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C
rouched on a branch of a mukuyu tree, a 
girl tore open a speckled fruit. She gri
maced as ants scurned over her fingers. 

So many! And the inside was full of worms, coo. 
Even Nhamo, hungry as she was, couldn't eat 

it. She dropped it ro the ground and searched for 
another cluster of figs. 

"Nhamo! Nhamo!" came a voice not far 
away. The girl rested her head against the trunk 
of the tree. lf she was quiet, no one would find 
her. The thick, green leaves formed a bowl 
around her. 

''Nhamo! You lazy girl! It's your turn to 
pound the meahes," called the voice. Footsteps 
trudged along the path below. 

It's always my turn, thought Nhamo. She 
watched Aunt Chipo disappear behind some 
bushes. She much preferred to sit in the shade 
and gather figs. AJmost without chinking, she 
observed the dusty path below: Aunt Chipo's 
footprmts were short and wide, with the little 
toe tucked under. Nhamo could recognize the 
footprints of everyone in the vi!Jage. 

Nhamo didn ·t know why she had learned this. 
Jc was simply a way to calm her spirit. Her body 
worked all day planting, weeding, baby-sitting, 
washing-ob, so many chores!-but her spirit 
had nothing to do. It became restless, and so she 
gave 1t work, too. 

It learned how the tv1atabele ant s carried their 



young at the center of a line while the soldier s ran along the 
outside. [t learned that when Uncle Ku.fa pursed his lips as 
he was eating, he was angry at Aunt Chipo. It learned that 
the wind smelled one way when it blew from the stream and 
another when it came &om the forest. 

Nhamo's spirit had to be kept very busy to keep her from 
losing her temper. 

The other girls in the village never felt restless. Nhamo 
was like a pot of boiling water. HI want ... I want .. . , " she 
whispered to herself, but she didn't know what she wanted 
and so she had no idea how to find it. 

"Nhamo!" bellowed Aunt Chipo from directly under the 
mukuyu tree. "Selfish, disobedient child! I know you're up 
there. I can see fresh fig skins on the ground!" 

Then she had to come down. Aunt Chipo switched her 
across the legs with a stick before dragging her back to the 
village. 

Nhamo went to the hozi, the communal storehouse, to 
fetch mealies. The hozi was up on poles, and in the shade 
beneath was Masvita, Aunt Chipo's oldest daughter. She was 
making a pot from wet day. Nhamo squatted beside her. 

"That's beautiful," she commented. 
Masvita grinned. "The last one fell apart when it was 

baked . I've been working on rhis one all day." 
"It's so nice! I'm sure it will be all right." Nhamo stuck 

her finger into the reserve clay and tasted it. "Mmm! Termite 
nest!" 

"It's good, isn't it?" Masvita licked some of the clay off 
her fingers. 

"Nhamo!" shouted Aunt Chipo from her doorway. 
Nhamo climbed into the l,ozi and selected a basket of 

mealie grains. She hauled it back to the kitchen hut and 
poured the grains into a mortar made from a tree trunk. 
Stamp, stamp, stamp! She pounded the mealies with a long 
pole until the tough outer husks came loose. It was extremely 
hard work. The sweat ran down into her eyes . She had to 
stop and retie her dress·cloth from time to time. 

She rested her skinny arms whenever she dared and 
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watched Masvita in the cool shade of the hozi. Her cousin 
wasn't exactly idle, but she was never given the really difficult 
tasks. If a heavy pot of boiling porridge had to be lifted from 
the fire, Nhamo was told to do it. 

Once, when she was smaller, she had dropped a pot. The 
scalding porridge spilled over her feet. She screamed. The 
other villagers ran to help her. They blew on her skin, but 
in spite of their care Nhamo's feet had blistered and scarred. 
.. Such a shame!" cried Grandmother. Aunt Chipo only 
remarked, "Yes, but think if it had happened to Masvita!" 

Stamp, stamp, stamp! Nhamo watched her cousin in the 
shade of the hozi. She was beautiful, no question about it. 
Nhamo had seen her own face reflected in a pool. She thought 
she didn ,t look too bad. Masvita was sweet-tempered, though, 
and Nhamo had to admit her own manners left a lot to be 
desired. 

But who wouldn't be sweet-tempered if she could sit in 
the shade a1J day? 

When the husks were loosened, Nhamo poured the grain 
into a winnowing basket. She tossed it rep eatedly until the 
breeze blew the chaff away. She put the crushed maize into 
a clay pot with water to soak overnight. She wou ld dry and 
grind it into flour tomorrow. 

Then Aunt Chipo sent her to fetch water from the stream . 
Nhamo filled the cooking pots and watered the pumpkin 
mounds. She weeded the fields carefully with her hoe-chop, 
chop, chop. Next, she collected fresh cow dung for her grand
mother's floor. 

Grandmother sat in the shade outside her hut and puffed 
on a clay pipe. It wasn't a nice habit for a woman, but no 
one dreamed of telling her so . Ambuya was old, so old! She 
was close ro rhe spint world, and everyone respected her for 
it. "Welcome, Little Pumpkin," she called as Nhamo arrived . 

Nhamo swept the floor with a bundle of grass and rubbed 
the dung m with her hands. '"If only we lived when Mwari's 
voice was still heard," sighed Grandmother. "In those days, 
when people clapped their hands and asked God for food, 
pots of porridge and honeycombs came out of the earth.'' 



Nhamo smiled as she polished. She had heard the story 
dozens of times, but it didn't matter. She liked being close to 
Ambuya. 

"At first, the ancient kings were good,'' Grandmother said, 
her eyes dreamy, "but gradually they became cruel. Mwari 
withdrew into his country to show his displeasure. He didn't 
want to abandon his people entirely, so he still spoke to the 
spirit medium Tumbale, and TumbaJe toJd everyone what 
God wanted. 

"The worst king of all was called Man1bo. He flew into 
a rage when people praised Mwari. 'Who is this creature no 
one can see? How can he have more power than me?' And 
Mambo hated Tumbale because he was good. 

"One day all the people were gathered in a field. They 
were celebrating a victory against their enen1ies. Mambo sat 
on a carved chair and accepted plates of food from his wives, 
who approached him on their knees. Suddenly, the grass in 
the field began to whisper, 'If not for Tumbale, there would 
be no victory.' 

" 'What's that?' roared Mambo. 'How dare the grass talk 
back to me! Set it on fire!' The soldiers soon had it ablaze, 
and it burned to ashes. 

"Then the trees all around began co murmur, 'If not for 
Tumbale, there would be no victory.' 

" 'Chop those trees down!' screamed Mambo. His soldiers 
reduced the forest to a heap of kindling. 

"The rocks began to say the same thing, so Mambo had 
fires kindled on them and split them into pieces. Still the voice 
was heard whispering, 'lf not for Tum bale, there would be 
no victory.' Now it came from the king's youngest wife. 

" 'You traitor!' shouted Mambo, but all the people gath
ered around and said, 'Great chief, please do not blame her. 
She is only a child.' 

"The king said, 'Let there be an end to it. Kill her!' The 
soldiers killed the girl~ skinned her, and used her skin to cover 
a drum. They burned the body. Then Mambo had the drum 
beaten but the sound disturbed the hearts of the people so 
much ;hat they crouched on the ground and covered their 

ears. A voice came out of the wind, saying, 'You have shamed 
me with your evil ways. Now feel my anger. I will send armies 
against you. I will reduce your houses ro sand and }'Our fields 
to ashes.' 

"And Mwari's voice withdrew from the people forever. 
Since that time people have had to work hard, and thefr lives 
have been full of strife and danger.'' 

Grandmother's voice died away. Soon Nhamo heard a 
gentle snore from outside and she knew Ambuya had fallen 
asleep in her chair. She leaned against the wall of the hut and 
thought about the story. Imagjne having your skin used to 
make a drum! Would your spirit know what had happened? 

Nhamo knew that the spirit stayed close to one's body, 
but Mambo's poor wife had been burned. Except for the skin. 
Did that mean the girl lived in rhe drum? 

"Aren't you finished yet?" exclaimed Aunt Chipo from 
the door . Nhamo sighed. She washed her hands and prepared 
to grind the maize from yesterday. Nhamo used a flat, 
hoUowed-out stone for a base and a smaller stone for a 
crusher. Crunch, crunch, crz,mch she went, grinding the maize 
into flour. All this time, Masvita had been sitting under the 
hozi. She had two half-completed pots sitting on wooden 
plates to dry. 

"Come and drink maheu," called Aunt Chi po to her 
daughter. Nhamo thought longingly of the cool, sour taste 
of the fermented mealie-water. 

"What beautiful pots! We'll have to decorate them," said 
Aunt Shuvai, Chtpo's younger sister. Masvita got up grace
fully and clapped to thank them. They went inside to escape 
the hear. 

Soon it was time for Nhamo to gather firewood. 
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M ost girls were afraid to gather firewood 
by themselves. The village was sur
rounded by a forest where almost any

thing might hide. Nhamo was afraid, too, but 
she had a compelling reason to venture out alone. 
She didn't expect to meet elephants-although 
they migrated to the river at certain times of the 
year. She wasn't likely to run into a buffalo
although someone had done so a few months 
earlier. Her most persistent worry was leopards. 
She feared leopards with a terror so complete 
that she couldn't breathe when she thought of 
them. 

Her mother had been killed by one when 
Nhamo was only three. The child was sleeping 
by the door of the hut, but the animal walked past 
her and attacked Mother instead. Grandmother 
rocked back and forth, wailing with grief, when 
she recounted the story. "In daylight, Little 
Pumpkin! With the sun streamjng in the door, 
that disgusting beast killed my poor, poor daugh
ter! It wasn't her fault. It was that hyena-hearted 
husband of hers-may he fall into a nest of flesh
earing ants!'' 

The hyena-hearted husband was Nhamo's 
father. 

Nhamo couldn't remember the tragedy, yet 
somewhere inside her was a memory of flowing, 
spotted skin and terrible claws. 

Now she followed a broad path from che vii-

lage to the stream. She saw women beating clothes on rocks; 
their round-bellied babies were deposited on a mat in the 
shade of a tree. A small girl watched co be sure they didn't 
crawl away. 

Nhamo followed the stream to an area of yellow sand 
where she could see the bottom clearly in both directions. 
No crocodile could creep up on her here. She waded across. 
The water came up to her shoulders. She always experienced 
a moment of panic in the middle bee.a.use she couldn't swim, 
but she planted her feet firmly in the coarse sand and struggled 
on. When she got to the other side, she scrambled up a rock 
and picked off a leech that had managed to fasten onto her 
ankle. 

She hid behind a bush to wring out her dress·clorh. The 
wetness against her skin was very pleasant, but she couldn't 
waste time enjoying it. Aunt Chipo would be waiting for her 
firewood. Even more important, Nhamo had to return before 
dusk. 

Dusk was when the leopards came out to hunt. 
She followed an old, overgrown trail for a long time until 

she came out into a meadow. It wasn't a natural clearing. A 
few poles remained of the village that had once been there, 
and a few pumpkin n1ounds with vegetables gone wild. 
Nhamo wasn't sure who had lived here. It might have been 
her own people, but they no longer visited the site. Masvira 
said the place was haunted. 

With a nervous look ar the shadows under che trees, 
Nhamo crossed the clearing and quickly gathered firewood 
from a deadfall in a dry streambed. That was the good thing 
about this place: The wood was easy to find. ft took her far 
less time than Aunt Chipo suspected. She tied the wood into 
a bundle with vines and deposited it by the trail. 

She climbed a hill at the edge of the deserted village. It 
was really only a large, round boulder, but ir allowed her to 
see in all directions from the cop. On one side was the stream 
and wavering smoke from her village; everywhere else was a 
sea of low, gray-green trees. In the djstance she saw the river 
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where the stream ended: a flat brightness at the edge of the 
forest. 

At the very top of the hill a perfectly round and deep hole 
had been worn into the rock. Rain filled it in the rainy season; 
even now it was half-full of water. Nhamo leaned over and 
studied her face. She didn't think she was ugly. 

Now came the moment 5he was waiting for. She dragged 
aside a slab of stone from a smaller, dry hole in the rock. 
Inside were the treasures Nhamo had managed to collect. She 
removed pots, wooden spoons, a drinking gourd, an old cloth 
Aunt Chi po once used to cover her hair, and a knife Uncle 
Kufa had hurled into a bush when the tip broke off. (He was 
even angrier when he couldn't find it again later.) She left a 
few things inside the hole: a precious box of matches, some 
glass beads that had come off Aunt Shuvai's bracelet, some 
of the copper wire Uncle Kufa used to decorate his snuffboxes. 

Reverently, Nhamo smoothed out the cloth and put the 
utensils on it. Last of all, she reached into a pot and 
removed-a roll of paper. 

She weighted the edges down with stones. It was a picture 
torn out of a magazine. 

Books were unheard of in Nhamo's village, but very occa
sionally a magazine found its way from the distant cities of 
Zimbabwe. Only two men m the village could read. They 
retold the stories for everyone's entertainment. The women 
studied the pictures of clothes and houses, gardens and cars 
with great interest. They tried to copy the hairstyles m the 
photographs. Eventually, the magazines fell apart and were 
used to light fires. 

This picture had been on the cover, so it was of sturdier 
paper. The minute Nhamo had seen it, her heart beat so fast 
it hurt. The picture showed a beautiful woman wuh braided 
hair decorated with beads. She wore a flowered dress and a 
white, white apron. She was cutting a slice of white, white 
bread, and next to her was a block of yellow margarine. 

Khamo didn't know whar margarine was, but Grand 
mother told her 1t was even better than peanut butter. 

The room behmd the woman was full of wonderful things, 
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but what interested Nhamo most was the little girl. She was 
wearing a blue dress, and her hair was gathered into two fat 
puffs over her ears. The woman smiled at her in the kind~sr 
way. and Nhamo knew the white bread and yellow margarine 
were meant for the little girl. 

She thought the woman looked like Mother. 
She couldn't remember Mother. and of course no one had 

a picture of her, but the way her spint leaped when she saw 
that picture told her this was how Mother had looked. 

Nhamo hadn't waited for the magazine to get old. Right 
away, when Aunt Chipo wasn't lookmg, she'd torn off the 
cover and hidden it. Aunt Chipo was terribly cross. She 
accused her sister of doing it, but it never crossed her mmd 
that Nhamo was responsible. What would Nhamo want with 
a new hairstyle, anyway? 

Nhamo pretended to pour tea into the pots. She cut bread 
and covered it with margarine. ··J climbed the mukuyu tree 
and got so many figs, Mai," she said. "But they were full of 
worms. I had to throw half of them away. Then I saw a 
yellow bird-the kind that builds a basket over the water
and it ate the worms. Do you think they grow inside?" 

Nhamo paused to let 11other answer. 
··1 dido 't think so either. I saw a swarm of bees fly over

head-oh, so many! But fortunately they d1dn 't land." 
Sometimes Nhamo tried to imagine her father at the tea 

party, but she knew almost nothing about him. He had run 
away before she was even born. Grandmother said he was 
working in a chrome mine in Zimbabwe. How she had learned 
this was unknown, but visitors did wander through the village 
from time to time. Father was at a place called ~1toroshanga 
and someday, Ambuya said, he would return to claim his 
daughter. 

The thought was frightening. A stranger could merely 
show up and take her away from everything she'd ever known. 
No one would stop him. But probably-or so Aunt Chipo 
said-he had found himself another wife and forgotten all 
about his daughter by now. 

Nhamo suddenly realized the light was going. Maiwee! 



She had been so absorbed, she had forgotten the rime. Scram
bling, she packed everything and dragged the lid over the 
hole. 

She slid down the hill and tied the firewood to her back. 
Oho! In this light, the trail was almost invisible! The air was 
a strange, silvery color, and the gray-green trees melted into 
the sky. It was the moment when the day animals passed the 
night animals on their way to hunt. Nhamo listened for the 
stream. The air was so still she couJdn 't smell 1t. 

Sh, sh-there it was in the distance. She made more noise 
than usual, smashing through the bushes in her haste. All at 
once, she was by the stream. The surface of the water gleamed 
with silver light, and it was impossib le to see underneath. 
Crocodiles liked this time of day. They floated just beneath 
the water, where their flat, yellow eyes could watch anything 
that approached. 

"Oh," whispered Nhamo. She lifted the bundle of fire
wood to her head and slowly approached the stream. Sh, sh 
went the water as it rushed along the banks. By the trail, rn the 
bushes, was a spotted shadow. It was sitting on its haunches, 
barely visible in the speckled Light. 

Nhamo froze. Behind her was no safety. If she returned 
to the deserted village, the creatur,e would only follow her. 
She could throw the nrewood at it and hope to frighten it. 
Or she could wait. The villagers would come to look for her. 

Or would they? Nhamo wasn't sure. 
The darkness increased. Then, quite suddenly, the strange, 

silvery quality of the air faded. A half-moon lit the path, and 
Nhamo saw that the leopard was merely a tangle of leaves 
by the water. It had been a trick of the light. She could eYen 
see faintly into the water. The sand lay in a pale sheet without 
any crocodiles floating over it. 

Shaking with relief, she edged past the spot and entered 
the water. 1t felt warm now in the cool air of evening. She 
held the firewood up high to protect it, and presently she 
came up the other side and hurried toward rhe cook-fires 
beyond the trees. 
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W here have you beenr· said Aunt 
Chi po crossly a~ Nhamo dumped the 
firewood onto the ground. 

"She probably fell asleep under a tree," Aune 
Shuvai said. 

Masvita was cutting up onions and tomatoes 
for relish. She looked up and smiled at Nhamo. 
Hit was very hot, Mai. I dozed off myself several 
rimes." 

"The lazy thmg was probably stuffing herself 
with wild fruit." Aunt Chipo scowled at the 
worms m the figs she was preparing. 

Nhamo didn't say anything. She broke up the 
wood and began to feed the fire. Nor for away, 
other women knelt by other outdoor hearths, 
preparing the evemng meal. The men, tired from 
fishing, farrrung, and hunting, had gathered in 
the dare, the men's meeting place. Now and then, 
laughter reached her on the cool evening breeze. 

Soon the air was full of the comforting smeJI 
of food 4 Nhamo's mouth watered, but she didn't 
dare help herself to anything. First, the men must 
be fed, then Grandmother and the small children. 
Aunt Shuvai nursed her baby while busily shovel
ing porridge into the mouth!> of her two smallest 
sons. The older boys were at the dare with their 
father. Nhamo fed Aunt Ch1po's three smallest 
children, Masvita carried pots of beer to the dare, 
and Ruva, Masvita's little sister, carried back 



empty plates. Ruva had just graduated from being hand-fed 
herself. She was finding it difficult to wait for dinner . 

Grandmother sat contentedly smoking her pipe as Aunt 
Chipo, Aunt Shuvai, Masvita, Ruva, and Nhamo settled 
around the fire with bowls of their own. 

No one spoke . Eating was much too serious. They ate 
mealie porridge, called sadza, with tomato, onion, and chili 
sauce; boiled pumpkin leaves; and okra with peanut butter. 
Everyone had a piece of boiled fish with some of the water 
for gravy. It was a good, full meal. The only thing wrong 
with it was the lack of salt. Salt had to be traded for from 
the seacoast far away, and they used it sparingly. 

"Ah, that was good," sighed Aunt Shuvai, mopping up 
the last of her relish with a chunk of stiff porridge. 

"Nhamo, fetch the men's bowls," Aunt Crupo said lazily. 
"You can wash them outside/' 

Nhamo hurried off to perform this last chore. She bowed 
respectfully as she entered the dare. Uncle Kufa was telling 
one of his favorite stories about a willful girl who insisted 
on running off with a strange man her parents didn't like. 
"She went up the mountain with him," said Uncle Kufa. 

"Go on," said the other men and boys, joining in with a 
polite response. They knew the tale, but they looked forward 
to the ending. 

"Her husband walked too fast. He left her behind. 'Wait!' 
called the girl." 

··Go on," said the men and boys. 
··He turned back and his head began to grow . He opened 

his mouth wide." 
"Ah! So wide," said the men and boys. 
"He took the girl's head in his mouth and began to swal

low. Gulp, gulp, gulp. Her head went in. Her bodv went in. 
Her legs went in until she was all gone!" 

"All gone!" everyone responded. 
Nhamo slowly gathered the dishes. The fire m the dare 

crackled as a breeze came up from the stream. 
'

1He had turned into a big snaket Uncle Kufa said with 
sati sfaction. "He swallowed the willful girl right down to her 
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toes. And that 1s what happens to children who don't obey 
their parents.'' 

"A true thing!" cried another man, relishing the fate of 
the bad girl. 

"lmagme what it was like inside that snake/' Uncle Kufa 
said. 

Nhamo shivered. She could easily imagine it. 
"Ir happened on the £lat-topped mountain a day south of 

here, and the girl lived in the nuned village across the stream." 
Thar village? thought Nhamo. Where she had poured tea 

for Mother? Perhaps the girl's spirit still wandered, looking 
for her people. What happened to your spirit if it was swal
lowed by an animal? What had happened to Mother? 

A rap on the side of her head made her gasp and almost 
drop the di5hes. She saw Unde Kufa's cane by her knees. 

"Speaking of willful girls," said Uncle Kufa. The other 
men laughed. "Get back to your chores. You aren't allowed 
here." 

