again inside. They are
desperate now without their staple grain of mealie meal. The bread
at least gives them the illusion of a meal. This miserable white
Zimbabwe bread of poor nutritional value, without wheat germ,
over-processed and so full of substitutes that it cannot even be
cut, ends up all in crumbs because they have had to mix the flour
with maize meal. Even the flies and the insects are not tempted to
eat it. Which reminds me, I must start baking again, but first I
need to get more flour from South Africa. Unfortunately, it is not
part of the African culture to bake bread, like the Arabs and the
Indians, who can make flat bread on a stone.

"Here you are, Madam, a nice and fresh
bread for you!" I am awakened from my dream and feel that it has
been a worthwhile experience, especially as I am rewarded with that
big warm African smile from the shop attendant. The little thin
African next to me also receives his bread. At first he looks
dumbfounded, but soon after his whole expression changes and he
looks as if he struck gold. Then he grabs the bakery assistant's
hand and then my hand and he is grinning from ear to ear. These
smiles are so rare now. The faces begin to look stiff, the cheeks
hollow and the eyes have a haunted look. The people also don't
chatter anymore or slam the palms together when they line
up.

Out in the parking lot I am received
with a round of applause, as I walk towards my car with the bread
in my hand, like some celebrity. They like that you can stand up
for yourself, especially where the police are concerned.

Life is much easier when you are in
harmony. My harmony is barometric and goes up and down with Clyde's
mood swings, ever-changing, depending on the frustrations he has at
the factory. To outsiders he is always charming and lively at
parties, flirting right, left and centre with both sexes, but
always sitting far away from me. At home in our little townhouse he
is a dumb animal, sitting glued to the peach-coloured leather
recliner with the remote control in his hand. But like a dog just
waiting for the slightest invitation to jump up, I interpret every
little occurrence as an appeal. Therefore, I think that Clyde is
opening the Chilean red wine so that we can be intimate, but after
I raise my crystal glass and begin to chatter, I am dismissed with
a wave of his hand, "I am watching TV!"

This morning I summoned up my courage
and mentioned to Clyde my feelings about his silence, but all he
said was, "I am trying to spare my voice, so it will heal more
quickly. Sorry about that."

"Yes, very well. But where is the
logic?" I ask. "If you were quiet when we are out, I could
understand. But you are extremely lively. I wish we could have it
like Mano and ZsaZsa. They always sit together and laugh together,
no matter whom they are with."

I had stopped then and there, because
it was to be expected that it would take time for him to heal. It
had all been very traumatic, being diagnosed with the disease. The
treatment to get rid of it was extremely unpleasant to say the
least, and one wondered if the whole thing had affected him in one
way or another. After the keyhole examination in New York he was
clearing his throat constantly, and it had been very difficult to
get him off the steroids. Besides, one lung had been damaged and
burnt during radiation treatment in Johannesburg in South Africa.
Finally, the overtaxing of his whole system in connection with the
order for the ox-carts certainly was not good for his health, but
not under any circumstances would he lose out on the chance to earn
such a big sum of money, which would normally take years to earn.
So I resign and take shelter in my book.

Salome is sitting under the big fig
tree knitting. After a while she gets up and goes for a walk around
the complex. Her walk leads her up to the gigantic Jacaranda-tree
and behind the bushes with acacia. She disappears into the staff
houses. She is very proud because I gave her some knitting yarn and
she has produced a baby cardigan in beige and black. Now the
needles are quickly rotating down into the light green colour.
Already she is some 10 to 15 cm into the pattern, which looks
rather complicated, but it is all up in her head. The knitting
needles rotate with her swaying gait. Although she is thin, her bum
still has a good shape and moves erotically. All men in Africa are
fixated on the bum, and after all these years I have now also got
that fixation. She makes the stitches like we do in Denmark when we
are crocheting, because that is how she has been taught by the
British. The African women always knit the same, as they have first
learned, and never try a new knitting pattern. Many of them can
knit and do crochet, even when they cannot read or write. That is
why they stick to the patterns they know instead of learning new
ones. But it makes it harder to sell the same thing over and over.
Once the foreigners have acquired the tablecloth and the bedspread,
they look for new products. Even when these women can read and
write, they prefer to stick with what they know and do it by
routine. Perhaps there is a lack of ambition and creativity. They
prefer that life remains the same.

There is no more knitting yarn in
Zimbabwe, and the women do love knitting and talking at the same
time. When times were better, they would stand by the roadside,
waiting for the combo-bus and chat together. The needles would move
rapidly and the bodies would gently rock from side to side like in
a dance, to calm the baby on the back.