Nhamo, burning with embarrassment, gathered up the 
dishes and fled. She dumped them outside the kitchen hut 
and fetched a pot of water. She rinsed the cooking pots but 
used ash and sand to get the wooden plates clean. Then she 
lined them up on a rack inside. 

What happened to your spirit if it was eaten by an animal? 
The thought had never occurred to Nhamo before. She 

assumed Mother's spirit hovered near her grave, as the other 
ancestors did, but what if her body had been carried off by 
a leopard? 

She found her female relatives and the children settled 
around Grandmother. Ambuya was telling one of her stories. 
Ruva sat with her thumb m her mouth. Masvita mechanically 
jiggled the baby as she listened. Aunt Chipo braided her oldest 
daughter's hair into a new pattern she had seen in a magazine. 
~1asvita 's skin shone with butterfat applied earlier. 

They sat comfortably together, like kernels on a mealie 
cob. There was no space where Nhamo might fit herself in, 
and so she waited patiently in the doorway as Grandmother 
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finished her tale. The others added bits of gossip from the 
events of the day. 

. ~hamo wanted badly to ask about Mother's spirit, but 
d1dn t know how to introduce the subject. Suddenly, she had 
an idea. ''Ambuya, a very strange thing happened at the 
scream this evening," she began. 

··see how the holJow gourd rattles with stones inside it ,. 
said Aunt Chipo. ' 

''Oh, let her speak," Aunt Shuvai intervened. "She's been 
quiet up till now.'' 

"Ambuya, I was coming back from gathering wood. I was 

very late.'' 
"You're telling me," muttered Aunt Chipo. 
"The light was bad," Nhamo went on. "I was almost 

to the stream where the sand is yellow, when I saw a leop

ard-" 
'' Wlwt?" everyone cried. 
~he had their attention now, all right. ''It was big, with 

terrible claws. It was watching the path. Oh, oh, I thought. 
How will I ever get home? I almost dropped the wood, but 
I said to myself, Tll throw it at the leopard. I'll ram tt mto 
its teeth.',, Nhamo was so pleased with the unusual attention 
she had attracted, she began to embroider the tale. 

"It growled low down in its throat-rrrrrr! Its tail lashed 
the grass. I thought, Thar leopard could swallow my bundle 
of sticks and still have room for me.,. 

rvtasvira 's eyes opened wide and she stopped jiggling the 

baby. 
. ''Maiwee! What could I do? ·oh, Mother, help me; I 

cned. All at once, rhe moon shone brightly. It shone onto the 
leopard-and turned it into a bush! It was only a donkeyberry 
bush! I kicked 1t hard as I went by and came straight home." 
Now Nhamo planned to ask about ~lather, but she became 
.. 1ware that the room was unnaturally qmet. 

Grandmother. Aunt Ch1po, Aunt Shuva1. \las, 1ta, Ruva. 
and even rhe litrle children were all staring at her. 

"I-I don't think it was a good idea to kick the bush," 

said Aunt 5hu\a1. 

A 14 A 

"A spirit leopard," Aunt Chipo said in horror . 
.. The light was bad. Probably it was a bush all along,,, 

Nhamo amended. 
"No, you said 1t growled," said Grandmother. t·Th1s is 

very serious. l must talk to the nganga about it." 
Nhamo's heart sank. The nganga lived in the next village 

and didn't do anything without being paid. 
"Perhaps it was just passing through," argued Aune 

Shuvai. 
"But it was waiting for Nhamo." Aunt Chipo pulled ~1as-

vita closer. 
··~[other sent it away. Her spirit is nearby, isn't it?" 

Nhamo asked. 
"Well, of course, Ltttle Pumpkin.,. Grandmother smiled 

sadly. 
"I mean-I mean-'' Nhamo didn't know how to put it. 

"~tother was eaten by a leopard, so-her body-,, 
"Oh, listen to her!" exploded Aunt Chipo. HGo to bed, 

Nhamo, before you make Ambuya cry!" 
But Grandmother was already weeping silently. She beck

oned for Nhamo to sit beside her. Nhamo tucked herself in 
between Aunt Shuvai and Ambuya. She felt tremors of grief 
run through the old woman's body. 

"I should have explained before," Grandmother satd after 
a few moments ... Little Pumpkin, we found your mother's 
bones in the forest. She was a small woman, and the leopard 
was able to drag her away. When someone is carried off in 
this way, we sacrifice a cow and lay tt in the grave. This 
replaces rhc body so the spirit can return home.,, 

Nhamo was awestruck. Cattle were extremely valuable 
and they were almost never killed. How much Ambuya must 
have loved tviother to do that! Tears began to roll down her 
face, too . 

"So you see, your mother was able to protect you from 
the spirit leopard." 

Nhamo wanted to say she had made up the part about 
the growl, but it was too late. Ambuya hugged her tightly. 
Nhamo was almost never shown affection and she liked rhe 
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feeling. She didn't want Ambuya to stop. She often wondered 
why her aunts didn't like her, but it probably had something 
to do with Father. 

No one ever talked about Father. Nhamo didn't even 
know why he had run away, although she was well aware 
of the results. Mother had died because he hadn't been there 
to protect her. Normally, a child was sent off to its father's 
family if the mother died. A chiJd's totem, and therefore its 
true kinship, came from the maJe parent. Nhamo had not 
been sent away. 

Sometimes she felt bad about this: Her real family would 
have welcomed her. At other nmes, such as tonight, she was 
content to bask in Ambuya's affection. After alJ, Father's 
family might be as vicious as a pack of starving hyenas. She 
had no way of telling. 

"'Time for bed ," said Aunt Shuvai. 
Nhamo, Masvita, and Ruva rounded up the little girls and 

took them to the girls' sleeping hut. The little boys were 
fetched by their older brothers. 

Nhamo lay awake and tried to sort out her thoughts. 
Could she have been mistaken about the shadow by the 
stream? She was certain it was a trick of the light, but everyone 
else took the appearance of a spirit leopard seriously. 

It was almost, she thought as she rolled a sleeping toddler 
back onto her own mat, as if they were expecting it to appear. 
And as if they were expecting it to come looking for her. 
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Very early next morning, 1'1asvita left the 
girls ' hue. This was most unusual. 
Nhamo quickly tied her dress-cloth and 

went to investigate. She looked in all directions, 
but her cousin had already vanished. Takawira, 
Grandmother's brother, was coughing and 
groaning in his but. Soon he would call for some 
one to take him into the bushes. 

Nhamo bent to study the ground. Masvita's 
footprints went across the compound to Grand
mother's hut. That was a surprise! Grandmother 
was the only person in the village who regularly 
gave Masvita any chores. Her cousin usually 
avoided her. 

"Help me!" came Takawira's querulous 
voice. One of the boys appeared instantly from 
the boys• hut. To hesitate when the old man 
needed to relieve himself was to invite disaster. 

Nhamo hurried off to begin her chores. Soon 
she had water boiling actively in a three-legged 
pot. She measured tea leaves in her hand and 
threw them in. Tea was a luxury. Only Grand
mother and Takawira drank it regularly. They 
liked it as sweet as possible, so Nhamo measured 
six spoonfuls of sugar into the pot. 

Uncle Kufa and the other men traveled to a 
trading post to barter for tea, sugar, salt, cloth, 
and matches. Nhamo had never seen the place. 
The trading post was located where many trails 
from various villages converged, and once a 



month (she had been told) a tractor slowly made its way to 
the store from a tar road. It pulled a wagon piled high with 
goods and people who wanted co visit the villages. Uncle 
Kufa said a child could walk faster than the tractor, but of 
course it never goc tired. The travelers had a good time swap
ping stories as they rode. 

After the goods were delivered, the tractor slowly ground 
its way back with a load of people returning to the outside 
world. That was why sugar, like salt, was so rare and why, 
much as she wanted to, Nhamo didn't dare take a spoonful for 
herself. Aunt Chipo watched the supply too closely. Nhamo 
contented herself with licking a few grains from her fingers. 
By chis time T akawira was perched on the bench outside his 
hut. 

She poured him tea. 
" I want milk,,, complained the old n1an, but unfortunate ly 

none of the cows was producing at the moment. He wrapped 
his old gnarled fingers around the enamelware cup. 

Masvita emerged from Ambuya's hut with Grandmother 
dose behind. They wore broad smiles, and Masvita hurried 
off to the scream. Grandmother came ro the fire to drink her 
tea. She didn't offer any explanation, so of course Nhamo 
couldn 'r ask her anything. 

She pounced on her cousin when she found her packing 
a basket in the girls' hur. ''All right, what's happening?" 
Nhamo sa id. 

Masvita griru1ed. " rm going to stay with Vatete." Vatete 
was Uncle Kufa's sister in the next village, five miles away . 

'~hatever for?" 
''I'm a mhandar,1 now," Masv1ta said proudly. 
So that was 1t: Masvita 's first blood had shown, and she 

was going co stay with her father's sister to be instructed in 
the secrets of womanhood. No wonder she was smiling! 

Nhamo felt her ,nutimwi hidden under her dress-doth. 
Everyone, boys and girls, wore a secret cord to protect his 
or her fertility. Masvita's mutunw1 would be broken with 
great ceremony because no·w she had proven her readiness 
to bear children. 
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le was hard to dislike Masvita-she was so good
natured-bur Nhamo felt a little serpent tongue of envy 
wriggle inside because her cousin had crossed the river into 
womanhood first. 

"How Jong will you be gone?" she asked. 
''Until the full moon. That way we can have a party all 

night," tvlasvira replied. 
Flicker, flicker went the little serpent tongue. Of course 

there would be a party with dancing and good food. 
''Nhamo! Hurry up and give the little ones their break

fast,,, said Grandmother as she entered the hut. 
Feeding the toddlers was Masvita's job. Ordinarily, 

Nhamo would have enjoyed the chore, but her pleasure was 
spoiled by her cousm's triumph. She spooned the porridge 
with such bad grace the little ones complained and cried for 
~lasvita. She told them to be quiet if they didn't want a 
smack, and they watched her with round, accusmg eyes. 

Even the babies liked her cousin better! Ir wasn't fair! 
Ar midmorning, Grandmother placed the broken mutimwi 

and a stamping pole from one of the mortars across the 
doorway of Uncle Kufa and Aunt Chipo's hut. Gravely, the 
parents stepped over these, to show that they accompanied 
their daughter on her journey to womanhood. The old muti
mwi was burned, and Masvita, who was hidden in Grand
mother's hut, was presented with a new one. She wasn't 
allowed co see her parents until after her visit to Vatete was 
over. 

As soon as ~lasvica left, Nhamo stalked off to cbe deserted 
village. Let Aunt Chipo beat her! She didn't care. She bent 
over the rock pool and studied her body. She didn't look ljke 
a mhandara yet. Her chest was as flat as the top of a drum. 

"At least I won't have to get married soon," she told 
Mother when she had laid out the utensils and picture. "Mas
vira will probably go ro someone with two wives already. 
They'll bear her when he isn't looking. ,, 

She listened to Mother's reply. 
"Oh, I don't really want Masvita to suffer. Or not much," 

Nhamo added honestly. "Bur sometimes I wish Masvita 



would do something bad. It would feel so good to have a 
reason to dislike her!" She cut slices of sponge cake and served 
them with ice cream. She had never seen ice, let alone ice 
cream. 

Then she laid out a plate of fried chicken. She and Mother 
were going to celebrate today. They finished up with lemon
ade sweet enough to make their jaws ache. 

"When I become a mhandara,,, she announced, "I'll get 
a new dress-cloth and a necklace of blue beads. I'll have pink 
plastic shoes like that pair Aunt Shuvai got from the trading 
post. When I come back from Vatete's house, I'll have a party, 
too." 

A sudden thought struck her. Masvita 's vatete was, of 
course, Uncle Kufa's sister. Who was hers? 

Father must have a sister. Where was she? Not in any 
village Nhamo knew about. 

A child belonged to its father's family. No matter that 
Nhamo had spent her entire life with Mother's relatives . 
When the time came for her to marry, Father would arrange 
the bride-price. 

"Grandmother will send a message to him," Nhamo 
assured Mother . "Ambuya says he is at Mtoroshanga. She 
must know how to call him." 

By now Nhamo's stomach was grumbling. It was all very 
well to eat pretend cake and chicken, but her real stomach 
felt like the two sides were stuck together. She repacked her 
treasures, slid down the rock, and built a fire in the dry 
streambed. Nhamo dug around the deserted gardens until she 
had found several sweet potatoes to roast. 

Then, driven more by thirst than by any desire to return 
home, she gathered a bundle of wood-to mollify Aunt 
Chipo-and trudged back to the stream. 

She entered the village nervously. She had been gone for 
hours. The water pots had been neglected, the pumpkins 
unwatered, the mealies unstamped. Aunt Chipo would be 
furious! Nhamo dropped the firewood outside the cooking 
hut and braced herself. 

But Grandmother came out instead. Aunt Chipo was 

• 20 • 

squatting inside, her mouth set in a sour line. She djdn't say 
anything. Anzbuya beckoned for Nhamo to follow her. In 
amazement, Nhamo saw Ruva and the other girls hauling 
water from the stream. 

.. It won't hurt them to bend their backs for once,'' Grand
mother remarked. "I need my granddaughter's company 
today." 

"Masvita is your granddaughter, too," Nhamo couldn't 
resist saying. 

·'Yes, but she's off getting her skin oiled and her mouth 
sweetened with honey. Anyhow, Little Pumpkin, sometimes 
I find Miss Masvita just a little dull." 

Nhamo was astounded by this. It was the first time anyone 
had hinted Masvita might be anything less than perfect. 

Grandmother took Nhamo into her hut and gave her
wonder of wonders!-lemonade with sugar. Exactly what 
she had pretend-given Mother. 

'*Your mother grew slowly," said Ambuya, startling 
Nhamo out of her reverie. "I worried a great deal at the time, 
but people are like plants. Some shoot up like weeds, and 
some are slow like fruit trees. 1n the end, the fruit trees are 
worth more ." 

That sounded all right to Nhamo: Masvfra was a weed. 
"Runako, your mother, was worth waiting for. Did you 

know she could read?" 
Nhamo shook her head. Things were getting more surpris 

ing by the minute. 
"Your grandfather and I used to live at Nyanga in Zim

babwe. It's cold there. Ice forms on the water in winter." 
Nhamo tried to imagine it. 
"Grandfather cut trees for a white farmer. Oh, such 

strange trees! They were tall, with leaves like needles. Every 
one was exactly alike, and they grew in rows like vegetables. 
Every week, the farmer's wife gave us a sack of mealie meaJ, 
sugar, cooking oil, and meat. She also gave me cloth once a 
year and, when your mother and Chipo were old enough, 
school uniforms. Shuvai was still a baby." 
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''What's a un-i-form?" said Nhamo, stumbling over the 
unfamiliar word. 

"A dress. All the girls at school wore exactly the same 
thing. It looked very smart to see them lined up with their 
faces scrubbed and their hair combed.,, Grandmother sighed. 
She didn't speak for a while, and Nhamo knew she was 
remembering. Ambuya wept when she thought of Mother, 
so Nhamo had always been afraid to ask questions. She was 
excited to learn chat Mother had gone to school. Perhaps she 
ate ice cream, too. 

"Runako was so clever! The headmaster said she could 
go to university someday. Chipo, on the other hand, forgot 
everything as quickly as possible. How different things might 
have been .... ,, 

Grandmother trailed off again. Nhamo sipped her lemon
ade slowly, to make it last. Outside, crows cawed and some
one shouted at them. They must be trying to raid the garden. 

"One day Grandfather was killed by a car as he was 
walking along a road. The farmer gave me his pay for that 
month-ten dollars-and turned us out of the house. His 
wife gave me two old dresses and a photograph of herself
I tore the picture up the minute I was out of sight! We had 
no house, no money, no work. This village was the only place 
we could survive. Runako cried when I took her books back 
to the school." 

Ambuya fell silent. Quite soon, she began to snore. Nhamo 
gently helped her lie down and stretched out on the mat 
herself to think. 

Masvita returned the day of the full moon. Her head was 
shaved and she wore a new dress-doth. Ir was yellow with 
dark-blue fish and a red border. Aunt Chipo killed a chicken 
in honor of Vatete, who had returned with her, and several 
other relatives arrived from the other village with baskets of 
food. 

Technically, the party was merely a family gathering on 
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a full-moon night, bur everyone knew it was really to celebrate 
Masvirn 's new status. She would be a fine woman, everyone 
said. She was modest and obedient. She never put herself 
forward. but kept her position respectfully equal with other 
people. and she did not say irritatingly clever things . The 
praises became more extravagant as the beer flowed. 

Nhamo padded from group to group with snacks. Old 
Takawira sang in a reedy voice as his son played an mbira, 
a hand piano. Someone else was beating a drum. Nhamo's 
feet danced along co the music. Uncle Kufa sent her to fetch 
more bananas from the grove at the edge of the village. 

She could see the party from the shadows of the banana 
trees. If she made a circle with her hands, the whole village 
fit inside. Here and there were small, lively fires. People danced 
and chattered, and she smelled popcorn and beer. It suddenly 
seemed that she held everyone in her hands, like a picture in 
a magazine. She could almost roll them up and hide them in 
a pot. 

Cough-cough. 
From the dark forest behind her came a noise. 
Cougb-cough. 
Nhamo didn't have to think. She burst out of the banana 

trees and ran faster than she dreamed possible. She fled back 
to the campfires and fell on her knees in front of her astonished 
relatives. 

"Nhamo, '' cried several people, springing to their feet. 
"Did you hurt yourself?" 
"What's the matter?,, 
Nhamo lay on the ground, moaning with terror. ''Leop

ard," she finally managed to gasp. 
Everyone grabbed branches from the fire and ran off to 

protect the animal pens. For a while, all was confusion. Men 
shouted; women dragged babies into huts. Then, gradually, 
the commotion died down. 

"All that exercise has given me a powerful thirst," said a 
man, tossing his burning branch into the fire. 

"Me, too," agreed his &iend, settling next ro a por of beer. 
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"l didn't see any leopard tracks," Uncle Kufa said in a 
dangerous voice. 

"It-was in the forest behind the banana trees.,, Nhamo 
was huddled against Grandmother's knees. 

"If you ask me, she made it up," said Aunt Chipo. "She's 
always trying to grab attention." 

"Look how she's trembling . She isn't making that up ." 
Ambuya patted Nhamo's shouJder. 

"It's so dark in the banana grove. I've often been frightened 
there ," Masvita added kindly. Uncle Kufa scowled, but he 
didn't say anything more. 

Quite soo n, everyone was singing and dancing again . 
Grandmother kept Nhamo by her side and refused to let her 
run any more errands. After a while, the conversation reverted 
to roora, the bride-prices that had been paid for various 
relatives. This was a very popular topic of conversation. 
Fathers counted on the wealth they would get for their daugh
ters. How else could they be rewarded for raising otherwise 
useless gjrls? How else could they afford to buy wives for 
their sons and insure that they would eventually become 
ancestors? 

Sometimes it took many years to pay the roora; some
times-there were several sly looks-it took no time at all. 
Nhamo understood that a woman's value was determined by 
the size of her bride-price. 

Vatete told them all about someone who had earned a 
whole herd of cattle for her family. Years and years the son
in-law slaved to pay for his wife. 

"Ah," everyone sighed with envy. 
On the other hand, Vatete said, even a barren goat was 

too much for some women, not mentioning names of course. 
"We won't have that problem with Masvita," said Aunt 

Shuvai. 
No indeed, everyone agreed. 
"Or with Ruva," added Vatete. "She'c, so plump and 

pretty." 
Ruva ducked her head with embarrassment. 
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What about me? Nhamo wanted ro ask. rm older than 
Ruva. What about me? 

She waited for Grandmother to introduce the subject, but 
Ambuya merely signaled for Aunt Shuva1 to massage her feet. 
Not long afterward she sent Nhamo and the other girls to 
bed. 
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W ake up," said Masvita, shaking 
Nhamo. Nhamo sat up and rubbed 
her face to clear it of sleep. It was 

still dark, although the crowing of a rooster told 
her dawn was not far away. 

"Whaes the matter? Did the leopard come 
backt' 

"No. Vatete is sick. They're sending for the 
nganga." 

Nhamo got up at once. Nhamo's village had 
no nganga, and sick people had to travel five 
miles to be treated. Vatete must be extremely ill 
to ask the doctor to come from her village. 

"She was tired by the walk yesterday," Mas
vita said as they hurried through the dark. "We 
had to rest every mile or so. I thought she was 
better last night, but she began to vomjt after the 
parry." 

By now they were at Aunt Chipo's hut. Vatete 
was curled up on a mat inside, and Aunt Shuvai 
was wiping her face with a wet cloth. Nhamo 
saw at once that Vatete was extremel} ill. 

"Thank goodness! Nhamo, cut some 
thatching grass. We need it for beddmg." Aunt 
Shuvai dipped the cloth in water and bathed the 
sick woman's arms and chest. ''Sh e's very hot . I 
don't think this is food poisoning." 

Nhamo took a sick le and hurri ed off. The first 
streaks of light were turning the clouds pink. She 
could see well enough, but she moved cautious!\ 

after leaving the village. No one else had seen any trace of 
the leopard, but Nhamo had no doubts about its existence. 

Presently, she came to a stand of dry grass and sliced off 
as much as she could carry. When she returned, Aunt Shuva1 
and Masvita packed a layer under the sick woman. Aunt 
Chipo attempted to give her water, but Vatete only moaned 
and pushed her away. The sick woman was curled up in a 
ball as though her stomach hurt. Her face was gray and her 
eyes were squeezed shut. 

"Don't just stand there, Nhamo," Aunt Chipo snapped. 
"Fix breakfast and feed the babies. Don 't think you're going 
to sneak off to the bushes today, my girl!" 

Nhamo spun around and left. She felt stung that Aunt 
Chipo thought she would run away during an emergency. It 
hadn't escaped her notice either that she had been the one 
awakened to cut grass. 

At least it shows they believed me about the leopard, 
thought Nhamo with a bleak smile. She blew last night's coals 
into a flame and hauled a large pot to the fireplace. 

All day she ran from one chore to another. Inside Aunt 
Chipo's hut, Masvica fanned Vatete, and Nhamo's aunts 
watched with expressions of great worry. Uncle Kufa sent 
another messenger to urge the nganga to hurry. 

But at midday Aunt Chipo and Masvita suddenly broke 
into wild cries. Aunt Shuva1 rushed out of the hut, pulling 
her hair. "She's dead! She's dead!" she wailed. She fell on 
her knees. Nhamo caught her emotion and began to waiJ, 
too. Other women rushed to add their cries. 

Poor, poor Vatete, Nhamo thought as she rocked back 
and forth with her arms tightly wrapped around her chest. 
Only last night she was Joking about roora. She was so happy! 

People hurried off to carry the message to the other village. 
A woman poured ashes into a mortar and pounded them as 
she called the names of Vatete's relatives who lived too far 
away to attend the funeral. "Cousin Kuda," she cried, "Great
aunt Misodzi. Uncle Tendai. Please do not be frightened. 
Your relative has died here. We know rou would come if 
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you could.,, The ashes blew away on the wind, carrying the 
message. 

But when evening came, grim news arrived. People were 
dying in the other village. Even the nganga lay in his hut, 
unable to rise. None of the relatives would be able to come. 

"What is this illness?" Nhamo whispered to Masvita. 
"Ambuya says it's cholera/' Masvita whispered back. 
Nhamo,s eyes opened very wide. 
"She says we must boil our water. We must wash our 

hands carefully and go far from the village when we have 
to_,, 

Nhamo nodded. They would have to provide old Taka
wira with a pot. 

"But Father"-Masvita meant Unde Kufa-"says it's 
witchcraft.,, 

Nhamo sucked in her breath. That meant a witch-finding 
ceremony. She had never seen one, but she had heard about 
them. The most horrible thing was that a person could be a 
witch and not even know. He or she-it was usually she
could ride hyenas at night and spread sickness, and in the 
morning she would11 't remember anything about it. 

''There,s not much we can do until after the funeral. 
Vatete's sisters are supposed to prepare the body, but for all 
we know they're dead, too." Masvita began to cry again, and 
Nhamo waited patiently for her to be finished. She didn't feel 
like crying. She knew this showed lack of proper feeling, but 
she had barely known Vatete. 

Aunt Chipo washed the dead woman's body. She broke 
Vatete's mutimwi and laid it aside to give to whichever female 
relatives might survive. This cut Vatete's last tie with life. No 
longer would she tend her garden or prepare food for her 
family. She would not sit by the fire, nor would she clap 
respectfully when her husband returned from hunting. Now 
she belonged to the spirits and would dwell in the land of 
her ancestors forever. 

Aunt Chipo dressed the dead woman again and wrapped 
her in a cloth to await the funeral. 

A brooding sense of disaster hung over the village that 
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night. The men ate silently in the dare. The women sat drawn 
and worried inside their huts. This death was not natural. 
Trouble would surely come of it. 

Uncle Kufa and one of his brothers set out at first light 
to dig the grave. They had already selected a termite hill about 
half a mile away. They dug a shaft downward and then 
sideways in the rough clay. When they returned, they broke 
a hole in the side of Aunt Chi po 's hut-for the dead must 
not leave by the same door as the living-and carried Vatete's 
body out on a litter. 

The mourners followed in single file to keep witches from 
following them. Witches knew that many footprints meant 
a funeral, and they stole bodies for their own evil purposes. 

Uncle Kufa laid out a mat in the grave. He placed a pot 
of ground miUet, a packet of snuff, cooking utensils, and a 

calabash of beer at the top. Then Vatete was laid down on 
her right side with her hand under her head as though she 
were sleeping. Her face was uncovered. Uncle Kufa and those 
few blood relatives who could be present each threw a handfuJ 
of sand over her. "Farewell,,, they murmured. "Keep us a 
place in your new home, for we will surely meet again.,, 

Afterward, the grave was securely filled. Stones were piled 
on top and the sand around it was smoothed. It would be 
checked the following day for evidence of witchcraft. 

"I'm exhausted, but I can't sleep," said Masvita as she lay 
on her mat in the girls' hut. 

"Me neither," said Nhamo. 
"I keep remembering last week. Vatete took me to the 

trading post. Did I tell you?" 
"No." 
"I saw so many people. The tractor had just come in. I 

had a choice of a hundred different patterns for my new dress
cloth. The owner of the trading post was Portuguese, very 
pale, with a big gold cross around his neck. He shouted at 
Vatete when she squeezed the bread on his shelves. I wonder 
if she'~ lonely." 

"Whor, said Nhamo. 
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HVatete. She's out there somewhere.'' 
"Don't!,, 
"I can't stop thinking about it. She has to wander until 

the welcome-home ceremony.'' Masvita began to cry again. 
Where was Vatete's spirit? thought Nhamo. Was it walk

ing along the roads calling for her children? Had Mother 
called for her? No, that was too terrible ro think about . "Let 
me tell you a story," she said aloud to keep the fear away. 

"Do you know how?" said Masvita. 
"I've listened to Ambuya often enough. She says a good 

story makes almost anything feel better." 
Masvita sighed and turned on her side. Nhamo could hear 

her mat rustle. The hut was filled with girls, big and small, 
and all the breathing noises made Nhamo feel safer. 

.. Once upon a time there was a man and his wife who 
had fine cattle and rich farmland, but no children," she began. 
"The woman went to the nganga, and he made her a little 
baby out of millet flour. 'Take this home and greet it as 
though it were your child. Tell it your praise names and 
totems. Then you will become pregnant. But you must be 
careful not to harm it in any way .1 

"The woman obeyed, but one day the millet-flour baby 
slipped out of her hand. 'Oh, oh,' she cried. ·~ty child has 
broken in two.' Still, there was nothing to do but fit the two 
halves together again . 

'' After nine months, the woman gave birth to cwms, a boy 
and a girl. Now the parents' joy turned to gnef, for the law 
said that twins were evil and must be killed. The mother and 
father hid the children in the middle of the forest for six 
years. For six years, everyone in the kingdom had bad luck. 
The rivers dried up; the rains refused to fall; the cattle and 
people died of disease. FinallJ, the king ordered everyone to 
appear before him. His witch finder would smell everyone's 
hands and discover who was responsible. 

"The parents knew they could hide the children 110 longer. 
The father took them to a deep pit behind a waterfall and 
threw chem inside. With a heavy heart, he returned to his 
w1fe. 

"But the boy and girl were swept away by the water to 

an underground counrry. This land had a blue sky like ou rs. 
It had fields and rivers and villages. It was very beautiful, but 
the people and animals there were all damaged in some way. 
They had broken wings or legs or hearts. In spite of this, they 
appeared cheerfu l and rhey welcomed the twins . 

"'Where are we?' asked the boy and girl. 
"'This is the country of all those who were thrown away 

by the world above,' the people and animals replied. 
"The twms lived there for a long time. One day, when 

they were playing by a hill, a crack opened up in the rock. 
They saw their father weeping on the other side. 

.. ·father! Father!' they cried . They climbed through the 
crack and went home with him. Their mother had become 
old with grief, but she cried with happiness when she saw 
her children again. 

"The parents gave the twins anything they wanted. They 
never scolded them or made them work. In spite of this, the 
children didn't feel happy. 'We don't belong in this world 
anymore,' they decided. So one night, they left the house and 
went back to the waterfall. 

"'Farewell, Father and Mother,' they called as they held 
hands. 'We are sorry, but we belong with the creatures who 
have been broken and thrown away.' They jumped into the 
pit and were swept off to the underground country. And their 
parents never saw them again." 

Masvita's regular breathing told Nhamo she had fallen 
asleep. She had never attempted such a long story before, 
and was pleased with the results. Too bad her audience had 
deserted her! 

Grandmother thought that killing twins was wrong, but 
Aunt Chipo and Aunt Shuvai were of the opinion that one, 
at least, should be allowed to die. It was necessary, to protect 
the village from evil. Nhamo hoped she would never be faced 
with the problem. Wrapped in the comforting presence of 
the other girls, she drifted to sleep beside Masvita. 

In the morning Uncle Kufa returned from Vatete's grave 
and said the sand had been marked by the prints of a leopard. 
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W itchcrah," whispered Masvita in the 
girls' hut. The others watched her 
with frightened eyes. The only light 

came from a burning wick in a tiny bowl of 
cooking oil. The smell made Nhamo's nose 
twitch. 

"Are they sure?" said Tazviona, a large girl 
who had been born with a twisted foot . Nhamo 
knew that witches caused deformity, but no one 
had ever discovered who was to blame for Tazvi
ona 's misfortune. Perhaps it was Anna, who was 
married to Crocodile Guts, the boatman. Anna 
had a nasty disposition, and everyone knew that 
her great-grandmother had been a witch. 

"They were talking about it at the dare," Mas
vita said in a low voice. "I listened outside after 
I brought the food. Father says witches send ani
mals co dig up bodies." 

"They didn't get Vatete?" cried Ruva. 
''No, no. Of course not. Father surrounded 

the grave with branches of mutarara, wild garde
nia, ro confuse them.'' 

Nhamo thought about her young cousm. 
Ruva was known to sleepwalk, which could be 
the fuse sign of witchcraft. Aunt Chipo was cer
tainly worried by the habit, and slapped her 
daughter whenever it happened. But at was hard 
ro think of rhc little girl as a horrible witch. Any
how, An-1buya said she would grow our of it and 

tha t chey should worry more about Ruva falling over a cliff. 
·'-especially because 1t was a leopard,'' finished Masvita. 

"What? I didn't catch chat," Nhamo said. 
"We've had a lot of visits from leopards recently: first the spirit 

animal by the scream, and then the one in the banana grove." 
"I didn't really see a spirit leopard! It was a trick of the 

light." 
''It growled at you/' Masvita gently reminded her. Nhamo 

felt trapped. If she protested now, everyone would think she 
was trying to hide something. 

"Will Father send for the nganga?'' Ruva asked. 
''The nganga isn't good enough,'' Masvita explained. "The 

elders are going to wait until Vatete's relatives can visit us. 
Then they'll call in a specialist." 

''The muvukil" gasped Tazviona. 
Jc made sense, Nhamo thought. The muvuki lived near 

che trading post, where he could be consulted by people from 
many villages. He could smell witches by their evil thoughts, 
and it was useless co Lie to him. 

"I-I heard that he got his powers in a bad way," stammered 
Tazviona. The other girls eagerly bent forward. "He studied 
with a famous doctor in Maputo. The doctor told him to kill 
a close relative so he could force the spirit ro serve him." 

.. Ah;' sighed the girJs. 
''Which relative did he kill?'l Nhamo asked. 
"His oldest son!" 
Everyone was speechless with horror. That made the 

muvuki very close to being a witch himself. 
"I think the nganga is perfectly able to solve our prob

lems," Nhamo declared. "Ambuya says witch-hunting is a 
way to get rid of peopJe nobody likes. She says 1c's illegal in 
Zimbabwe.,, 

Everyone looked at her in surprise. It was aU right for 
Grandmother to say outrageous things, but not for a girl like 
Nhamo co repeat them. 

"You're only saying that because the leopard appeared to 
you," said Tazviona. 
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"I am not! Ask Ambuya, if you don't believe me." 
"Don't shout. The elders will hear," said Masvita. 
"Of course you don't want to admit it," Tazviona said. 
"I suppose you think 1 twisted your foot! I wasn't even 

born when it happened.,, 
"Your mother was there!" 
Nhamo threw herself at Tazviona, and the bigger gir l 

punched her nght in rhe stomach . It only made Nhamo 
angrier. She grabbed Tazviona's ears and wrenched for a ll 
she was worth . "Take back what you said about Mothe r !" 
she screamed. 

"She was a bad woman! Everyone knows !" Tazv iona 
shrieked back. The other girls fell on the pair, trying to pull 
them apart. Ruva tipped the light over onto a sleeping mat. 
It flared up instantly. 

Masvira kicked open the door at once and dragged the 
mat out before it could set the whole hut on fire. Everyone 
struggled outside. The mat crackled as ir burned. Red gleams 
shone on everyone's faces . 

"You girls are a disgrace!" shouted Aunt Chipo as she 
ran toward them. She was followed by peop le from rhe nearby 
huts. "We're all worried sick, and you have to throw tempe r 
tantrums! Bad, bad children!" She dea lt out blows in all 
directions. 

"Who was fighting?" said Uncle Kufa in a terrible voice. 
The girls were silent, but it was clear who had been invo lved. 
Nhamo and Tazviona were breathing heavily. Tazviona was 
clutching her ears; Nhamo had deep scratches on her arms . 
Tazviona's mother led her off ro be punished private ly, and 
Aunt Chipo took Nhamo off ro an empty storage hur. 

Aunt Chipo pinned Nhamo's head between her knees and 
lashed her with a leather strap until her arm was tired. "You 
can sleep here. You won't find anyone but the mice to fight 
with!" She slammed rhe door shut and secured the bole out
side. 

At first Nhamo barely noticed the weirs Aunt Chipo had 
infhcted. Her spirit was too angry. But gradually, as the excite
ment of the fight wore off, she began to hurt. She hudd led 

next to rhe wall with her knees drawn up almost ro her chest. 
··rm glad Tazviona ·s foot is tw isted," she said to the dark 
hut, but almost at once Mother's voice whispered inside her 
head, You don't really think that. You're angry because she 
insulted me. 

··1 should be angr)'," Nhamo said. "You weren,t bad." 
Of course not. l 'm proud of you for sticking up for me. 
It was so dark Nhamo couldn't see anything, even with 

her eyes wide open. If she concentrated, she could imagine 
~tother sitting across the room from her. Mother wore a 
bright blue dress and pink plastic sandals. A flowered scarf 
covered her hair. 

Nhamo stretched out, wincing as the marks of the lash 
met the floor. Mose girls would have been terrified to be left 
alon~ but Nhamo rather liked it. She had never let Aunt 
Chipo reallze this, however. 

I \\'onder if they really will call the muvukt, she thought 
sleepily. Uncle Kufa might think twice after he considered 
how mucl1 a specialist cost. He would have to bring him from 
the trading post and entertain hi.m unti l the judgment was 
given. Uncle Kufa was so stingy, he would rather eat boiled 
weevils than admit porndge had gone bad. 

Could rhe muvuki really have killed his own son to get 
power? A man like that wouldn't think twice about killing 
anyone else. What happened ro the people he smelled out? 

Nhamo understood that most witches were tolerated, as 
you might tolerate a bad dog in the neighborhood. But if 
someone had done somethmg really evil-like spread cholera, 
for instance-wouldn't rhat person be punished? Nhamo had 
heard a srory of a witch who had her eyes poked out with a 
sharpened stick. 

·'They don't do that anymore, do they?" she asked 
Mother, but Mother's spirit had stolen away, and the hut 
was silent. 

Takawira was the next co fall ill. He was dead in less than 
a day. ''He was very old," everyone whispered. ''He had 
reached the end of his natural life." 



But when Crocodile Guts got sick, everyone was shocked. 
Crocodile Guts owned the only boat in the village. No one 
else cared to go out on the river, where hippos could chop 
your boat in half or crocodiles could pull you overboard. No 
one else knew how to swim. The boatman plied his homemade 
nets not far from shore and brought in fat bream and tiger 
fish. 

Everyone liked bream; the tiger fish weren't as popular. 
They spoiled rapidly in the heat. Crocodile Guts sometimes 
tried to sell them after their eyes had gone milky, but people 
weren't often fooled. If he couldn't unload his catch, Croco
dile Guts would merely laugh-he was a large man with a 
booming, hearty voice-and eat the fish himself. That was 
how he got his name. CrocodHes could eat meat that had 
rotted in the water for several days without getting sick. The 
boatman seemed to have the same ability, and people made 
detours around his cook-fire. 

U he could get sick, everyone whispered, no one was safe. 
The villagers watched in horror as, day by day. the big 

man shrank with illness. His eyes turned milky as a sun
ripened tiger fish, and then he died. His wife, Anna, howled 
with grief. No one had suspected how attached she had been 
to her husband. She was such a sour, complaining woman 
that everyone expected her to dance with glee. But Anna wept 
bitterly for Crocodile Guts and then she, too, feU ill and died. 

In spite of Grandmother's precautions, cholera had 
already found its way to the heart of the village. Suddenly, 
it was everywhere. Some people were only lightly affected; 
some were stricken with all the savage force of the illness. A 
few didn't get sick at all. Aunt Shuvai lingered for a week 
before she died. Then Masvita wasted away until she was 
bareJy recognizable. Aunt Chipo, far from well herself, 
in1plored her daughter to live with heartbreaking cnes until 
Grandmother ordered her to sleep in another hut. 

Ambuya was one of the lucky ones. So were Nhamo and 
Uncle Kufa. They boiled water and mixed it with the precious 
sugar and salt to feed the weakest people. Grandmother 
explained that this would keep everyone's strength up unril 
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he was ready to eat again. It seemed to work. Nhamo patiently 
dribbled the liquid into Masv1ta's mouth. Slowl y, the gray 
pallor faded and rhe kil1ing fever cooled from her cousin's 
skin. Her body was skeletal and her hair, which had begun 
to regrow after the coming-of-age ceremony, fell out. 

Nhamo was so exhausted she could hardly move, what 
with running from one patient to the next. In some huts, 
bodies lay unburied because no one had the strength to bury 
them. Ruva wasn't i1l, but she was half-mad with fear and 
grief. She curled up next to Masvita and refused to eat. Very 
early on, Nhamo dragged her off to stay with a family at the 
other end of the village. She visited frequently to cuddle her 
little cousin, rocking her back and forth while the rears silently 
ran down her own face. 

Nhamo plodded from one chore to the next like a small 
donkey pulling a cart too heavy for it. Sometimes she sat 
down in the road like a donkey, coo, and stared inro space 
until she regained the energy to go on. 

"Masvita is looking so much better," she whispered to 
Ruva. "Your mother isn't sick at all anymore. Would you 
like me to tell you a story?" Nhamo really didn't have time 
for this, but she needed the escape almost as much as Ruva 
did. Besides, stories kept the little girl from asking for Aunt 
Chipo, who proved useless even after she recovered. The 
woman spent her days demanding to be waited on and weep
ing over Masvita. She had forgotten all about Ruva. 

"Once upon a time," Nhamo said, ··there was a hunter 
with two dogs. The dogs were called Bite Hard and Grip 
Fast." 

''What color were they?', asked Ruva. Nhamo had a bowl 
of porridge in her lap, and as soon as the little girl opened 
her mouth, she popped a spoonful of it inside. 

"Brown, with a white tip on their tails and four white 
paws," Nhamo said quickly. "The hunter went out one day 
and saw a dassie"' hunched on a rock. Just as he was about 
to shoot it with an arrow, a honeyguide bird flew over his 

*dass1e: An .1nimal that rest"mhlcs a hirite guinea pig. Also called a hyrax or rock rabbh . 
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head and cried, ·Leave it, 0 hunter. Better things are ahead.' 
The hunter called his dogs away and walked on." Nhamo 
popped another spoonful of porridge into Ruva 's mouth. 

"After a while, the man came upon a rabbit. He lifted his 
bow, but the honeyguide flew over his head and cried, 'Leave 
it, 0 hunter. Better things are ahead.' He obeyed the bird, 
and soon he encountered a kudu. 'What a fine, fat antelope!' 
he said. 'This is certainly a better prize.' 

"But the honeyguide still sang, 'Leave it, 0 hunter . Better 
things are ahead.' 

"Grumbling to himself, the man went on until he found 
a buffalo. It had just fallen over a cliff and was already dead. 
'Wonderful!' cried the hunter. 'I didn't even have to waste 
an arrow.' He sat down to carve up the buffalo and roast 
the meat. But the honeyguide flew over his bead and sang 
' , 
Leave it, 0 hunter. Better things are ahead.' 

"By now, the man was getting angry. Pesky bird, he 
thought. I have never seen a finer pnze than clus. There can't 
be anything better ahead. But he was afraid to disobey the 
honeyguide because 1t was a magical creature. I kno,v what, 
he thought. I'll hide from it in a cave. When it flies away, I'll 
go back and get the buffalo. 

"He went into a cave. It got bigger and bigger as he walked 
farther into the mountain. At the back was an entire village, 
with fine houses and pens of cattle and goats . The village was 
ruled by an old, old woman wbo had only one long, sbarp 
tooth, and the only inhabitants were women. AH rhe men 
had been eaten by the old woman. They were her favorite 
food. 

" 'Welcome, welcome, ' said the old won1an, eyeing the 
hunter up and down. 'Please stay at my house this evening.' 
She gave him a bowl of food and showed him a soft bed. 
But during the night, she sharpened her long tooth-whisk, 
whisk, whisk-and prepared to eat him. The dogs Bite Hard 
and Grip Fast stood m front of their master and growled ro 
protect him. So the old woman ate a goat mstead. 