Salome is now getting ready for a walk
outside. She is dressed in her maid's uniform with matching
pinafore, but the starched cotton cap she has replaced with a
knitted one in Rastafari-colours - not because it is cold or
building up to rain, but she wants to look smart. Had it already
started raining, she would have put on a shower-cap. Oh, how the
knitting was missed in the street life since I came back, and the
fact that Salome can stand on a street corner with busy needles, is
a matter of prestige for her.

It is with mixed feelings that I go
shopping in the daytime. Normally, I start in Bon Marche to save
time and petrol, but I also feel stressed out, now that Clyde needs
three healthy meals a day. He comes home for lunch every day.
Outside the supermarket I am already prepared for the big price
increases since I last did my shopping, as the last eight days with
power cut has meant that I had to discard most in the freezer -
giving it away. The two garden boys, Rafael and Givemore, were very
happy and exclaimed spontaneously, "It is like Christmas, Madam."
Then they clapped their hands with palms and fingers
together.

Salome was overwhelmed too. They all
had some chicken, beef and ostrich, as did our Austrian friends,
Tut and Edgar, and Leslie at Alo Alo, because they have a
generator. Our generator from the factory never really worked
properly; it cooled the meat down, but never froze it.

First I find mushrooms and oranges, and
hot green peppers for curries. The staff in their green uniforms
and white pinafores are just packing them into trays, but very big
trays. I quickly ask if I could get a smaller portion, but the lady
says, "No, Madam. You have to buy one big tray."

"But you only use one pepper for one
stew," I argue. "At least make it into half a portion and put a new
price on it."

"No, that we cannot do. That is not our
policy," she explains unsympathetically and puts on the
self-sticker with the price."

You cannot get blood out of a stone. I
should know that. So I forget about it although thinking, how
bloody stupid when so many customers could be made happy, if they
sold smaller portions.

When I return home I receive a
telephone call from Denmark. Gert and Lizzie are not coming as
planned in October, as Gert has fallen ill. At the hospital in
Denmark they diagnosed an aggressive cancer in his lungs. Since the
diagnosis he has deteriorated rapidly and his family has taken
steps to get him admitted to Arresedal Hospice.

Clyde is shocked to hear the news when
he comes home. Although we both knew that Gert had problems with
the healing of a wound on his foot, the fact that he is now a dying
man is incomprehensible and a big shock to all of us. The two
Catholic nuns, Nancy and Sweet Rit, call us and their voices are
full of sorrow. "Let us pray for our friend," they say. We are all
at a loss to understand this sudden turn of events and the fact
that we shall never again see Gert at the end of the table with his
fat Havana cigar and clink the crystal glasses high in the air with
him.

Because Clyde fought the same disease,
it is difficult for him to write off an old friend, although he is
so much older. We therefore advise him to go to France, and send
him an envelope with Ngoka tea, which he must drink three times a
day. Many Africans have gotten rid of malignant cancers by drinking
this tea, and Clyde has assured me that the tea is produced by a
renowned witch-doctor in Tanzania.

 


 



Chapter 5: The Party Must
Go On!

 


Our social life is very demanding at
the moment. First there is June and Dan Bailey's art exhibition at
their galleries here in Belgravia. The theme is "Shouldering the
Burden" and it is an exhibition full of imagination in abstract
forms. A young Belgian artist is exhibiting her work of art from
the sea. She has produced some shell-looking sculptures, many of
them inserted with pearls, and has produced a very beautiful glaze
in an attractive wine colour. The idea is good, as many of them
could actually replace live flowers in vases, especially useful if
you are a busy career woman. But I am surprised when I meet the
artist, who has neither snorkelled nor dived in the sea to get
inspired. She seems restless and in too great a hurry, as is
typical with people from Europe.

The guests are the old guard of Harare,
a small circle of perennial figures preoccupied with
self-preservation. They are Harare's yuppies, the young, the rich
and the beautiful from Harare's nightlife. All are standing with a
wine glass in the hand and look carefree. But on closer inspection
you see that there are cracks in the facade; the good humour is
only skin-deep. Because they are not so young anymore, daily life
has become a struggle and some of the smiles are covered up to take
the attention away from some molars now missing. I am witnessing
the poverty in Zimbabwe, which has also reached Harare's
yuppies.

"Bodie, did you get any wine?" Dan
Bailey asks and pours more white wine into my glass. "You know that
a day without wine is a day without sunshine. That's what they
always said in South Africa."

At the cash bar I find Dusty Miller,
who is a journalist. He is a food connoisseur and critic in the
weekly independent newspaper. While he is consuming an intoxicating
drink, he is gazing over the party.

Meanwhile, Clyde has made contact with
the principal of the International School and is probably trying to
get an order for school furniture.