"The next morning. she said, 'There's a dead tree in che 
forest. Could you help me gather firewood from it?' 
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.. 'Certainly; replied the young man. 

.. 'Bur you mustn't take chose dogs with you. They arc too 
frisky and might knock me over.· The man shut the dogs 
away in a goat pen. He and the old woman walked far into 
the forest until they came to a tall, dead tree. 'Starr at the 
top, ' ordered the old woman. 

"The man climbed until he was at the very top . He began 
to break off branches and throw them down. Meanwhile, the 
old woman sharpened her long tooth on a stone-whisk, 
U'hisk, wlnsk-and prepared to chop down the tree. He'll 
fall and break his neck, she thought. Then I can have him 
for lunch. 

"The honeyguide saw her sharpening her tooth. It flew 
away to the cave. 'Quick! Quick! Turn the dogs loose,' it 
caUed to the women. The women turned the dogs loose. Away 
flew Bite Hard and Grip Fast. They caught up with the old 
woman, knocked her down, and broke all her bones. 

"The hunter went back to the cave. All the women greeted 
him. They showed him pens of cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, and 
chickens. They showed him storehouses of grain and springs 
of fresh water. 'Please be our husband,' they said. 'The old 
witch are all of ours.' 

"So the young man became a great chief, and he always 
remembered to leave honey out for the honeyguide." 

By now the porridge bowl was empty. Ruva lay relaxed 
in the arms of the chief wife of the house, who had also been 
listening to the tale. ''You 're a fine storyteller;· the woman 
complimented Nhamo. Nhamo smiled and stood up. Her 
body felt so heavy, she thought she couldn't move, but she 
had to keep gomg. ~1asvita had ro be fed, and there were 
dozens of other chores waiting. 

Nhamo returned to find Aunt Chipo hunched over her 
oldest daughter's bed. Ambuya sat in the corner, grinding 
peanuts in a smaJI mortar. ~'Let her sleep," Grandmother 
snapped. ''You make her twice as sick with all your wailing." 

"She was such a beautiful girl!" Aunt Chipo moaned. 
"She,s alive, isn't she? The hair will grow back.,, 
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"She looks like an old cooking pot," blubbered Aunt 
Chipo. 

"You're such a fool. I must have dropped you on your 
head when you were a baby.'' 

''That's right! Attack me. You always liked Runako and 
Shuvai better!" Aunt Chipo snapped right back at Grand
mother. 

Nhamo shrank against the wall in dismay. Never had she 
heard her elders arguing like this. 

"Runako was worth ren of you . She could have gone to 
university." 

"Oh, sure! Who came home with a fat belly and a no
good husband? Clever Runako! Too bad she and Shuvai are 
dead. I'm all you've got left!" 

Grandmother began to weep stormily at this. "I can't 
stand it! My good daughters are gone, and the last one wants 
to feed my heart to the vultures!" 

"You don't deserve anyone as nice as me," shouted Aunt 
Chipo. She broke into noisy sobs herself. ''Day and night I 
wait on you-'Bring me tea, bring me sugar, rub my feet!' 
No one else would put up with such selfishness!" Aunt Chipo 
had forgotten that Nhamo did all these chores. 

Over their cries, Masvita whimpered, "Please don 't fight. 
I can't bear it." 

Nhamo immediately scrambled to her cousin's side and 
began stroking her as she would a terrified infant. "It's all 
right ," she whispered. " Every one is to o tired. They aren't 
really fighting. " She lay down next ro 11asvita and held her 
in her arms. She couldn't think of anything else to do. 

She was dazed by all the illness around her, and by her 
elders shouting at each other. ~1asvita was so thin. She might 
die at any moment. Suddenly. Nhamo began to shake all 
over . She gasped for breath and clung to Masv1ta as though 
she were trying to keep her from being dragged off by lions. 

Uncle Kufa en tered to find Grandmother rocking back and 
forth on her knees. Aunt Ch1po howled like a dog. 1--fasvata 
produced thin, waHing cries as she Jay on her mat, and Nhamo 
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trembled as though she had malaria. He backed our of the 
hut and ran into the forest. 

By the rime Uncle Kufa returned several hour s later, the 
madness had lifted and everyone was on speaking terms again. 
It was as though the cholera had wrung everything out of 
the villagers ' bodies and found nothing left to attack except 
their spirits. When the strange fit was over, the disease was 
truly defeated. Every hour saw its strength ebb away. 

The men dug a mass grave in the forest, and the bodies 
were buried with as many of the proper ceremonies as possible. 
Ambuya and Aunt Chipo behaved with affection toward each 
other once more. Masvita rook over the care of Aunt Shuvai's 
children, a task she enjoyed in spite of her extreme weakness. 
Everything appeared robe healing . But Nhamo felt that some
thing was not right. 

She had difficulty putting it into words. The conversation 
at the dare was too quiet; the women no longer clustered in 
groups at the stream. Rather, there was a space between one 
person and the next. It was as though a necklace had come 
apart and each bead rolled separately across the floor. The 
village had broken somewhere deep inside, and she had no 
idea how to mend it. 
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Is that basket too heavy?" Masvita asked as 
Nhamo carefully took a few steps. 

"I don't think so. f'll tell you if 1 need 
he lp,,, Nhamo said. In fact, the basket was larger 
than anything she had ever attempted, but 
Nhamo was afraid to ask her cousin to take some 
of the load. Masvita was so thin! She had been 
over the cholera for weeks, but she was still skele
tal. Tc wasn't from lack of food. Every time she 
turned around, someone tried to feed her. Aunt 
Chipo killed one of her precious hens and forced 
her daughter to eat all of 1t. Ambuya toasted 
pumpkin seeds and sprinkled them with salt. 

But Uncle Kufa had made the greatest sacri
fice. Accompanied by Nhamo, he went into the 
forest and found a wild beehive. The bees had 
taken up residence in an old termite nest. First 
Uncle Kufa checked the opening. A blackish 
opening would show that the hive was new, and 
they would have to find another one. But the 
opening was the color of earth. That meant the 
bees had had time to store honey. 

Uncle Ku.fa sealed the hole and dug another 
entrance close by with a hoe. He made a smoky 
fire of grass and leaves co make the bees drowsy. 
In spite of this, when he thrust his hands mco 
the new opening, some of the msects were alert 
enough to sting. 

Nhamo bit the inside of her cheek as she 
watched. She didn 'c dare get close. The rears ran 

down Uncle Kufo 's face as he gnmly scooped out honey
combs. He placed them m a pot of water to keep the bee5 
from finding rhem again. 

lt was Nhamo's job to carry the pot. Her uncle's hands 
were so swollen, he couldn't pick up his hoe, 50 Nhamo 
carried that as well. They hurried away before the bees woke 
up. 

Aunt Chjpo squeezed the honey out of the combs and 
boiled it with millet meal to make delicious cakes. Every tin1e 
~lasvita showed the sl ighcesc willingness, a cake was thrust 
into her mouth. Still she didn 'c gain weight and, most upset
ting of all, her menstruation didn 1t occur at the expected time. 

''She's very young," Ambuya told Aunt Chipo. "Girls are 
often irregular at that age." 

·'She's sterile;· moaned Aunt Chipo. "I'll never have 
grandchildren." 

A1nbuyt1 pursed her lips in annoyance. 
This was why Nhamo was unwilling to share her load 

with ~fasvita, even though she suspected the heavy basket 
would make her neck ache. Nothing worse could happen to 
a woman than sterility. She felt terribly sorry for her cousin. 

She hoped rhey would find a cure for Nlasvita on this 
journey, although it was filled with potenual danger for every
one. Someone-probably a witch-was responsible for the 
deaths and Masvita ·s condition. They were about to find out 
who char person was. 

1,lasvita ried Aunt Shuvai's baby ro her back and lifted a 
much smaller ba-;ket to her own head. The baby had been 
weaned far too early and was unhappy with a diet of watery 
porridge and weak, sweetened beer. He cried continuously. 
adding co Nhamo's gloom. . 

Would she ever see the village again? Nhamo had been 
quite wrong about Uncle Kufa 's willingness co pay the 
muvuki. ~las vita's condfrion worried him too much. She had 
been wrong about the specialist coming to the village as well. 
Comn1on ngangas could be coaxed into making house calls, 
but not the muvuki. He was far too important. People had 
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to travel to him, and they might have to wait a long time to 
attract his attent.ion. 

Uncle Kufa, Aunt Chipo, AmbuyaJ Masvita, and Nhamo 
waited for the others to show up. At least half the families 
had lost someone. The rest of the villagers would remain 
behind to care for the children, although Aunt Shuvai's baby 
was being taken along in hopes that they could buy milk at 
the trading post. 

Eventually, a crowd of twenty gathered, and they started 
off down the trail. Nhamo's neck began to hurt after a few 
minutes, but she gritted her teeth and endured it. They rested 
frequently because Anibuya and Masvita were unable to keep 
up the pace. 

By early afternoon they arrived at the next village, where 
Vatete had lived. "What kept you so long?" complained 
Vatete's husband. He would be joining them on their trip to 
the muvuki. 

'"Masvita,'' Uncle Kufa replied in a low voice. Vatete's 
husband glanced at the wasted girl as she tottered to a log 
and sat down. 

"That's her? I didn't recognize her," he whispered to Uncle 
Kufa. 

Nhamo rook the baby from her cousin and dribbled por
ridge into his mouth with her hand. His skin was loose and 
he seemed to have already given up the battle to live. 

"I suppose I should see Vatete's children," Masvita said 
in a dull voice. 

uwe can do that on the way back," said Nhamo. She 
didn't want her cousin to start crying. "Tell me about the 
trading post. It sounds so exciting.'' 

So Masv1ta described the tractor and the bolts of cloth 
again. She said that the Portuguese trader had a yellow-and
blue parrot in a cage. It couJd talk, but only in Portuguese, 
and it bit anyone who stuck his fingers through the bars. 

They spent the mght at Vatete's village, and early the next 
day they moved on. Nhamo noticed that quite a few people 
had zangos, or charms against w1tchcraft. Everyone, of 
cour!ie, already wore the bark cords of mourning, the men 
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around their heads and the women around their necks. The 
men's faces, roo, were covered with stubble because they 
would not be allowed to shave until the period of mourning 
was over. What Nhamo saw now was the sudden appearance 
of small red-and-blue packages containing magic roots or 
feathers. Aunt Chipo and Uncle Kufa each had one tied 
around an arm, and even Aunt Shuvai's baby wore one around 
his waist. 

They must have visited the nganga last night, Nhamo 
thought. But who are they protecting themselves against? A 
thrill of terror ran through her. No one had given her a charm. 
The sunlight grew dark before her eyes. She stumbled along 
with the heavy basket on her head, but she couldn't feel the 
ache in her neck anymore. She couldn't feel anything. She 
was the one they were worned about! She was the one they 
thought rode hyenas m the middle of the night. 

Nhamo was so distracted, she banged into a tree. The 
bark cut her forehead, but she didn't react. She stood still, 
dazed by her thoughts. 

HP lease let me rake some of that," came Masvita 's gentle 
voice. "'Mother is carrying the baby now. I can help out.'' 

Nhamo didn't protest as her cousin took some of the heavy 
packets of mealie meal from the basket and transferred them 
to the sling on her back. 

"If they keep loading you like that, you're going to grow 
up crooked. Here, let me tie a zango on your arm. I have 
more than I need." 

Hypnotized, Nhamo watched Masv1ta fasten a blue charm 
around her arm. She wiped the cut on her head with some 
leave~ and smiled rn a gfassy way at her cousin. 

'"I think the heat 's borhenng you;• !>atd Masvita, worried. 
"No, no. rm fine.,. Nhamo forced herself to continue 

walking. It took a while for the shock to wear off, but pres
ently she found an explanation for what had happened. Uncle 
Kufa had given the umgos to Masv1ta) expecting her to share 
them with the younger guls. It made perfect sense to protect 
everyone from sorcery. They were v1s1ting the muuuki, who 
had killed his own son to gain power. Uncle Kufa wanted to 
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be sure they didn't go home with more witchcraft than they 
arrived with. 

Late in the afternoon, they came to the trading post. In spite 
of the somber reason for the journey, everyone cheered up. 
The trading post was so lively! Dozens of little camps sur
rounded it. Dozens of campfires threaded blue smoke through 
the musasa trees. Large women in bright head scarves sat 
behind heaps of vegetables outside the Portuguese store. Their 
faces shone with buttedat. 

Men wove baskets out of reeds. Fishermen laid out bags 
of dried fish. Food sellers roasted mealies and peanuts-the 
smell almost drove Nhamo mad. She turned this way and 
that, eager to see everything. 

A farmer played a one-stringed harp like a hunter's bow 
and sang to himself as he waited for someo ne to buy his 
chickens. The chickens lay in a mournful row with their legs 
tied together. A man sat on the steps of the trading post and 
tootled a lively tune on a paki/a, or panpipes. He was joined 
by another man with a Portuguese guitar. Nhamo had never 
seen a guitar, and the music took her breath away. She stood 
perfectly still, hardly believing the beauty of the sound, until 
Aunt Chipo yelled at her to move on. 

They made camp along a stream. Nhamo found stones 
for a cook-fire. She swept the ground to prepare sleeping 
areas, hauled water from the stream, and began the long 
process of preparing food. It made no difference that she was 
tired. The work still had to be done. 

But when all was finished, she was too excited to rest. She 
ran back to the trading post. The guitarist was gone, but 
something equally interesting had appeared. The Portuguese 
trader had brought out his radio. Ir was loud, so loud! o 
mere human could have made so much noise. Nhamo discov
ered that 1£ she leaned against 1t, her ribs quivered. She seemed 
to be made all of music. Ir was wonderful! 

She stayed there until someone grabbed her by the arm 
and dragged her away . Nhamo stumbled off-the music still 
made her ears ring-and squatted in the shadows nearby. 
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·'Go home, picaninl" shouted rhe Porrugue:;.e trader in 
bad Shona. ''You no old enough for here!" 

Gradually. she understood what the man was trying to 

tell her. Kerosene lamps-another amazing thing-hissed as 
they hung from hooks over the porch. Beneath sat a mob of 
men and women with buckets of beer. Each person had his 
or her own bucket, and it was clear the group had settled 
down for a night of serious drinking. 

A vague sense of danger hung over the gathering, although 
Nhamo wasn't sure why. Regretfully, she returned to her 
camp. 

"The m1wuk1 can't see us for weeks! He wouldn,t even 
talk to me!'' Uncle Kufa was shouting as she arrived. "How 
are we supposed to wait-with all of you eating like starving 
hyenas? I suppose he plans to push up the price, the dirty 
child murderer!" 

"Please don't shout . You don't know who's listening," 
begged Aunt Chipo. 

Uncle Kufa stopped ab ruptl y and looked around at the 
dark trees. "You're right. I wouldn't put it past him to have 
spies,'' he munered. 

''What kind of spies?'' asked Nhamo as she stretched out 
next to Masvita later. 

Masvita thought for a moment. "Owls?' she guessed. 
Nhamo digested this idea as she stared up at the stars. 

She didn't like sleepmg outside, even with a crowd of people. 
"I thought only witches kept owls." 

''Don't ask so many questions. Go to sleep," said Masvita. 
Nhamo thought about the muvukr. Grandmother said that 

perfectly good ngangas were sometimes tempted co use their 
power for evil. Once they did, she said, you didn't go near 
them, any more than you would approach a dog that had 
gone rabid. 

In the distance, she heard rhe radio and the loud voices 
of the drinkers. The music let her know she was in a truly 
exotic and exciting place. ''I'm glad we have to wait," she 
whispered to herself. 
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E
very day Nhamo saw interesting things. A 
group of Frewno soldiers gave a speech out
side the trading post. They told everyone 

the people of Mozambique must work together 
to build a new nation now that the Portuguese 
colonialists had been defeated. Nhamo had no 
idea what a nation was, but she listened politely. 
Some of the soldiers were women. They dressed in 
the same clothes a& the men, and they swaggered 
around like the men, with guns slung over their 
shoulders. 

"I wonder what kind of roora they'd bring," 
remarked Uncle Kufa to Vatete's husband. 

"None at all," he replied. Hfrelimo says pay
ing for women is bad." 

Everyone was shocked. Not pay for women? 
How were fathers to get back their investment 
in raising daughters? 

"They're no better than animals," declared 
Aunt Chipo. "Marriages that haven't been paid 
for ca11 be broken like old pots." 

One night, for entertainment, the Frelimo sol
diers set off flares and fired tracer bullets into the 
sky. The bullets flew like sparks, and the flares 
went right up into the stars. The explosions made 
Nhamo and Masvita clutch each other in alarm. 

"Stupid soldiers," muttered Ambuya. She was 
irritable most of the time now. Whether it was 
caused by the long walk or by grief~ NhJmo didn't 
know, bur the old woman seemed to age more 

every day. She no longer bustled around. Tnstead, she sat 
against a tree and stared ar the stream. 

Often 1v1asvita sat with her, too exhauc,ted to work. Then 
Nhamo wished the muvuki would sec them quickly, although 
she was afraid of what he might say. 

"Come with me to the trading post, Anibuya," she c,aid 
one day. "Ifs so very interesting." 

··Tc's new to you, Little Pumpkin. Nothing surprises me 
anymore." Ambuya pulled a blanket around her shoulders. 

"You can listen co the radio." 
"Shake~shake music," grumbled Ambuya, referring to the 

shake-shake, or beer, the trader sold. "I should rack my bones 
to see a pack of drunk fools.,, 

·'The guitarist sirs there in the afternoon," Nhamo coaxed. 
.. A guitar?" Grandmother's eyes showed a flicker of 

interest. 
"It sounds like water pouring over a rock. You have no 

idea how beautiful it is!'' 
"I know what guitars sound like," Grandmother said 

crossly. "I've heard them hundreds of times." But she allowed 
Nhamo to draw her to her feet. Nhamo supported the old 
woman as they walked toward the trading post. When they 
arrived, the guitarist was already playing, and someone had 
thoughtfully provided hjm with a bucket of beer. Several 
people moved to allow Ambuya to make her way to the 
porch. The Portuguese trader found her a stool. 

"He good," the trader confided to Ambuya in his bad 
Shona. "I pay his way to Maputo for play in nightclub. We 
make money like bandits." 

Ambuya nodded graciously. Her nose twitched, and 
Nhamo knew she could smell the alcohol on his breath. 

The trader clapped when the guitarist finished, then 
shouted something in Portuguese. The other people compli
mented the musician and made requests. 

The sun slanted through the musasa trees as It lowered 
toward the horizon. Ir turned everything gold. For the first 
time in severaJ days, Grandmother smiled. It made Nhamo's 
spirit happy to see the old woman nod her head rn t1me to 
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the music. If only the golden afternoon could go on forever, 
with Ambuya and her at the center of this friendly crowd. 
But eventually the musician grew tired and the sunlight faded. 
The trader's assistant brought out the hissing lamps and hung 
them over the porch. 

"He go for Maputo soon," said the trader as the musician 
slung the guitar over his back. "Make money like bandits.,, 

Still, the enchantment lingered as the blue twilight flooded 
the land. No one was willing to ask for the radio just yet . 
"You have many death in your village, hey?" said the trader 
suddenly. Nhamo could have killed him. 

Grandn1other 1s face became sad again. HMany people 
died," she agreed. 

"Cholera a bad bugger. Frelimo send soldiers with muti, * 
but too late. Muti no work good, anyway." He shook his 
head. "You lose someone special, ambuya?,, 

Nhamo wanted to drop a lantern on his head. 
"Yes," Grandmother replied. 
"Me, too. tviy Little Maria. My wife cry. J cry, too ." The 

trader took a picture from his shirt pocket. He signaled to 
tbe assistant to lift down one of the lamps. Nhamo saw a 
girl about Ruva's age, wearing a beautiful dress covered with 
ruffles. The girl had on shiny black shoes and she carried a 
small purse. Pinned over her hair was a lace handkerchief. 
Maria was aln1osr as dark as herself, so Nhamo guessed that 
the trader's wife wasn't Portuguese. 

"I don't have a picture of Shuvai,'' Ambuya said with the 
tears rolling down her face. 

"No matter. Her picture here, no?" The trader slapped 
himself on the chesr. "Inside have best photo." 

Grandmother was too overcome to answer. Nhamo wa~ 
desperate to get her back to camp. 

"Can we have the radio?" someone called hopefully. 
"Shut up," roared the trader. "Me and V,1-c1mbuya talk 

seriously. You rascals can ger drunk without music." Nh .. lmo 
he-a.rd murmured grumbles, but no one spoke out loud. The 
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assistant began bringing out buckets of beer. ''Bring some
thing for this old lady, hey? Nice stuff. Not the swill these 
buggers drink .• , 

Nhamo's spirits rose. It was unheard of for Ambuya to 
drink with strangers. Now she would surely ask to go home. 
Bur to Nbamo's horror, Grandmother accepted the dark bottle 
the assistant brought. He provided his boss with a bucker of 
"shake-shake.'' Apparently the trader had no qualms about 
drinking swill himself. 

Nhamo brooded in the shadows as Ambuya and the trader 
discussed dead relatives. lt seemed an insane thing to do, 
bur gradually she noticed that Grandmother appeared more 
lighthearted. Perhaps, in remembering, her spirit let go of the 
unhappiness. 

Soon, on her third bottle of the dark beer, Ambu)la was 
recounting how Ruva squealed when a fish she had been 
given by Crocodile Guts wriggled in her hands. The trader 
responded with a tale of how his wife heated a can of peas 
on hot coals without opemng it first. ''Boom! Peas on the 
walls. Peas on the ceiling. 'Ah! Ah!' my wife cried. 'It's a 
hand grenade!'" Grandmother shook with laughter. 

··come here, Nhamo," she called. ''Tell him about the 
time you put a grass snake m the boys' hut.'' 

Nhamo burned with embarrassment. She still remembered 
the beating Aunt Chipo had given her. 

''They left puddles on the mats, I can tell you," Grand
mother recalled. 

"Nhamo mean 'disaster,' no? She's a nice kid. No look 
like a disaster to me." 

"She's my wonderful Little Pumpkin," Grandmother said 
warmJy. "She's my Runako's only child, but her birth caused 
trouble, I can tell you!~' 

"How so?" The trader called for his assistant to bring 
them bowls of sadza and relish from his kitchen. Nhamo 
brightened up at once. Her stomach was growling with 
hunger. 

"Runako was so clever! After we left Zimbabwe, her head
master sent a letter to our village. 'I have spoken to the nuns 



at the Catholic school,' he wrote. 'They have agreed to give 
Runako a-a scholarship.'" Ambuya's tongue stumbled over 
the English word. "That's a kind of bonsella, a gift. Imagine! 
They would pay for her food, books, everything. I was so 
excited. I sent her off at once. She was only fifteen." 

The assistant arrived with three large bowls of food. As 
much as Nhamo was riveted on the story of her birth, her 
stomach demanded that she pay attention to dinner. The 
sadza was white and beautifully cooked. The relish was like 
nothing she had ever seen. It was a rich tomato stew flavored 
with strange spices-and full of chicken! Nhamo, who hardly 
ever got meat, had to control herself to eat politely. Grand
mother was equally delighted by the meal and for a few 
moments applied herself to steady eating. 

"Now can we have the radio?" someone asked. 
"Silence, you tsotsis!•" shouted the trader. "Why do I let 

you drunks sit on my porch? You better off with the goats." 
"If only I had kept Runako at home," said Grandmother 

as she cleaned the last crumbs of sadza from her bowl. "She 
met a boy at that school. He was called Proud Jongwe." 
Ambuya spat out the words. "Proud! I should like to know 
what he was proud of. Useless would have been a better 
name.'' 

"But nice-looking," guessed the trader. 
"Oh, yes." Grandmother sighed. "Poor Runako. She 

seemed so intelligent, but they say girls turn stupid for a few 
years after they become women.'' 

"That's true," said one of the drinkers. "It's a well-known 
fact." 

"You be quiet!" the trader shouted. 
"They got married in a Catholic church. Wicked, disobedi

ent children!" 
"Noc bad to marry in the church,'' the trader said, slightly 

offended. 
"It's all right for you. You're Portuguese. Among us, the 

son-in-law has to get the familfs permission-and arrange 

• tsol.sl: A hoodlum. 

• 52 • 

rhe roora. One day I saw Runako walking along the trail to 
our village. 'What happened?' I cried. ·Djd the nuns send you 
away?' Then I saw her stomach." Ambuya paused to finish 
the beer. She waved a fourth bottle away, for which Nhamo 
was thankful. 

'"He was right behind her, the scheming hyena! Not a coin 
in his pockets, noc a cow to his name." 

HSometime poor man work for pay roora. That okay," 
the Portuguese man said. 

"If the man works! I never saw Proud Jongwe do anything. 
Oh, he was full of plans! He would find gold; he would build 
a square house like they have in Zimbabwe-our huts weren't 
good enough. But the only talent he had was to empty beer 
pots!" Ambuya glared at the shake-shake customers, and they 
nervous) y looked away. 

··One night ... "Ambuya paused dramatically until every
one had turned back to watch her. Nhamo held her breath. 
No one had ever told her about Father. If she approached 
when someone was speaking of him. people immediately 
changed the subject-and here was Grandmother revealing 
the secret to a whole crowd of strangers! 

"One night Proud went to a beer-drink in the next village." 
Ambuya straightened up and put her hands on her hips. The 
lanterns painted her face with a harsh yellow light. The shake
shake drinkers bent close to listen. "He got into a fight with 
a man caJled Gore Mtoko, ,. she said in a hushed voice. uThey 
were both tsotsis, both useless. Gore knocked Proud into a 
bed of hot coals, and Proud was so enraged he-he grabbed 
a rock-and he smashed rn Core's skull!" 

uHhhuuu," murmured all the beer drinkers. 
Nhamo felt like screaming, but her tnroat had closed up 

so tightly she could hardly breathe. So that was the secret! 
Her father was a murderer! Her stomach twisted with nausea. 
No wonder Aunt Ch1po and Uncle Kufa clidn't like her! 

"Proud ran away hke the mangy dog he was. He never 
even said good-bye to Runako. Later 1 heard he returned to 

the Catholic school and borrowed money from the nuns-
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told them it was for his wife. He went to Mtoroshanga to 
work in a chrome mine." 

So much for thinking her father would return to arrange 
a marriage for her! Nhamo clenched her teeth to keep from 
crying out loud. Her mother had had no roora paid for her. 
She was one of those women Vatete meant who wasn,t even 
worth a mangy goat. Everyone in the village had known about 
it except her. Nhamo wanted to tear out her hair with shame. 
She crouched next to Grandmother's stool, hugging her 
stomach. 

"Va-Ambuya, we were so worried about you," came Uncle 
Kufa's voice . Nhamo squinted at the market area in front of 
the trading post. She could just make out his figure in the 
shadows, and that of Aunt Chipo beside him. 

"'We thought you had fallen into the stream," Aunt Chipo 
called . 

"As if I would do such a foolish thing,,, Grandmother 
said. She rose unsteadily, and Nhamo rushed to support her. 
"Thank you, my friend," she cold the Portuguese trader, 
clapping her hands respectfully. 

"You always welcome, Va-ambuya. You got sense in chat 
old head. Not like these buggers." The trader scowled at the 
beer drinkers. 

"Now can we have the radio?" someone called plaintively. 
Grandmother leaned heavily on Nhamo as they made their 

way back to camp. "You-you've been drinking,,, murmured 
Aunt Chipo. 

"What of it?" Ambuya said belligerently. 
When they were welJ away from the trading pose, Uncle 

Kufa said quietly, u1 thought we agreed never to talk about 
Runako,s husband." 

"Am I to fill my mouth witb clay? Am I co be lectured by 
one who was wetting his loincloth when I was out buying 
cattle for my family?" 

"Mother ... , " faltered Aunt Cbipo. 
"Yes! lam your mother, and you would do well to remem

ber it!" 
No one sa1<l anythmg for n while as they felt their way 
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along the dark trail. Nhamo was too disturbed to pay m~ch 
attention, but gradually she began to sense chat something 
was very wrong. It wasn't common for women to drink, of 
course, but it wasn't unheard of. Grandmother had always 
been independent. She smoked a pipe. She sometimes sat in 
the men's dare. She maintained far more control of her wealth 
and affairs than any woman Nharno knew. That was Grand
mother, and no one expected her to behave any differently. 
Uncle Kufa and Aunt Chipo were too quiet, however. Nhamo 
sensed a current of disapproval; for once it wasn't directed 
at ber. 

"There's nothing wrong with visiting people," Ambuya 
said suddenJy. 

"You don't know who was in that crowd,» Unde Kufa 
replied in a right voice that told Nhamo he was struggling 
not to get angry. 

Grandmother thought for a moment. ''The whole business 
was laid to rest years ago." 

''Maybe it was, and maybe it wasn't.,' 
More silence. More unspoken disapproval. 
Nhamo couldn't make sense out of the argument, but she 

knew better than to ask questions. When they at last arrived 
in camp, Nhamo helped Grandmother to bed. Then she pre
sented herself at the makeshift cooking area to clean dishes. 
Her mind was whirljng with what had happened. She barely 
heard the other grrls, voices, and as soon as possible she 
stretched out on a sleeping mat. She pretended not co notice 
when Masvita lay down beside her. 

Father was a murderer. He ran away before he could be 
punished, and that meant Gore Mtoko's family hadn 'r got 
revenge on him. A crime like that cried out for punishment. 
Nhamo remembered Ambuya tellmg a story about a man who 
murdered his wife in Zimbabwe. He was sent to a whiteman's 
prison. That was all very well, Grandmother said, but every
one knew the wife's spirit wouldn't be satisfied. When the 
murderer was finally set free, he began to act very strangely. 
He dressed in women's clothes and spoke in a high-pitched 
voice. He shouted at his sisters and said, "Why did your 
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brother kill me?,, Then everyone knew he was possessed by 
the spirit of the dead wife. He wandered around, Grand
mother said, until he was run over by a bus. ·'She made him 
walk in front of that bus,,, Ambuya said with satisfaction. 

Perhaps Gore's spirit pursued Father even now. And yet 
Grandmother had said the whole business had been settled 
years ago. Did she pay compensation to the Mtoko family? 
That would have been unfair-after all, she was no blood 
relative of Father's-but perhaps they blamed Mother. 
Ambuya would have done anything for Mother. 

Nhamo's throat ached from holding back tears. A daugh
ter belonged to her father's family. Most people would have 
sent her away after Mother died, but not An1buya. Grand
mother had insisted on keeping her, had treated her kindly 
and called ber Little Pumpkin. When she remembered this, 
Nharno's control broke down. Tears poured out of her eyes 
and she clenched her teeth to prevent herself from making a 
sound. Her whole body trembled, but she managed to keep 
from disturbing Masvita at her side. Lucky, lucky Masvita! 
Her name meant "thank you ." Her birth had been welcomed 
and., in spite of recent troubles, everyone would rally around 
to make her future as pleasant as possible. 
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I r's happened!" cried Masvita, pushing 
through the reeds of the stream. Nhamo was 
perched on a rock, watching the effect of a 

fish trap she had made. 
"Whar 1s happened?'' she said. 
"The muvuki." Masvita had been running so 

hard, she had ro sit down to catch her breath. 
"He says we can see him tomorrow. Ah! That's 
a clever device.,, 

Nhamo bent down, whisked a smallish fish 
from the cone-shaped trap, and popped it into a 
basket. Her heart was beating very fast, but she 
didn't want to show her cousin how frightened 
she was. ''Thanks. I learned to make it at the 
trading post. There>s a man there who can weave 
almost anything. Are . .. we all going?" 

"Oh, yes! We have to be present in case, in 
case .. _,, Masvita's voice trailed off. 

In case one of us is discovered to be a witch, 
Nhamo thought. 

''It'll be wonderful to get it over with. I want 
to go home. I thought I'd like travel, but really 
all I want to do is stay in one place and never, 
never have any surprises." Masvita opened 
Nhamo's basket and counted the fish inside. 

''I don't like surprises either," murmured 
Nhamo, thinking of Father. 

When they returned to the camp, everyone 
was busy packing. They would return home soon 
if everything went well. Uncle Kufa went to the 



trading post to buy powdered milk for Aunt Shuvai's baby. 
The infant was recovering rapidly-his face had already 
rounded out, and he seemed to have accepted Masvita as his 
new mother. This, in turn, had an excellent effect on Masvita. 

She already looks like a mother, thought Nhamo. She 
could be five years older than I-but then, she grew rapidly 
like a weed. Grandmother's comment had once made Nhamo 
smile, but now it only aroused a dull ache in her heart. It 
doesn't matter if I turn into a fruit tree in five years, she 
thought. Who would want to marry the daughter of a mur
derer then-or ever? 

Early next morning everyone dressed with particular care. 
Masvita combed Nhamo's hair and rubbed her skin with 
butterfat. Her cousin's hands were cold, and Nhamo knew 
that she was frightened, too. They set off just as the sun rose 
in a dull red ball beyond the musasa trees. The trail was damp 
under Nhamo's bare feet, and the forest was full of glossy 
starlings with dark blue-green feathers and orange eyes. 

The sett lement was built in a long line dose to the stream. 
The trader's hou se, Nhamo had learned, lay at one extreme, 
with the muvuki's house nearby. The Frelimo camp was at 
the other. The store was at the center. The villagers followed 
the stream past clusters of huts and grananes perched on 
stilts. Uncle Kufa was ar their head, and the men carried 
presents for the doctor. 

One mile, two miles passed. Th ey came at last to the 
muvuki's garden. He had a square house with a red tile roof, 
and his garden was full of heavily laden banana and papaya 
trees. A boy passed them on the way, herdmg a flock of sleek 
nanny goats. Each one was fitted with a cloth bag over her 
udder to keep the milk from being stolen. Nhamo thought 
that was ludicrous, but she was far too worried to laugh. 

"Takutuka chiremba," the adults shouted in unil>on before 
they entered the garden: "We have scolded you, doctor." 
Nhamo didn't know the meaning behind this strJnge saying, 
but Grandmother said it was the correct way ro enter a 
muvuki's yard. The doctor was dressed m a gray suit like a 
picture m a maga7ine, and he was earing breakfast at a tahle 
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on the porch. Nhamo saw with fascination that he used a 
knife and fork instead of his fingers. Suddenly, he looked up 
and gazed straight at her. She felt as though her bones had 
turned to water. 

"Vahukwu. Welcome," he called. He put down his uten
sils, and a servant removed his plate. 

"I see you, Va-Nyamasatsi," he said, giving Ambuya's real 
name. "And you, Va-Kufa." Nharno felt goose bumps on her 
arms as he singled out every person in the group. How could 
he do this? He had never seen them before. 

He then slowly and impressively listed all the people who 
had died. When each name was uttered, everyone cried, 
"Wombat Amazing!" He pointed at a grove of trees at the 
far end of the garden and abruptly entered the house. 

"What happens now? " whispered Nhamo. 
"That is his uukiro, his sacred grove," Grandmother whis

pered back. "We must wait there until he is properly dressed.'' 
Everyone sat in a semicircle . Presencly, the muvuki 

emerged, still wearing his suit but with rwo ceremonial cloths 
crossed over his chest and tied behind his back. He wore a 
leopard-skin cap and a necklace of small bones and glass 
beads. He carried a clay pot. 

Is that the pot where he keeps his son's spirit? thought 
Nhamo with a stab of pure terror. But the rmwuki unrolled a 
reed mat on the ground and removed four hakata, or divining 
sticks, from the pot. Nhamo shivered with relief. 

Following the doctor came a younger man who knelt 
beside him and waited. "I request my gogodzero, the opening 
fee," said the muvuki. Uncle Kufa quickly took three trussed
up chickens from the other villagers and laid them before the 
doctor. 

"l will keep them for you, baba, '' said the younger man. 
He removed the chickens to the shade of a tree nearby. So 
that's one of the 1nuvuk1's sons, thought Nhamo. I wonder 
what he thought when his brother was sacrificed. 

Now the doctor took up two of the hakata sticks in one 
hand and rwo in the other. "These people have come to me, 
a son of an nganga, and want to be told who killed their 
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relatives. Was it a mudzimu, a famiJy spirit?" he asked. His 
hands opened, and the sticks fell t0 the mat. He quickly 
scooped them up, but Nhamo saw that two were faceup and 
rwo were down. She knew each stick had a patterned and a 
smooth side. Three of the designs were abstract. The founh 
was the outline of a crocodile. She didn't know what the 
symbols meant. 

"Is this diagnosis true?,, asked the doctor, and he let the 
hakata fall again. This time three were up and one down. 
"Zaru," he said. "The sticks disagree. These deaths were not 
caused by a family spirit." 

He proceeded to ask whether the trouble was caused by 
a shave, a wandering spirit. He threw the hakata twice to see 
if they agreed. Again the answer was no. "Was an ngozi* 
responsible?" the doctor said. The sticks feJI with three down 
and the fourth up, showing the crocodile. "Ngwena. Bad 
luck. Is this a true diagnosis?" Again the hakata fell three 
down with the crocodile up. "They agree! An ngozi has done 
this." 

"Hhhuuu,'' everyone sighed. Now no one would be 
pointed out as a witch. 

"A man has been murdered," the muvu.ki went on. "His 
spirit wanders. He has become an ngozz without a resting 
place, without heirs. He seeks revenge. He is the one who 
slew your relatives-and that one's father is responsible!,. 
He pointed straight at Nhamo. She flinched back so abruptly, 
she fell against Masvita. 

"His spirit is crying out, 'Why did you kill me? Why is 
my family calling for vengeance?',, 

"We paid compensation," Ambuya objected. 
"Hush, hush,'' everyone murmured. Masvita helped 

Nhamo sit up. They clung to each other. 
"Who is this who questions the hakata?" demanded the 

muvuki. ''Is she a spirit medium? I do not recognize her." 
«Ten years ago I paid compensation. I wasn't even a rela

tive of the man who committed the murder, but I paid. Gore 

11gozi: An angry sp1nt hcnr on revenge. 

Mtoko's fother demanded ten cattle, one for each of the 
fingers on his son's hands. Such a pnce for a tsotsi whose 
onlr skill was to prop open a door!" 

''Please don't say any more," whimpered Aunt Chipo. 
Ambuya unpat1cntlr waved her daughter away. 

"And did you pay ten cattle?" inquired the muvuki in a 
quiet voice. 

Grandmother became uneasy. ''Well, how could I? I didn't 
have that kind of wealth. Besides, nothing would have hap
pened 1f Gore hadn't knocked Proud into the coals. They 
were both at fault, really." 

"And what did you pay?" The muvuki's voice was smooth 
as the passage of a snake through reeds. 

"Two cows," admitted Ambuya. 
"Two cows for a man's life? Two cows for depriving 

someone of becoming an ancestor? ls it any wonder his spirit 
has returned in the form of a leopard?" 

Everyone gasped. 
"Oh, yes.}> The muvuki smiled. "You think to hide it from 

me, but I know. I have seen ll, Va-Nyamasatsi. Your daughter 
Runako was killed by a leopard, is it not so?>' 

"Yes,'' whispered Grandmother. 
"It walked into the village. It did not kill a goat or a 

chicken. It walked past a smalJ child and took her mother, 
is it not so?" 

Grandmother was unable to speak. 
"Then, when clus girl approached the age of womanhood, 

the leopard came agam. It appeared to her by the water-to 
her alone-and It spoke to her m the banana grove by night. 
Its footprints were seen in the dust of graves. You all know 
that the totem of Gore Mtoko's family is the leopard. The 
solution ro this problem is very clear." 

··Aaugh!" screamed Aunt Chipo, falling to the ground. 
"Eh! Ehl Why did you kill me? What had 1 done to you? 
Aaugh!" She tossed from side to side, her eyes rolled back 
in her head. Everyone jumped up at once. Masvita dragged 
Nhamo away from Aunt Chipo's writhing body. 
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Nhamo almost fainted from shock. Gore's spiri t had pos
sessed her aunt! He was right there, demanding vengeance! 

"I had no cloth to cover my body, no goat for the people 
who dug my grave! I had no food for the people who mourned 
me! These things I demand now!" screamed Aunt Chipo. 
Uncle Kufa knelt beside her and tried to wipe her face with 
a cloth, but she threw him back with surprising strength. 

"I have no son to offer sacrifices for me! I demand ven
geance! I demand the daughter of my murderer! Eeeee!'' Aunt 
Chipo gave a heart-stopping shriek and fainted. Her body 
became perfectly limp as the spirit of Gore left her. Several 
women hurried to rub her arms and legs. Uncle Kufa asked 
the muvuki for a calabash of water. The doctor sent his son 
to the house. 

Masvita was crying and trembling, bur Nhamo barely 
noticed . She felt turned to stone. Only Grandmother main
tained her self-control. She faced the muvuki squarely. "1 
agree that two cows was too small a payment, but after 
all, the murderer's family should have handled the situation. 
They're in Zimbabwe. I sen t them a message telling them 
about the problem, but they never answered." 

The doctor's son arrived with water, and Uncle Kufa 
splashed it over Aunt Chipo's body to cool her down. She 
moaned and opened her eyes. 

"One member of the murderer's family is nor in Zim
babwe," the muvuki said. 

'' I will send cloth and food to Gore's family, and a cow 
to take the place of this girl. That, surely, will please the 
Mtokos." 

"We aren't speaking of what wil1 please the Mtokos," the 
muvuki said in his smooth voice. "It's the ngozi who has to 
be satisfied. Life must be given for hfe." 

Nhamo was jolted from her stare of shock. Was the 
muvuki talking of sacrificing her? Surely not! 

''The girl must be given ro the brother of Gore ~1toko as 
a 1unior wife. As you know, she will really be the bride of 
the ngozi, and her first son will bear his name." 

"No! Ngozrs can no longer demand human beings as 
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payment! Thar custom is illegal-and it's stupid-and crue l! 
I will not agree!'' 

"Please, Va-Ambuya. Don't make things worse,'' pleaded 
Unde Kufa. 

"They could hardly be any worse. Let me tell you, Muvuki. 
The brother of Gore Mtoko is a beast. He's riddled with 
disease, and so are his miserable wives. As if I would give 
the child of my Runako to that animal! J would sooner die
and then )' OU would see an avenging spirit. Not one of you 
would get a good night's sleep! Let go of me!" 

Several of the women present tried to hold on to Grand
mother. They murmured anxious words as though they were 
calming an angry infant. '"She isn't well, Muvuki. Please for
give her;' one of them said. 