We meet a physiotherapist called Didier
with his girlfriend. He is still very attractive with an athletic
figure and looks like a tennis pro, and he has got the strength to
manipulate and massage the international clientele who can afford
his treatments. A woman is standing close to him and looks stunning
from face view, but from behind she has jelly bum and jodhpur
thighs.

Clyde and I make an early departure
from the galleries.

During the next few days we are invited
to a number of national days with international embassies. These
events have one advantage: you only have to stay a maximum of two
hours. The ones that stay longer are almost demonstrating a craving
for human contact and are usually the ones only being invited once
a year. Those of us who are invited officially or on business
generally leave early. National days are now celebrated in the
middle of the day to emphasize the official and work-related reason
for the celebration.

The countries are mainly represented by
ambassadors or their deputies. In the old days, staff members of
lower ranks were also invited and included attaches and
administrative personnel who mixed freely with those of high rank.
But the growth of bureaucracies (in part because foreign aid
budgets have ballooned) has marred the pleasure in this regard.
Diplomatic functions now accommodate only high-ranking officers.
The hierarchical pecking order is more visible than ever before
with ambassadors and emissaries strutting around like peacocks, or
perhaps it is more like ladies and gentlemen of the court around
the royal elite. It seems ironic really in these modern times that
feudalism has returned. Should you be so lucky as to have the
attention of an ambassador for a few minutes, you will notice that
his glance wanders uneasily from one object to another. He cannot
afford to lose out on an opportunity to meet ministers or other
dignitaries. If His Excellency (let's be honest, there are only few
women-folk among them, although to punish Mugabe they are now in
higher numbers) sets eyes on such a species, you'd better be
prepared for a surprise amputation of your conversation with him,
as he moves with unexpected speed towards the VIP, which in
diplomatic terms stands for a very important person, not to confuse
with the medical term: vasoactive intestinal polypeptide. It is
important to be seen, important to show you are one of them and
used to walking on the red carpet. Although I have been accused of
being a butterfly, when I flutter off, it is only that I cannot be
captivated for long by the flashy appearance and nectar-like allure
from these peers and it is, after all, better to move on than to be
discarded.

The Mugabe government is almost like
some kind of dirty word now, and this is especially evident on
national days. The German lady ambassador has consequently invited
several nuns and religious representatives, resulting in a
colourful fauna in the landscape. I recognize many of our Dominican
nuns in their white/black habits. Other orders are dressed all in
creme-coloured habits. The chorus, organized by the Anglican
Church, are in shiny purple garments, looking very much like
university graduation gowns. The German ambassador, who is
strikingly beautiful with her gypsy looks, has on her long lean
body hung some national costume from South Germany. Although the
colours are dark and befitting a funeral, they match the red carpet
she is standing on to bid everyone welcome. She recognizes neither
Clyde nor myself, even though we sat at the same table at the
Italian Sixtieth party. She is high-spirited from standing on the
red carpet shaking the hands of the dignitaries, and has little
memory or warmth. Or perhaps like me, she is afraid of being
discarded, so she makes it short.

The celebration takes place in the
official German residence surrounded by six acres of land in a
distinct African landscape, where the Msasa trees are growing along
the upward slope. These wild trees are first red and only become
really green after the rain, when they have finished flowering.
Huge tents have been set up to accommodate long serving-tables and
under the shady trees are placed small round tables and chairs,
where you can sit comfortably with a glass of wine and have a
conversation. All German citizens are invited and many are enjoying
themselves.

Exactly an hour after the official time
of arrival the formal entertainment begins. The normal protocol is
not followed today, as President Mugabe and his henchmen are
persona non-grata, so they have not been invited and we miss their
exchanges of speeches praising one another. In her speech, the
ambassador emphasizes the importance of unity and compares it with
the unity reached in East and West Germany, after the Berlin Wall
fell.

The two national anthems are played
after that. The Zimbabwean national song called Ishe komborera
Africa, which replaced the old Rhodesian tune Ode to Joy from
Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, has a strong effect on everybody. The
song makes you feel happy, strong and part of the African struggle.
They used the South African song Tshotsholotsho, meaning "to go
forwards" and changed a few words. Every African knows the tune by
heart and their beautiful voices are echoed between the Msasa
trees. As more and more voices are joining in, the crescendo is
like a rising tide. Then the anthem of Germany, Das Lied der
Deutschen by Haydn, more commonly known perhaps as Deutschland,
Deutschland uber alles, is sung, and it brings to the party a
peculiar mixed atmosphere of Oktober-fest and military
parade.