·'The re's nothing wrong with me!" Grandmother shouted. 
"We live in modern times, and girls don't have to be given 
away as slaves. What kind of doctor are you, anyway? Some
one who killed his own son to gain power? Ha! Only witches 
do that!" 

"~iother!" shrieked Aunt Chipo. 
"She's sick,'' Uncle Kufa cried . ·'She doesn't know what 

she's saying .. , 
Nhamo was dizzy with fear. The worst, the very worst 

thing you could call anyone was a witch. Especially when it 
might be true. The muvuki's face was expressionless, but his 
clenched fists showed the rage that bubbled inside him. Even 
Grandmother seemed appalled by what she had just said. 

"If there's a witch present, she arrived thi s morning," the 
muvuki snarled. "And if someone tries to cast a spell on me, 
the force of my ancestral spirits will cast it right back." He 
thrust his walking stick, carved in the shape of a serpent, at 
Ambuya. 

Nhamo screamed. She thought the heavy cane was going 
to smash Grandmother's face, but it stopped a finger's breadth 
away. The effect was as though the blow had actually landed, 
however. Ambuya's head snapped back and she bared her 
teeth in a terrible parody of a smile. Then she collapsed mto 
the arms of the women around her. 
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"Grandmother,'' wailed Ma sv1ta. 
"Ge t back. Let her breathe," Uncle Kufa ordered. 
The women laid Grandmother on the ground, and Aunt 

Chipo began rubbing her hands and feet. The muvuki's son 
grabbed the calabas h and ran for more water. 

To Nhamo, the rest of the world seemed to disappea r: All 
she could see was Grandmother's face with one side crumpled 
and one eye open and unblinking. Nhamo closed the eye 
gently. She mas sage d Ambu ya's face and felt the teeth 
clenched beneath the wrinkled skin. 

"Can yo u help her, hon ored do ctor? '' said Uncle Kufa. 
"Why should I aid someone who called me a witch?" said 

the muvuki. 
"She is the oldest person in our village. She suffe rs from 

a misguided fondness for her granddaughter, but otherwise 
her life has been blameless. I will pay you, of course." 

The muvuki considered. " Ir is a good thing to care for 
one's elders. l see you are a considerate and honorable son
in-law. Very well, I will mak e a poultice to draw out the 
illness, but you will have to find someone else to carry on 
th e tr eatment after you return home . Thi s kind of sickness 
tak es a long time to heal." 

'' H ow long?', 
''Weeks . Perhap s month s." 
The muvuki r eturne d to his house to prepare the medi cine, 

and Uncle Kufa removed more gifts from the packs car ried 
by the villagers. H e took our two brand-new hoes, a knife 
with th e hilt wrapped in copper wire, a length of dress-doth, 
and a small amount of real money. Grandmother's breathing 
was ragged, almost like snor ing . 

"Go on ro the Portuguese trader's house, Nhamo," said 
Uncle Kufa. "Ask him ro send us something co help move 
A111buya.'' 

Nhamo hurried far th er along the trail. The trader didn't 
open his store until noon, 50 he was still situng on his porch 
enjoymg the cool morning bree1e. He sent his ass1srant off 
at once w1rh a stretcher. "B ring her here," he told the man. 
"No leave alone with witch doc[or. Mayhc he cut her into 
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steaks for dinner .'' Nhamo looked so alarmed, he added, "I 
make joke, little Disaster. Your ambuya too tough for him 

h 
,, 

any ow. 
After a while the villagers arrived with Grandmother. The 

side of her face and body was plastered with a brown-gray 
mud. Everyone's forehead was marked with chalk to show 
that the muvuki had been saosfied with his payment and that 
everyone had been satisfied with his diagnosis. The trader 
told them co put Grandmother on a bed on the covered porch. 

"She's not used to sleeping off the ground. She might fall," 
whispered Nhamo. 

"You watch her , then," the trader ordered. ccMe, I no 
sleep on the ground. Centipedes crawl up my nose and make 
nest." In spite of her misery, the idea was so silly Nhamo 
gave him a watery smile. "That better, little Disaster. You 
stay by your ambuya and hit the centipedes with a stick when 
they show up." 

Uncle Kufa was amazed that the trader wanted no payment 
for keeping Grandmother, but he was quick to take him up 
on the offer. He assigned severa l women to take turns watch
ing her. 

AJJ day they sat, keeping Grandmother's bod y warm and 
.flexing her hand s and feet. By afternoon, rhe old woman was 
able to move one side of her body, but the other side remained 
paralyzed. She was unable to speak. There was no question 
of moving her until she recovered more of her st rength or
Nhamo 5'vaUowed back the tears-died. At night, the women 
returned to the camp by the stream . Only Nhamo remained, 
patiently changing the cloths beneath Ambuya's hip s and 
dribbling water into her mouth. Finally, in th e middle of the 
night, she was coo exhausted to go on. She stretched out on 
a mat by the bed and, worn out by fear and misery, sank 
inco a dreamless sleep. 
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The next day, Uncle Kufa sent Masv ita, 
Aun t Chipo, and Aunt Shuvai's baby to 
stay in Vatete's village . Vatete's husband 

and one other man went along to protect them . 
The rest of the villagers remained to ca rry Grand
mother home when she was able to trave l. 
Nhamo hugged her cousin. They both cried, and 
the baby, who was tied to Masvita's back, pic ked 
up their mood and began to howl. 

"He looks strong," said Nhamo, wiping tears 
from her face. "Good lungs, anyway." 

"He's beautiful," Masvita said. "If 1-if I 
never have babies, I'll at least have had him .,, 
Then she cried some more unti l Aunt Chi po ca lled 
her away. Nhamo watched them disappear down 
the trail with mixed feelings. On one han d , she 
hated to see them go. On the other, no one else 
would expect her to discuss tha t terrible, terrible 
meeting with the muvuki. Uncle Kufa woul d 
make only brief visits to see how Amb uya was 
doing . 

The other women didn't speak to her at all, 
and Nhamo had plenty of time to think about 
her situation. Her father was a murderer. The 
ngozi had demanded that she marry a diseased 
man with several wives. Gore's brother would n't 
pay roora for her, so she wouldn't have any status 
in her new household. The other wives would 
beat her. Perhaps her husband would beat her, 
too, to get revenge for his brother's death. She 

wouldn't see ~1asvita anymore, or Ruva or Grandmothe r
if Grandmother even lived. 

The future was so bleak, Nhamo refused to think about 
it. She pretended thnt she lived on the trader's porch instead. 
It was what she did m the deserted village back home. She 
knew, of course, char ~!other didn't really drink tea with her 
on mp of the hill there. She knew she sat with a scrap of 
p:ipcr held down by pebbles-but the pictures in her mind 
were so real, she! thought they must somehow exist. They 
might live in the underground country where the thrown 
awa,· animals and people went . And someday, if she could 
find the way, she might join them. 

Nhamo applied herself to caring for Ambuya. When an 
unpleasant thought occurred, she shook her head to clear it 
out. Nothing existed for her but the trader's house, the porch 
with Grandmother's bed, and an endless present. 

Three or four times a day she made up a poultice. The 
mtwuki had provided powdered bark from a tree that had 
been struck by ligh ming. This was the correct treatment, he 
said, for someone who suffered from chikandiwa, or a stroke. 
Nhamo boiled rhe powder with water, soaked it in a cloth, 
and applied it to Grandmothe r 's paralyzed side. Between 
tunes, sbe rubbed Ambuya's arms and legs, and told her 
stories. She couldn't tell whether the old woman understood 
her. 

The other women helped during the day, but they talked 
to one another and ignored Nhamo . 

During the afternoon, when the trader was at work, his 
wife sat on the porch. She was a plump, cheerfuJ woman 
called Rosa. '·I used to have a Shona name, bur Joao changed 
it when we got married,'' she explajned. Joao was the trader. 

uls that their custom? To change a wife's name?" 
.. lf she joins the church," said Rosa. 1·1 became a Catholic 

to marry Joao. You're an excellent storyteller." 
"Thank you. Ambuya taught me." Nhamo was pleased 

to have company and even more delighted with the snacks 
Rosa produced. Never had she encountered such food! Some 
of it came out of cans-delicious, oily fish, and peas already 
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shelled and cooked. Rosa had paper packages of cookies and 
glass bottles full of honey. What a wonderful thing it was to 
be married to a storekeeper! Nhamo would have joined the 
church, too, to have such riches. 

Other things about Catholics made her uneasy, though. 
Across from Rosa and Joao's bed was a huge cross with a 
man nailed to it. His head was crowned with thorns. Rosa 
said he was called Jesus. She said bad people had murdered 
him, but he came back to life after three days. 

"Did he get revenge on his enemies then?" inquired 
Nhamo. 

"Oh, no! He forgave them. That's the Christian way.'' 
Nhamo didn't want to be rude, but she thought it was 

creepy to have a dead man on the wall of your bedroom. 
Also, if compensation hadn't been paid, Jesus would have 
turned into an ngozi and made his enemies suffer anyway. 
Nhamo shook her head violently to keep from thinkmg about 
ngozis. 

Slowly, Grandmother improved. She could move both 
sides of her body, although she was too weak to stand and 
she still couldn't talk. Her eyes had expression in them now. 
They followed Nhamo and sometimes they welled over with 
tears. 

"Does it hurt, Ambuya?'' whispered Nhamo as she wiped 
the tears away. Grandmother couldn't answer; the tears con
tinued to flow. 

One afternoon, Uncle Kufa decided the old woman was 
well enough to travel. "The basket maker has made a traveling 
chair for you, Va-Ambuya,'' he said. "It hangs on long poles, 
which we can carry on our shoulders. You should be very 
comfortable." He instructed Nhamo to have everything ready 
to leave the next morning. 

Nhamo felt stunned as her uncle strode off. All at once, 
the thoughts she had pushed away came back in a rush. She 
wasn't going to live on this porch forever. No one would 
speak to her kindly anymore or worry about her welfare. She 
would go to a strange house where the women would hate 

her and her husband would heat her. Even her own people 
couldn't wait to get rid of her. 

Nhamo sank to the ground and burst into wild sobs. Rosa 
came running from the house. "What is 1t? Are you hurt?" 
She knelt and cook the girl into her arms. Nhamo wept until 
she was exhausted. Rosa led her into the house and made 
her lie down on the big bed across from Jesus. 

HD rink this, linle Disaster," she whispered, holding a glass 
of dark red liquid to Nhamo 's mouth. Nhamo almost choked 
on the sweet, fiery substance, but Rosa refused to go until 
she finished. "Stay here. Sleep,,, Rosa murmured, stroking 
Nhamo,s forehead. 

Nhamo woke wirJ1 a start later. The first thing she saw 
was the dead man on the wall. He was a murder victim, so 
he had certainly turned into an ngozi. Was he still wandering 
around, looking for his enemies? Nhamo rolled off the bed 
and crouched on the floor where Jesus couldn't watch her. 
She heard voices outside, speaking Portuguese. 

Her chest ached from her crying earlier. A heavy feeling 
of despair weighed down her arms and legs, but she realized 
that Ambuya needed care. 

"Little Disaster!" cried the trader as she came out to the 
porch. He and Rosa were sitting next to Grandmother. 

Nhamo was surprised. Tr was daytime, and the trader was 
supposed to work until midnight. 

"I come home special for you," Joao explained. "Rosa 
send message: You cry, cry. Make yourself sick. She explain 
better what we got in mmd. Speak better Shona.'' 

"We know all about the nmvuki. He'c; an evj) man!" began 
Rosa. 

"Bad bugger ten rimes over,,, Joao added. 
"He tells people to wait, so his spies can find out their 

secrets. Then he pretends the spirits told him everything. Ir's 
all lies." 

Nhamo was worried. It was dangerous to criticize the 
doctor. He might find out and harm Joao and Rosa. 

"He always has someone at the trading post because, 
sooner or later, everyone goes there," Rosa went on. 



"I big fool, getting this oJd lady to talk. The witch doctor 
hear about you, Nbamo. He smack his lips, you bet. Get out 
the salt and pepper." The trader nodded at Ambuya, and she 
watched him intently. 

"We've met your grandmother before , when she came to 
trade livestock and gold," said Rosa. "She's a remarkable 
woman, intelligent and independent. Look at the way she 
sent your mother off to school. We know she wouldn't want 
you to be an ngozi bride." 

Nhamo hung her head. It was kind of the trader and his 
wife to be sympathetic, but they had no idea how desperate 
the villagers were. They were fighting for their lives. The 
happiness of one girl wouJdn 't concern them. 

''We think-although we aren't sure-that your mother 
became a Catholic before she was married. That makes you 
a Catholic child, Nhamo. You can't be given away in a pagan 
ritual." 

Nhamo looked up, startled. 
"Our little Maria die of cholera," said Joao. "Rosa sad 

all the time. No have any baby. She want for you to be hers." 
Rosa took Nhamo's hands, and her eyes glistened with tears. 
Nhamo was astounded. Live here? With these kind people? 
Was it possible? 

"Your ambuya would like that,'' said Rosa. Nhamo 
looked down at Grandmother. The old woman brought her 
withered hands together as though she were trying to clap, 
the way one did to say thank you. 

"Oh, Grandmother," murmured Nhamo. She felt dazed. 
Could she really stay here-and talk to Rosa all day-and 
listen to the guitar-and eat fish from a can? She would work 
in the garden and kitchen-she would work day and night 
to make them like her! But she wouldn't see Grandmother 
or Masvita anymore. And what about Mother! Would she 
still be able to have tea with her? 

"You wouldn't be able to see your family anyhow, if you 
got married," Rosa said, understanding Nhamo's sudden look 
of dismay. "You'd be nothing but a slave. Do you think your 
husband would let you run off on visits? Husband! How 
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cou ld anyone think of marrying you off? You don't look over 
eleven." 

'Tm the same age as Mas vita," said Nhamo. 
"Going by her, you might be as old as twelve . That's still 

a shocking age to get married." 
"Uncle Kufa will never agree," Nhamo said. She didn't 

dare let herself hope for too much. 
"I deal with him," declared the trader. "I fill him up with 

presents. He fat as hippo by time he go home.'' 

But the trader had underestimated the depth of Uncle Kufa 's 
fear. "No!'' Uncle Kufa shouted that night. ''No! The ngozi 
killed my relatives. It made my daughter sterile. It will kill 
us all if it doesn't get satisfaction." Uncle Kufa 's brother, 
waiting in the shadows near the porch, grunted in agreement. 

''I talk to Gore Mtoko's brother, make big offer. He happy, 
Gore happy. Go back to boneyard where he belongs." 

"You don't understand! What the ngozi wants is a son. 
No one can give it to him except Nhamo." Uncle Kufa talked 
as though Nhamo and Rosa didn't exist, although they were 
standing right in front of him. 

"She too small for wife,'' Joao said. "You leave her here 
one year. Then she marry.'' 

"No one expects her to behave like a grown woman yet, 
but she has ro move into her husband's house," said Uncle 
Kufa. ''The ngozi has to understand that we're serious. And 
I see right through your schemes, Portuguese. If I leave the 
girl here, you'll hide her next time I visit.,, His brother moved 
from the shadows to sit on the edge of the porch. Nhamo's 
hopes evaporated. 

"Make Ambuya happy,'' Joao pleaded. "She old, old. 
Have much love for granddaughter." Grandmother lay on 
the bed, watching the argument. Her eyes flickered from one 
man to the other. 

"Ambuya is my greatest concern. She won't recover until 
the ngozi is satisfied." 

"/ think Nhamo's father was Catholic," said Rosa sud
denJy. 
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Uncle Kufa looked straight past the woman and addressed 
the empty air. "The girl grew up in a traditional village. She 
belongs to us, not the Catholics.,, He said the word as though 
it were a curse. 

"She belongs to her father," Rosa emphasized. Nhamo 
was impressed. It was a good argument: Perhaps her uncle 
didn't have the right to dispose of her after all. 

HHe caused the problem," Uncle Kufa said, still speaking 
to the air. "It is right and fitting that his daughter pay for 
his evil deeds." 

"A true thing," commented Uncle Kufa's brother from his 
perch. 

"The problem was cholera," Rosa cried. "Hundreds of 
people died. Do you think your ngozi was responsible for 
them all?" 

"I have no idea. Perhaps someone should ask the muvuki." 
"That monster who keeps his son's heart in a pot? Anyone 

who consults him is an idiot!" 
"Rosa ... ," said Joao, putting his hand on her arm. 
"You ought to be ashamed of yourselves, throwing this 

child away to save your miserable skins!" 
·'I see your wife has forgotten the traditional humility 

of our foremothers. Or perhaps it is the teachings of the 
Catholics.,, Uncle Kula might have been discussing the 
weather with the trader, but Nhamo could tell by the stiff 
way he stood that he was m a cold fury. 

His apparent indifference drove Rosa into a rage. She 
thrust herself forward and screamed in his face, "Don,t pre
tend I'm not here! I'll make yo u listen if I have to ram the 
words down your throat!'' Nhamo covered her ears. Joao 
grabbed his wife and pulled her away. 

"Stop it, Rosa! You make things worse!" 
Uncle Kufa signaled to his brother that they were to leave. 

"Be ready at first light/' he told Nhamo. He left the porch 
w1thour a backward glance. 

Rosa struggled in Joao's arms. "You can't let them take 
h " er. 
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"Minha vida," whispered the trader. "My love. I no can 
stop them." 

"Go to the Frelimo soldiers, those women with men's 
clothes and guns." 

"No wane guns here, my darling." 
"Freilino is against the old ways. They'll stop this crazi-

ness.'' 
"ls coo dangerous!'' 
"If you won't go, I will!', 
"Okay, okay." The trader sighed. ''But minha vida, the 

soldiers no like visitors after dark. Maybe they use me for 
target, bang-bang. You cry if I come back full of holes?" 

"You can't get out of it that easily. I know they all like 
you," said Rosa, smiling through her tears. 

·'Oh, yes! All the time threaten to pour beer into stream." 
Nhamo knew Frelimo was opposed to alcohol, but they 

had reached a truce with the Portuguese trader. Him they 
could control. They knew where he operated and could round 
up the shake-shake drinkers if they became coo rowdy. Any 
other beer seller might hide in the forest and cause more 
trouble. Joao took a lantern and set off down the trail. 

Nhamo and Rosa bathed Grandmother and fed her 
chicken broth and thin porridge. They arranged her again on 
the bed. 

··How far is the army camp?" asked Nhamo. 
"About an hour's walk, on the other side of rhe trading 

post.'' 
"Isn't that dangerous?" 
.. Joao won't go alone. He'll pick up his assistant." 
The conversation lapsed. Nharno 's nerves were strung as 

tightly as a bowstring. She didn't know what to hope for. 
She wanted to Stay with Rosa-but she didn't want her family 
hurt. What would happen when Frelimo showed up with 
their guns? And ii she didn't marry Gore Mtoko's brother, 
wouldn't the ngoz.i kiU the rest of her family? 

Nhamo sat on the floor next to Grandmother's bed and 
held the old woman's cold hand. "What should I do, 
Ambuya?" she pleaded. "If you want me to stay with Rosa 
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and Joao, please move your fingers." But Grandmother did 
nothing, either because she hadn't understood or because she, 
too, couldn't make up her mind. 

In the distance, Nhamo heard voices and saw lights moving 
among the trees. They were coming from the direction of the 
trading post. "Rosa!,, she cried. 

'' That can't be the soldiers yet," Rosa said. Very quickly 
a crowd poured into the trader's garden, trampling the plants 
and forming a semicircle in front of the house. Nhamo was 
startled to glimpse Joao's pale face. The crowd consisted of 
Uncle Kufa and the villagers, the muvuki, and his son and 
servants. They carried blazing torches. 

"Ah!'' cried Rosa as Joao and bis assistant were thrown 
to the ground. Their hands were tied behind their backs. 

"By what authority do you chalJeoge me?'' roared the 
muvuki. He drew a sma ll gun from his belt and pointed it at 
the trader. Rosa screamed. ''You can't tel1 me what to do!n 
the muvuki went on. "You are not my father, and I am not 
your child. You will not be permitted to interfere." 

"1 only go for check store," Joao protested. 
"You liar! You were on your way to the Frelimo camp. 

1 heard you talking to your assistant," Unde Kufa shouted. 
"If the Catholics want war, then war it shaJJ be," the 

muvuki screamed. "We'll see who wins, your dead man on 
a stick or the living spirits of Africa!" He fired the gun into 
the air. Nhamo gasped with terror . 

"I go for take brandy to soldiers, H said Joao, suddenly 
inspired. The muvuki stop ped and considered his captive. 
The two men stared at each other for a long moment. Some
thing about their expressions seemed odd to Nhamo. In spite 
of his threatening words, the muvuki didn't look particularly 
angry, nor did the trader appear frightened. 

"Frelimo is against alcohoJ," the doctor pointed out. 
HBig boys on top no like," Joao said craftily. "Little guys 

on bottom drink, drink. Chase women, too." 
"Thar's so," agreed one of the villagers. "You can tell 

Frelimo women are trashy. They wear pants like men .• , 
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"Is this true? You were taking brandy to the soldiers and 
not asking them to rescue the girl?" the doctor said. 

"Delivering drinks in the middle of the night? Don,t be 
ridiculous," said Uncle Kufa. 

·'If I go in daytime, the big boys shoot me.'' 
"It makes sense ." The muvuk, put the gun away. Suddenly, 

Nhamo understood that an agreement had been reached 
between the doctor and the trader. They had to live together 
in this community. They might dislike each other, but they 
were both businessmen, w,tb the same customers. As long as 
the muvuk, maintained his supremacy, he was quite willing 
to let a Catholic trader operate in the same area. Joao, for 
his part , had to protect Rosa. Uncle Kufa was an outsider. 

''Aren,t you going to punish him?" said Uncle Kufa. 
The muvuki ignored him . He called for his son to bring 

him a seat. The young man went into the trader's house as 
though he owned it and returned, lugging Joao 's easy chai r. 
After the doctor had settled himself down, he told his servants 
to untie Joao and the assistant. Rosa ran to her husband, 
crying. 

Uncle Kufa didn't understand the delicate trading that had 
gone on under his nose. He looked both angry and bewildered, 
something Nhamo would have enjoyed if her own situation 
hadn't been so desperate . 

She knew the battle was over. She was doomed. She 
watched passively as Grandmother was bw1dled into a car ry
ing chair. Rosa wept in Joao's arms, and he looked past her 
into the dark forest. Nhamo turned away, resolutely following 
Ambuya's chair as it swayed along the traiJ. Perhaps the trader 
and his wife saw her leave, perhaps not. It didn't matter. The 
sooner she was gone, the safer they would be. 
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N hamo stared at the open door of the hut. 
The light outside was blinding; ins ide, it 
was cool and dark. She heard Grand

mother's steady breathing from the mat behind 
her. 

Tomorrow was the first day of the handing
over ceremony. Beer had been brewed and the 
n.ganga from Vatete's village had arrived. During 
the ceremony, he would be possessed by Gore's 
spirit and would list the things it required to leave 
Nhamo's family in peace. All the conditions had 
already been decided. The ceremony was only a 
formality. 

The following day, Nhamo and her relatives 
would travel to Gore's village for the second part 
of the marriage. She would wear a red doth over 
her head until she sat beside the ceremonial pot 
shelf in her new home. 

For the fust time in her life she wasn't bur
dened with chores from dawn to dusk. It was as 
though the village had already said good-bye to 
her. Nlasvita, Tazviona, and the others gathered 
wood and weeded the gardens. They spoke 
politely to Nhamo when she ventured from 
Grandmother's hut, but there was already a wall 
between them and her. The only encouraging 
evenr was the reappearance of Masvita's men
struation. It seemed the ngozi had forgotten some 
of his anger. 

What would her new life be like? She knew 

that Gore's brother, Zororo, had three wives already. They 
were all older th:in Aunt Chipo and so they would be JealoW> 
of her. She had seen Zororo. His hair was peppered with 
gray, and the v.·hices of his eyes had turned a dull yellow. 
When Uncle Kufa'5 hunting dog growled at him, Zororo gave 
rhe beast sud1 a kick tn the nbs that it ran yelping into rhe 
foresr. Gore's brother clearly didn't tolerate opposmon. 

And what would she do abour Mother? Only once, m the 
weeks since her return, had Nhamo gone to the rumed village. 
It was too disheartening! "Could I take you with me, Mai?'' 
she asked. It might be berrer to leave rhe picture where it 
was. She could always imagme Mother waiting for her there. 

..Little Pumpkin," came a fainr voice behind her. 
Nhamo was so startled she almost screamed. She spun 

around and sa,v Grandmother watchmg her from the mat. 
"D-did you speak, \'a-Ambuya?" she quavered. 
"Come here." The old woman's voice was low, but per

fectly clear. "I don't want anyone else to listen." 
Nhamo crouched next to the mat, trembling. 
'Tve been able to talk for several days. And to listen for 

much longer. I had to think abour what to do." 
''D-do?" murmured Nhamo. 
"I'm very, very weak," Grandmother went on. "I doubt 

whether I can argue with Kufa about your marriage.'' 
"You know abour 1t?" 

''I remember everything, including the night we were taken 
from the trader's house. I've had a long time to think about 
what Rosa said. Little Pumpkin, you might be a Catholic." 

.. HO\\ can l tell?" Nhamo automatically dipped a cloth 
in a pot of water. She had been cooling Ambuya's skin so 
often during the hor days, she hardly noticed what she was 
doing. 

"I don't know. But I do know the Catholics would protect 
you if they thought you belonged ro them,,, 

Nhamo felt like crym~. Why had Grandmother waited so 
long ro give her this information? Any help Ambuya sent for 
now would come too late. She gently wiped the old woman's 
face and arms with the wet cloth. 
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Grandmother was silent a few moments. Perhaps she had 
exhausted herself. 

"Ambuya, would you like some food? Or should I call 
Aunt Chipo?" 

"No!'' Grandmother said with surprising strength. "The 
last thing I need is a fit of hysterics in this hut. My beloved 
child, what I have to say is for you alone." 

At the words beloved child Nhamo began to cry silently 
and hopelessly. Never in her life had anyone called her that. 

"You must run away to the Catholics today.» 
Nharno sat up straight. Had she heard correctly? "Yo u 

mean walk to the trading post by myself?" 
"No . Kufa and that misbegotten brother of Gore would 

find you in no time. Besides, Joao and Rosa can't protect 
you. They are only two against hundreds. You must go to 
Zimbabwe.,, 

"Zim-bab-we?" gasped Nhamo. 
t•rve been lying here thinking, thinking, thinking. How is 

ir to be done? And at last the solution came to me. The stream 
flows down to the rjver-the Musengezi River. I followed it 
when I came from Zimbabwe. You can use it to go back." 

"I-don't know ." Nhamo was aghast. The edge of the 
river was thickly forested. Not only was it difficult to walk 
through, but all the animals went there to drink. She would 
be someone's dinner before the first day was out! 

"You could take a trail, but you'd probably get Jost. 
Besides, one girl alone wouldn't last long." 

Exactly my idea, thought Nhamo. 
"So you'll have to take a boat . CrocodiJe Guts's boat was 

pulled up on a sandbank when he died. I doubt whether 
anyone has disturbed it." 

"Ir's still there," Nhamo said. 
"Good! You 're an observant girl. rm sure you noticed 

how Crocodile Guts maneuvered his boat." 
Nhamo had, in fact, often watched the fisherman. Boating 

was one of the many things she had studied without having 
any dear reason to do so. He had a poJe with a flat paddle 
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that he used first on one side, then the other, to move himself 
along. 

''When ir gets dark, you pull the boat into the water and 
let yourself float downstream. After a while you 'U come ro 
the ~1usengezi. Then you must use the paddle to force yourself 
against the flow. You have to go upstream, not down. When 
you need to rest, go toward shore and tie up to a tree. Croco
dile Guts always kept a coil of rope in his boat. Be sure it's 
still there. It's perfect! You '11 be safe from animals alJ the 
way." 

Nhamo was stunned by the idea. It was so unbelievably 
daring! Could she really float-or row-all the way co free
dom? "How will I know when Pve gone far enough?H 

"When you come to electric lights," said Ambuya. 
"You've never seen them, but they're brighc-bright as a 
hundred fires! You must be very careful crossing the border, 
though. Don't get out of the boat. The ground is full of 
land mines." Grandmother explained about land mines, and 
Nhamo felt queasy. 

All at once, they heard Aunt Chipo's v01ce outside. 
Ambuya lay flat and closed her eyes. The woman brought in 
food and maheu. There was a special dish of treats for Nhamo. 
"Since it's your last day," Aunt Chipo explained. She lifted 
Grandmother's hand, which was perfectly limp, and laid it 
back down with a sigh. 

When they were alone again, Nhamo shared her treats 
with Ambuya. "I had to lie to her,., the old woman explained. 
"If Kufa knew I could give you advice, he might guess where 
you went after you escaped. I'm hoping he'll think you went 
back to the trading post." The two of them ate and talked 
more as if they were two girls rather than a revered elder and 
a child. It was like the afternoon they had listened to the 
guitar at the trading post. 

But finally, Grandmother told her to close the door for 
privacy. "Move that chest at the end of my bed," she ordered. 
When Nhamo had done so, Grandmother told her to dig a 
hole in the floor. A few inches down was a small pot. Ir was 
full of gold nuggets. 
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"I collected those from the stream. l used to trade them 
with Joao, but T'll never do rhat again." 

"Don't say that," begged Nhamo. 
"I'm only telling che truth. When I go to my ancestors, 

Chipo will hunt around until she finds it. She can dig up a 
pot of earthworms for all I care! I want you to have it." 

Nhamo poured the nuggets rnto her hand. They were 
colder and heavier than she'd expected. 

.. Put them into a cloth bag and tie them around your 
neck," instructed Ambuya. "Don't try to sell them without 
advice-ask the nuns for help." 

"At Nyanga?'' said Nhamo, remembermg the place her 
mother had gone to school. 

·'You won't be able to walk that far, but there are nuns 
aH over Zimbabwe. Just find the nearest ones and cell them 
you're Catholic. They can send a letter to your father.'' 

Her father! Nhamo had forgotten about him. Suddenly, 
Grandmother's daring plan took on reality. Nhamo had a 
family in Zimbabwe. She had a name: Nhamo Jongwe, mem~ 
ber of the Jongwe clan, which might include friendly aunts 
and undes and even grandparents. 

" He 's as trustworthy as a rat in a gram bin, but he's all 
you've got," said Ambuya. spoiling Nhamo's enthusiasm. 
Still, Grandmother didn't really know Father that well. He 
might have a very nice family. 

"Go for a walk now, Little Pumpkin. Take food from rhc 
storehouse. Ger matches, a calabash, and whatever else you 
can manage without getting caught ." 

"That's stealing," protested Nhamo. 
"That's survival. I, your elder, command you co do ir. 

Now go. I'm exhausted with talking and need to sleep." 
Grandmocher closed her eyes and this time really dozed off. 
Nhamo core a !)quare of the red cloth she was to use for the 
wedding ceremony and tied the gold pieces 111s1de. 

My ruora, she thought with J h1ner smile. Then she set 
about following Ambuya's <l1rections. 
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All went with amazing smoothness. Crocodile Guts's boat 
was st ill jammed into the reeds, and the mooring rope was 
still attached. Nhamo removed a sack of already ground and 
dried mealie meal from the storehouse. She visited Aunt 
Chipo 's hut and rook a box of matches and a bag of beans. 
Here and there she went, removing odds and ends. It was 
wicked co steal-she knew that-bur worse to disobey an 
elder. And so she entered into the adventure with a clear 
conscience. No one bothered her or even stopped to talk. She 
was a ghost in her own village, already seen as the bride of 
the ngozt. 

Only Masvita gave her an uncomfortable moment. 'Tll 
miss you,,, her cousin sa1d tearfully as Nhamo bent over Aunt 
Shuvai's baby. "I want you to know ... if it doesn't work 
out ... if he's cruel ... come back. I couldn't bear to see you 
suffer. I'll argue with Father until he lets you stay. You'll 
have to return anyway to have your first child.,, 

Nhamo knew char Masvita would never find the courage 
to argue with Uncle Kufa, but she appreciated the thought. 
She felt slightly guilty because she had just stolen a pot of 
the miller-and-honey cakes Aune Chipo kept to fatten her 
daughter up. 

Nhamo stored everything in the boat. In the late afternoon, 
she went to the ruined village and fetched Mother. "Yo u'll 
never guess what I'm going to do, " she whispered to the clay 
pot. "I know it seems wrong, but Grandmother commanded 
me to do it.,, 

As the shadows grew and the time for departure 
approached, however, Nhamo began to have second 
thoughts. It had been a wonderful plan when the sun was 
high. Ambuya had seemed full of confidence and even-if 
such a thing were possible with an elder-mischief. 

Now the spaces between the trees filled up with blue-gray 
shadows as Nhamo halted by Crocodile Guts's boat. Que/ea 
birds flew to safety in the reeds. The moment, when day had 
not quite become night, held the forest enthraUed. A kudu 
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stood, one foot poised, near the water; a monkey gazed at 
Nhamo from his perch in a mobola plum tree. Nhamo hesi
tated, holding the day pot with Mother's picture inside. 

Then the light shifted; the kudu snorted and backed away 
to find another path. The monkey fled. "Oh, Mother, I'm so 
frightened," murmured Nhamo. She placed the pot in one 
end of the boat and packed grass around it for protection . 
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As usual you've arrived too late co help," 
grumbled Aunt Chipo as Nhamo entered 
Grandmother's hut. "Don't think you '11 

get away with such laziness with your new hus
band. He's a man who knows what's what." She 
leaned against the wall with a bowl of sadza and 
relish. Masvita was carefully spooning food into 
Ambuya's mouth. 

"She looks better, don't you think?" said Mas
vita. "I almost think she understands what we 
say." 

"Poor lv1other! If it wasn't for Nhamo, she 
wouldn't have angered the muvuki. Well, what 
are you looking at, girl? I'm nor going to wait 
on you.,, 

Nhamo helped herself to the pot of relish and 
platter of sadza next to Grandmother's pot shelf. 

"You be ready bright and early-no running 
off to the forest,'' Aunt Chipo said. 

'"Please come to the girls' hut tonight," begged 
1'.1asvica. ' ' J'II ask Tazviona to watch Grand
mother." 

Nhamo almost choked on her sadza. "I'll see 
you agai~ lots of times. I don't know when I'll 
see Ambuya." 

"Then I'll stay with you," her cousm said 
warmly. 

"Oh, no! You won't get any sleep," snapped 
Aunt Chipo. "You have ro do this one 's chores, 
now that she's running off ro a new home.'' She 



made it sound as though Nhamo were marrying Gore's 
brother out of spite. 

Masvita made a few gentle protests and dropped the argu
ment. "Don't worry. I'll come and see you as often as possible 
after you're married," she whispered. Nhamo doubted this 
very much. Her cousin had a kind spirit, but she was no 
match for her mother. 

And it didn,t matter. Masvita wasn't going to visit her in 
her real new home. 

Nhamo hurried to perform the final chores of the day 
after Aunt Chipo and Masvita had left. She helped Ambuya 
sit up to relieve herself. She tidied the hut and made sure a 

water jar was close to the bed. She discovered that Grand
mother could hold a cup and drink without any help at all. 

uYou fooled everyone,'' she said with admiration. 
"In a day or two I'll magically recover." The o ld woman 

smiled serenely. 
Nhamo glanced our the dark door. "Grandmother ... if 

I run away, won't the ngozi punish everyone?" 
Ambuya paused before she answered. "I've been thinking 

about that a long time. Many people died of cholera, not just 
our family. I believe Rosa was right: Gore Mtoko couldn't 
be responsible for a whole epidemic." 

"But the muvuki-,, 
"Was wrong. lknow that's a surprise," said Grandmother 

when Nhamo's eyes widened. "You see, spirit mediums are 
ordinary men and women when they're not being possessed. 
A few of them fake messages when they can't manage a real 
one." 

Nhamo was deeply shocked. 
"I've lived a long time, Little Pumpkin. I honor and revere 

ngangas; I believe they can tell us what our ancestors want, 
but a few-a very few-are dishonest. Now and then one is 
downright wicked .,, 

"Like the muvuki." 
" What kind of decent person would kill his own son? 

Really big problems, like drought or swarms of locusts or 
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epidemics, are dealt with by the mhondoro, the spirit of the 
land. The muvuki's spirit is only a flyspeck compared to it." 

Grandmother's words were disturbing. Nharno had never 
heard anyone question the authority of an nganga-except 
the trader and his wife. They were Catholic, so their opinion 
didn't count. 

An idea suddenly occurred to Nharno. "Aunt Chipo! She 
was possessed by Gore's spint." 

"Oh, yes. Ch1po," Grandmother said bitterly. "Listen, 
Little Pumpkin. Whar I'm about co say will be upsetting, but 
you need to understand. Your aunt has hated you from the 
moment you were born. She hated your mother, too. Runako 
was the one everyone said was pretty. She was the one who 
did well in school, and the very worst thing Runako did was 
have a beautiful child one month before Masvita was born. 
It took all the attention away from Chipo." 

Beautiful. They thought I was beautiful, Nhamo said to 
herself. 

··she's aJways wanted co get rid of you, and her chance 
came when we vistted the muvuk1." 

"You mean she was lying?" 
"lt's been known to happen." 
Nhamo's world turned upside down. First Ambuya had 

accused the doctor of making things up, and now she said 
Aunt Chi po had pretended to be possessed. What could any
one believe when things like that happened? 

"You can't wait any longer," Grandmother said softly. 
"Now? I don't wane co go!" 
"You have to. If I could come along ... " Ambuya sighed. 

"Well, I can't, and that's that. I know all about Zororo. 
Believe me, you wouldn't last a year before he either beat 
you co death or one of his wives poisoned you. Your only 
hope of survival is to go. I gave Runako her chance long ago. 
Now I'm giving you yours. I only wish you were older." 

"I'm frightened," sobbed Nhamo, clinging to Grand
mother. 

"I know." Ambuya smoothed her hair, and Nhamo felt 
a tear drop onto her head. "The journey will be the hardest 
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thing you'll ever do, but it will be worth it. Just think of 
finding your father. I don't expect the trip will take more 
than two days-we're very dose to the border. Remember 
to push yourself against the current when you reach the 
Musengezi. Close to the border the river divides in two, but 
it doesn't matter which branch you rake. They both go to 
Zimbabwe.'' 

"What Hes in the other direction?" Nhamo asked. 
uLake Cabo ra Bassa. The Musengezi used to flow into 

the Zambezi River until the Portuguese dammed it up. Now 
the Zambezi's become a huge lake. You can't even see across 
it.'' Nhamo nodded. She had heard many tales about Lake 
Cabora Bassa. Ambuya gently removed her granddaughter's 
arms from her neck and pushed her toward the door. 

"You might get sick in the night," Nhamo protested. 
"I'll be fine. Remember, Little Pumpkin, your mother's 

spirit is watching over you. She'll warn you of any danger.,, 
"I'll never see you again!'' 
"Sh. Sh. Someone might hear us. If 1 go to my ancestors 

before we meet again, my spirit will con1e to you in a dream. 
l promise it.,. 

Nhamo felt sick with grief as she crept out. She removed 
the sma ll oil lamp that lit the interior of the hut and put 
the wooden door in place to keep out predators. She heard 
Grandmother sigh as the old woman lay back down. 

AU around stood the dark huts of the village. A quarter 
moon lay low in the west, not giving enough light to tempt 
anyone to stay up late. Nbamo took the lamp along to light 
the way. Far off, in the distance, a lion roared . He was not 
the dangerous one, the girl knew. but his mate who padded 
noiselessly through the trees. 

Every trickle of noi5e made Nhamo freeze and her body 
break our in sweat . Every rustle of leaves made her want co 
flee back to Antb1t)'a's arms . But it was a false safety. Besides, 
she had been ordered co go by her elder. "Please protect me, 
Mm," she prayed as she tiptoed along. 

Eventually, she pushed aside the reeds 3nd saw Crocodile 
Guts's boat floating right where she had left it. She climbed 
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in. Oho! It swayed like a tree branch. Nhamo had never been 
in a boat, and she didn't like the sensation. She lay on her 
stomach with her arms over the stern, untying the rope. A 
puddle of water in the bottom soaked her dress-cloth. 

Once free. she took the oar, as she had seen Crocodile 
Guts do many times, and pushed herself away &om shore. 
The boat moved! At first it edged by inches, bur it drifted 
more swiftly as it reached the middle of the stream. Nhamo 
held tightly to the sides. The quarter moon was almost down. 

She could see the sky over the trees. Now and then she 
glimpsed a round boulder or a patch of sand. Of her village 
there was not a trace. 

In spite of her fear, Nhamo felt a little thrill of excitement. 
She was really doing it! She was sailing away from Zororo 
and his jealous wives. In two days she would arrive in Zim
babwe and ask the first people she met to find her some nuns. 
And then-oh, rhen!-they would send a letter to her father 
at Mtoro shanga. 

Thinking happily of the aunts and uncles she was soon to 
have, Nhamo watched the dark shore slide by as she floated 
on coward the Musengezi River. 
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N hamo woke with a start. At first she was 
completely confused. The floor rocked 
and her dress-cloth was soaked. I'm on 

the boat, she realized after a moment. She sat 
up cautiously. A faint light marked the eastern 
horizon, and the shoreline seemed very far away . 

Fighting back a surge of panic, she scanned 
the water for clues as to where she might be. The 
current was moving much more swiftly than it 
had in the middle of tbe night. That was what 
had awakened her. "This must be the 
Musengezi," she said aloud. Nhan10 took the oar 
and began to paddle against the flow, first on one 
side, then the other, as she had seen Crocodile 
Guts do. But she didn 1t make much headway. 
The river was very strong. 

The light increased, and pink wisps of cloud 
appeared in the sky . Nhamo felt chilled by her 
wet dress-cloth. Surely there was more water m 
the boat rhan she rememb ered? Meanwhile, it 
took all her strength to make any progress. Her 
arms ached; she clenched her teeth to keep them 
from chattering. Soon the villagers would dis
cover her absence and search parties would go 
out. She would have co be eithe r far away or 
hidden before anyone decided ro visit the river. 

The red ball of the sun appeared to her left 
over the gray-green smudge of the shore. Red 
ripples dimpled the water, and the odo r of cook
ing fire-, stirred on the sluggish morning breeze. 

Nhamo's chest began to hurt. She badly needed rest, and so 
she turned toward land. 