Unexpectedly, I meet many old friends,
both from my riding lessons with Claire Pierce (cut short though
when I had a fall and fractured my neck), but also from the Belly
Dance Club. My German dentist Gerhard Lung from Chinoyi is also
there and next to him his wife Sonja. We greet each other warmly.
After a while I find a chair next to the Catholic nuns, as they
possess such vitality and worldly wisdom, which I don't find among
the other guests.

As per tradition Clyde and I are also
invited to South Korea's national day, which is held at the elegant
Meikles Hotel in the middle of the city of Harare. Meikles Hotel is
especially beautiful now, surrounded by the flowering
Jacaranda-trees. These incredible perennials during the month of
October (that we here call the suicide month) are completely bluish
purple and have an array of colours like an artist's palette. On
some of the avenues they are in such close proximity that their
gnarled branches close in at the top, making it look like a big
tunnel. Immediately after the first rains the clusters of flowers
fall to the ground, and it is during that short period that the
whole city looks completely blue as if covered with blue carpets.
In the background there are Acacia trees with bright yellow
flowers. Out in the streets the people are shielding themselves
with colourful umbrellas against the unrelenting sun, because it is
midday and it is the hottest month of the year. Like the flowers
and the trees, the indigenous black people have been given
colourful complexions and cheerfulness. The indigenous white people
are more peach-coloured, living behind creme-coloured iron-barred
windows, and are totally addicted to pink. This is very evident
from their interior decor both inside and out and is carried
through in their dress code. They have been living in this
reminiscence of colonial times for decades, because Zimbabwe is
isolated like an island and changes are few and far
between.

Clyde parks his blue Mercedes outside
the Harare Club, which in the old days was an exclusive club for
the gentry. Women could not be members. As we walk along the street
towards the hotel, we are accosted by homeless beggars and criminal
"guards," who want to watch over our car. We normally pretend that
we are deaf-and-dumb and avoid eye contact with them, unless Clyde
is being street smart and behaves like a gangster.

The hotel lobby has still got that
international upper-class look, but in the Stewart Room, where the
party is held, you see a red carpet full of spots and the large
patterned Axminster carpets from England have seen better days.
They need a good chemical deep clean, but the chemicals are hard to
get these days and a complete replacement of the carpets would have
been the better option in good times. The wall tapestries are still
more beautiful than ever before, but then of course they only look
better the older they get.

The Koreans obviously have a different
policy from the Europeans, so we see numerous black government
officials from the ministries and other high-ranking people. The
protocol is followed to the dot and the Korean Ambassador makes a
speech in honour of the Zimbabwean President. It becomes
uproariously funny when His Excellency gets mixed up and toasts
"Robert Gabriel Mugabe, President of the Republic of Korea." A few
hysterical laughs are heard and the mix-up is especially popular
with the Shona representatives. After sipping champagne, the
microphone is handed over to his counterpart, who then repeats the
same phrases and praises the co-operation between the two
countries. We all stand up straight as the national anthems are
played. Ishe komborera Africa, or Tshotsholotsho as I still call
it, feels as close to heart as my own national anthem. Lastly, the
host country plays the Korean anthem Aegukga, a patriotic song with
choir and military instruments.

Just like another cattle show we greet,
are seen and keep circulating, because everybody is so busy. We
forget about the standing buffet, as the local officials have
already taken over that part of the room and are busy stacking
their plates full, and from experience we know that only crumbs
will be left behind.

A couple of days after, there is yet
another national day, and that is Austria's. Like the Germans they
have invited many ordinary people as well, right down to
grass-roots level, and there is a swirl around you with long German
words. Totally different from the Danes who used to have two
national celebrations: one for the Danes and one for the official
representatives and other high-ranking people. Now there are no
more Danish national celebrations, since the embassy closed down
due to the political instability.

Whilst circulating I meet old
girlfriends, both German and Austrian, and some of them I know from
belly dance.

The Austrians have also chosen Meikles
Hotel for their venue, but the atmosphere is totally informal and
relaxed. They serve generously from the snack tray and constantly
pour wine.

Young, beautiful bohemian Renate is
stuffing herself and exclaims apologetically, "Sorry I'm talking
with food in my mouth, but I am so hungry!"

Like many people these days there is
very little to eat at home because of the crisis and many are
unable to bake bread, as the flour is in Mozambique and has not
been able to cross the border due to the lack of foreign currency.
Although Renate has always been a skinny belly dancer, she is now
looking almost ghostly as she is a mere skeleton. Her pale skin
looks extra pale surrounded by her carrot-coloured Rastafari
hairstyle. Yesterday, I was so lucky because the Baron's gofer,
Watson, delivered a big packet of flour and it makes me think about
what I can bake when I get home, if we have electricity. Forget
buying bread in the shops. There is nothing!
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to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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