It would have been safer to go to the farther bank-the 
villagers wouldn't be able to find her-but she could barely 
see ic. A hear haze lay over the water and hid all but the 
tallest rocks. Sometimes even they disappeared. Nhamo dog
gedly plied the oar. The rrees drew closer with painful slow
ness. Her dress-cloth untied and fell into the murky water 
sloshing around her feet, but she couldn't take the rim~ to 
retrieve it. If she paused, the current rocked the boat m a 
frightening way. 

Finally. with a last burst of energy, she drove the craft 
roward a stand of reeds and stood up to catch an arm of 
willow protruding from the water. The boat spun around. 
Nhamo fell back. "No, no, no, no,,, she whimpered as the 
prow swung toward shore and crunched into a mass of aca
cias. Wicked -looking thorns passed within inches of her face. 
She stared up wildly at the branches crackling around the 
boat. Dust, ants, and nvigs showered over her, but the trees 
also caught the craft and kept it from being swept away. 
After a few moments she felt secure e-nough to creep forward 
and tie the rope to an acacia. Then she lay still with her cheek 
pillowed on the soggy lump of her dress-cloth. Her body 
trembled with fatigue. 

So much for her first attempt to sail to Zimbabwe! 
Nhamo rested for a long time. The water smelled of rotten 

fish-an odor she had always associated with Crocodile Guts. 
Now it seemed to sink into her skin as thoroughly as it had 
permeated the fisherman. People always said you could smell 
Crocodile Guts before you saw him. Perhaps she, too, would 
advertise her presence in this way. Nhamo smiled bitterly. 
Would Zororo be as anxious to marry her 1f she smelled like 
a sun-ripened tiger fish? 

As rhe heat of the day rose, Nhamo's stomach began to 
churn. Her fingers wrmkled from bemg immersed in water 
and, perversely, her mouth dried up with thirst. Still, she was 
unwilling to move. In the distance she heard voices. They 
grew and then faded as the searchers combed the forest. It 
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didn't seem likely that anyone would venture into the acacia 
thicket and, fortunately, the village had possessed only a 
single boat. 

Grandmother said that once many people had owned 
boats. At that time the Musengezi was a tame river. When 
the Portuguese dammed up the Zambezi, it pushed water 
back up the mouth of the Musengezi, widened it, and made 
it a dangerous place to sail. During the civil war, Portuguese 
soldiers came through the village and destroyed all the boars 
to keep them from being used by Frelimo. Only Crocodile 
Guts managed to hide his, and only he continued to fish until 
Frelimo took over the country. 

Now, as Nhamo lay in speckled shadow and watched the 
ants wander over acacia thorns, she considered the implica
tions of this story. Frelimo had defeated the Portuguese several 
years ago. Why hadn't anyone rebuilt the boats? Could it be 
that only Crocodile Guts bad the strength to maneuver against 
the new, strong curren t? Of course, the water must always 
have been swift, but the shore was once much more reachable. 
Lesser men could have managed it. 

It had looked so easy when she watched the fisherman set 
off on his travels. It must have looked easy to AmbHya, too. 
For the first time a thread of doubt entered Nhamo's mind. 
How did Grandmother know it took only two days to reach 
Zimbabwe? Perhaps it only took Crocodile Guts that long. 

"Ah!" gasped Nhamo as she suddenly noticed that water 
had crept halfway up her body. The boat was sinking! Th e 
sacks of food were dangerously dose to getting soaked, and 
Mother's pot was actually floating at the far end! She twisted 
herself into a kneeling position, getting several bad scratches 
from the acacias in the process, and pulled the clay pot back. 
She cradled it between her knees and began bailing with her 
drinking calabash for all she was worth. 

Oh, but she was being foolish! She had often seen Croco
dile Guts do the same thing. fn the morning, before he set 
our, he had always spent rime getting rid of the night's accu
mulation of water. When she recalled this, Nhamo felt better. 
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Bailing out water was a normal activity on a boat. Crocodile 
Guts had sailed around safely for years, leaks and all. 

Nhamo stopped to dip up clean drinking water and to 

nibble some of Masvita's honey-and-millet cakes. Th e food 
made her feel immensely better. 

Later, when the boat was as dry as she could manage, she 
took Mother out of the pot and propped her against the sack 
of mealie meal. "We're going to Zimbabwe, Mai," Nhamo 
said ... I'll try to find the nuns at your school-I'm sure you,d 
like that. I'll visit the place you lived and talk to your friends. 
Did you ever meet Father's relatives? l hope they like me." 

Nhamo listened for Mother's reply. 
"Of course I'll go on to Mtoroshanga. I imagine Father 

has a home there-Ambuya said he Liked square houses." 
Did chrome miners make a lot of money? Nhamo asked 
Mother. It would be wonderful if his place was as fine as 
Joao's. 

Mother cold her not to expect too much. 
"I have gold to help pay my way." Nhamo jiggled the 

sack of nuggets tied around her neck. She put Mother away 
before an accident could happen, rinsed her dress-cloth over 
the side, and spread it out to dry. Then she stretched out 
naked io the speckled light and waited for late afternoon. 
She wanted to give everyone time to get tired of searchi ng 
before she ventured into the current again. 

Sometime later she perched her bottom over the side and 
relieved herself. The heat in the acacia thicket was overpower
ing. Even the ants seemed dazed by it. They sac on the thorns 
and waved their antennae slowly. A smaJI, green snake slid 
along a branch, causing Nhamo's heart to speed up, and 
disappeared into a crack in the bark. A Nephi/a spider spun 
a golden web, lazily swinging from twig to twig. It firushed 
the beautiful pattern and settled itself at the center with blue
furred legs outspread. 

By now Nhamo had to admit she was stalling for time. 
She was afraid to venture our onto the dangerous river again. 
The sun slanted lower and lower in the west. Que/ea birds 
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swooped in flocks over the wate r as they searched for a place 
to spend the night . 

"I can either go home and marry Zororo,,, said Nhamo 
to Mother in the jar, "or I can try to reach Zimbabwe. The 
only thing I can't do is stay here . I wish I knew how far 
Zimbabwe was .,, 

She tied her dress-doth as best she could while lying down 
in the boat, untied the rope, and pushed herself away with 
the oar. Ah! The minute she was free, the water ha d her in 
its grip agajn. She paddled vigorous ly. She seemed to have 
learned somethlng a bout boats because it was easier to control 
her direction. Rowing was srill tiring. 

Nhamo kept close to shore . The sun went down, casti ng 
red gleams across the water. A hippo complained loudly from 
somewhere near the middle of the river. Nharno shivered. 
What was its opinion of boats? Did it think she was merely 
a log floating upstream? Hippos were quite intelligent-and 
curious, unfortunately. They sometimes watched rhe women 
wash clothes . They considered anything that happened to the 
water to be their business. 

Fortunately, this hippo floated off in the opposite direc
tion . Its head formed a black bulge in the reddening river. 

Twilight came and swiftly departed. The moon was 
slightly larger tonight, but still gave little light. Nhamo kept 
checking the dark shore on her left. She didn't want to drift 
too far from land. On and on she went until her arms ached 
and her breath came in short gasps. It was impossible to tell 
how far she had traveled. The shore was lightness. No cook
fires shone beyond the trees, and there was no trace of the 
electric lights Grandmother had described. 

Nhamo had to make for land again. This time she glided 
into a little bay where the current was sluggish, and tied up 
to what she thought was a willow. She filled her calabash 
and ate more of the honey-and-millet cakes. "I'll have to go 
ashore to build a fire, if this journey takes much longer," she 
whispered to herself. It seemed proper to whisper in the dark. 

As Nhamo bailed out the boat, a strange sensation came 
over her. It was extremely unpleasant. For a minute she 
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thought she was going to be sick, but then she realized that 
this illness came from her spirit, not her body . For the first 
time in her life she was completely alone. 

She had been by herself in the deserted village-and when 
Aunt Chipo locked her into a hut for being bad-and when 
she went off to cook private meals. This was different. No 
one was waiting for her to come home, not even a bad
tempered aunt. For all the villagers knew, she was dead. 
~1asvita would cry because her spirit might be wandering 
along the dark roads. 

At the thought of spirits, Nhamo lay down rn the boat and 
covered herself with as much of the dress-doth as possible. She 
felt around until her fingers touched N1orher's jar. I'm not 
alone. tvlother is with me, she thought. Bue the pictures that 
seemed so real by day were unconvincing after dark. She 
heard disturbing sounds in the water. Was that a crocodile 
swimming by? She didn't know what they did at night. A 
troop of bush babjes chattered as they made their way along 
the shore. A ground hornbill grumbled deep in its throat
hlmhh-hhuhh. hhuhh-hhuhh. 

Worse than the feeling of danger was the sheer loneliness. 
Nharno had never, ever, spent a night alone. She generally 
slept in the middle of a troop of girls. Their breathing sur
rounded her, their bodies warmed the air, their movements 
formed a barrier between her and the dark. Suddenly, without 
even expecting it was going to happen, Nhamo began to cry. 
She did it silently, to keep the creatures on the shore from 
hearing. Tears rolled from the corners of her eyes and soaked 
into her hair. 

Eventually she went to sleep with her arms around the 
sack of mealie meal and her nose buried in its dusty cloth. 

She ser off before dawn."] wasted too much time yesterday," 
she said. In her mind was the possibility that if she tried really 
hard, sbc might reach Zimbabwe by dark. She didn't want 
to spend another night alone. She was terribly stiff from 
rowing and sleeping in the damp, but as she paddled, the 
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soreness went away. The sun dried her dress-cloth and raised 
her spirits. 

The honey-and -millet cakes were almost gone. Good as 
they were, at any rate, Nhamo craved variety. In the middle 
of the day she tied up roan immense strangler fig and clam
bered over it to reach land . Tbere she set about making a 
fire. She boiled mealie meal and sprinkled it with dried fish. 
She had even taken a precious packet of salt for flavoring . 
This was living! With her stomach comfortably srretched, she 
dozed awhile and set out again. 

In midafternoon, a hippo rose out of the water right beside 
her and opened his huge mouth. He roared-she could see 
right down his pink gullet-and snapped his teeth at her. 
Nhamo threw herself flat in the boat. Aunh-aunh-aunh went 
the hippo. A splash told her he had submerged. A second 
later the boat rocked. He was bumping it! 

Nhamo grabbed the oar and began rowing for shore. 
Other hippos surfaced around her. They kept pace, their 
piggy eyes just above the water. The male yawned again, 
terrifyingly. Nhamo had never seen a hippo's mouth so close
up. It looked like a slab of raw meat studded with teeth. 
Aunh-aunh-aunh went the beast, rearing his head toward the 
sky. He looked as though he wouldn't mind chopping her 
boat in two! 

She saw babies on the outskirts of the group. She knew 
that few things were more dangerous than hippos with young. 

Nhamo paddled. She used muscles she hadn't known she 
possessed. She prayed to every spirit she could think of, even 
her great-grandfather whom she had never seen. The water 
became shallow-the boat scraped on stone-and she 
despaired of escaping. But the hippos didn ' t care for the 
shallows. The y feJl back to the deeper water and floated there 
in a long line. 

Nhamo jumped out and splashed up to her waist in water. 
Without her weight, the boat floated free. It began spinning 
away downstream. She caug ht it with the tips of her fingers 
and fought desperately until she was able to plant her feet 
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firmly on the riverbed and pull the craft within reach of a 
tree. 

She sat on shore the rest of the day. The hippos floated 
near and far . They returned frequently to observe her. lt was 
too unfair! She had been making such good progress. She 
could almost jmagine the electric lights of Zimbabwe, but 
when darkness fell there was not a shred of light in the forest. 
She was utterly alone. 

The hippos talked among themselves. Finally, silence fell 
as the huge animals left the water and went foraging for grass. 
Nhamo climbed back into the boar and resigned herself to 
another miserable night. 

She didn't sleep weU. When the hippos were silent, she 
imagined them creeping around the tree where she had tied 
up. Toward dawn, when they returned to tbe water, their 
grunts echoed distressingly dose by. The red sunlight on the 
water showed their glistening heads in the deeper channel. 
They kept sinking and surfacing, but Nhamo thought she 
could see twenty adults and six babies. 

Her bones ached, and her skin itched from the constant 
damp. Around midday she finished the last of rhe honey-and
miller cakes. Now she would have co go on shore co cook, 
but she couldn't bring herself to face the danger. It was easier 
to lie m the boat and tell herself stories: the many, many 
stories she had soaked up from Grandmother and from hiding 
in the darkness near the men's dare. 

uone day Mwan wa!> chinking about the things he had 
made," Nhamo told Mother in the jar. "He looked at the 
sun, the moon, and the stars. He looked at the sky and the 
clouds. 'I think T'll make something even more beautiful,' he 
said, so he created Mother Earth. 

"He made her in the shape of a winnowing basket and 
gave her water from the clouds and fire from the sun. He 
covered her with trees and bushes and grass. 'I give you the 
power to make these things grow,' he told Mother Eanh. 

"Mwari spoke so often of his beautiful Earth, the sun and 
moon became jealous. The sun grew hot and tried to burn 
her; the moon chased away the clouds to dry her up. But the 
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trees and grass continued to grow. The heat only made them 
put out more flowers. 

"The sun and moon complained so much, Mwan decided 
he would have to make something to eat the plants. Then 
Mother Earth would not be quite so beautiful. He rook clay 
and made the animals. He worked quickly because he had a 
lot of animals to create. He worked so fast he forgot to give 
horns to some or tails to others. Some animals had big ears, 
others no ears at aJI. As the day passed and the sun began to 
go down, Mwari became tired. He took a big lump of clay, 
poked holes in it for eyes, and stuck a few bristles on its 
rump. 'There! I'm too tired to create anything else,' Mwari 
said. 

''The last animal was only half made. It was very ugly 
and bad-tempered. It was the hippopotamus. 

"Even Mwari doesn't like you,,, Nhamo called out over 
the river. "He makes you hide in the water so he doesn't have 
to look at you.,, 

The hippopotamuses continued to doze Wlth their noses 
above the surface. 

.. The next day, the water complained," Nhamo went on. 
"'The land is full of creatures. What about me?' Mwari took 
more clay and made the fishes, only he didn't have much left, 
so he couldn't give them legs. He told Mother Earth to bring 
everything to life." 

Nhamo looked over the edge of the boat. A big catfish 
foraged along the bottom. She could roast it over mopane 
coals with a little salt for flavoring. Ah! She could almost 
taste it now! Her mouth watered. Slowly, stealthily, she slid 
her hand into the river and wiggled a finger very slowly. 
The .fish drew closer; its fins stroked the sluggish current. It 
hesitated, watchmg the finger. 

Nhamo lunged with both hands, but rhe catfish was even 
faster. Ir ~hot out of the shallows and disappeared under a 
raft of water lcrtuce. She sat back down with her hands 
clasped across her grumbling stomach. 

uwell, anyway," she continued, '·Mwari decided co make 
a master for all the anima15i. He took clay from deep in Mother 
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Earth's womb and formed a man. He had barely finished 
when Mother Earth said, 'My creator, this is a fine creature, 
but it looks like you, not me. Why don't you make another 
one?' 

"Mwari took more clay and formed a woman. He took 
a little of the rivers and mountains, the grass and flowers, 
and added them to the clay to give Earth's beauty to the 
woman. He took a pinch of fire for her heart and a handful 
of water for her womb, so she could grow new life. 

"When he was finished, he let his shadow falJ over the 
pair. The animals had received only one spirit from Mother 
Earth, but the people had one from her and one from Mwari. 

"Oh, why won't they go!" Nhamo cried out suddenly. 
"I'll die out here. My spirit will be trapped forever with those 
ugly animals watching me. I wish I'd never left home!" 

She curled up into a ball. The water in the bottom of the 
boat soaked into her dress-cloth. It clung to her like a second, 
evil-smelling skin. She was alone, alone, alone and she was 
going to die. 

Nhamo lay in a fit of grief with her eyes squeezed shut . 
But presently a breeze stirred the forest. The leaves tossed 
with a rushing sound and the scent of wild gardenias hidden 
somewhere in the trees blew from the shore. It was as if 
a hand stroked her hair-lighdy, swiftly passing, but most 
certainly there. Nhamo opened her eyes. 

Sometimes, when she was m the deserted village at dusk, 
the wind awoke as day shifted into night. It had a different 
quality from other breezes, 1ust as the silvery air was different 
from the harsh light of noon. Ir seemed to have a voice, as 
of people talking far away, but she could never quite make 
out the words. She heard that voice now. 

Nhamo ... Nhamo ... , it whispered. Or perhaps it only 
said Aauuu, the usual sound of the wmd. Yet, if she strained 
her ears, she could almost hear it: Nhamo . ... 

.. Mother?" said Nhamo. 
The wind blew awa}\ riffling the water. 
She sat up. The hippos were still floating in the centraJ 

channel. The sun slanted through the trees, low and golden, 
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sending showers of light around their drifting hulks. Some
thing let go deep in Nhamo's spirit. She lay down again in 
the boar and fell into a sleep as profound as any she had had 
surrounded by the breathing of her cousins in the safety of 
the girls' hut. 
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S
he slept soundly until dawn and awoke 
with a feeling of hope. "I'm being silly," 
she declared. "Hippos never stay long in 

one area. They run out of food." She scanned 
the water carefully for crocodiles and then eased 
herself over the side for a bath. It felt wonderful! 
She was no longer quite as afraid of the river. 

I wonder ifl could learn to swim, she thought . 
Hippos do it. Even people swim where there 
aren't crocodiles. Nhamo shivered at the thought 
of crocodiles. This corner of the Musengezi, how
ever, flowed over a wide, flat expanse of stone 
with the remains of trees jutting out here and 
there. It had recently been dry land, she realized. 
When the Zambezi was dammed, the water had 
pushed up into the river and drowned part of the 
shoreline. 

Nhamo hung on to a low-hanging branch and 
experimentally lilied her feet from the bottom. 
Oho! The branch moved! She put her feet back 
down quickly. 

How did you keep your nose up when your 
body wanted to go down? Nhamo found a place 
where the water barely came to her knees. Here 
she practiced, holding on to a jutting rock and 
letting her body float out straight. Once she tried 
to lee go, bur panic made her claw her way back. 
Still, she was pleased with her progress. Eventu
ally, her grumb ling stomach told her it was nme 
to think about breakfast. 



She collected supplies and climbed onto shore. Nhamo set 
about making a cook-fire in a clearing next to a jumble of 
boulders. Not far away was a grove of muzbanje, or loquat, 
trees. It was too early for them to have fruit, so Nhamo paid 
them little attention until she noticed a stealthy noise in the 
dry, brittle leaves that littered the ground. She came instantly 
alert. 

Crick-crack went the leaves. Nhamo 's heart raced. The 
trees lay between her and the boat. She squinted at the loquats. 
Their massed branches created deep shadows, among which 
streaks of harsh sunlight confused the image of what lay 
beneath. Flames caught the dry twigs of the cook-fire and 
smoke spiraled up, but Nhamo's attention was riveted on the 
trees. The fire flared briefly and died. Crtck-crack went the 

leaves. 
She dido 't know whether she was looking for something 

very large or very small. Hippos were enormous, but they 
could glide like spirits when they wished. On the other hand, 
a lizard could make as much noise as an elephant. 

Crtek-crzck-crack-crack! Nhamo was up the rocks 
between one breath and the next. So what if she was fleeing a 
lizard? No one was around to make fun of her. She scrambled 
higher until she was at the top of a huge boulder that leaned 
out over the clearing. She peered over cautiously. 

Crack-crack-crrck went the leaves, and our of the dappled 
shade came a fat guinea fowl-and another and another. It 
was a whole flock! They patiently hunted for seeds m the 
clearing. 

Silently, Nhamo edged back from the cliff. She found the 
biggest rock she could lift. . 

Slowly, the guinea fowl approached the cook-fire, wh1c.h 
was now only a drift of ashes. They tound the sack of mealte 
meal. It was tied up, but they clearly sensed 1t was something 
they might enjoy. They clustered on top and pecked at the 
fabric. One of the birds wandered close to the bottom of the 
cliff. Nhamo slowl) lifted the rock over the edge. Her arms 
began to tremble from the weight. . 

Closer, closer-ah! She lost her gnp. The rrn.:k fell straight 
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down. The guinea fowl panicked-and fluttered in the wrong 
direction. The rock caught it squarely on the back. The other 
birds blundered into the air, their heavy bodies crashing 
through branches ,1s they fled. 

Nhamo slid down. The gumea fowl was squashed flat as 
om· of ~las\'ita ·s honey cakes. She cleaned it as well as she 
could with Uncle Kufa 's broken kmfe and soon had it boiling 
over a crackling fire. As 1t cooked~ Nhamo made up a song. 
It was like the boasts rhe boys chanted when they wanted to 
shO\\' off. Girls weren't supposed to use them, but Nhamo 
was so elated, she didn't care. It went: 

"/ am she who lifts mountains 
\Y/hen she goes to hunt, 
Who wears a mamba* for a headband 
And a lion for a belt. 
Beware! 
I swallow elephants whole 
And pick my teeth with rhinoceros horns. 
1 drink ufJ rivers to get at the hippos. 
I.et them hear my words! 
N hamo is coming 
And her hunger is great.·• 

She sang it over and over. After a while, she hauled every
thing back to the boat and ate as much of the guinea fowl 
as she could manage. She had to pick numerous fragments 
of bone from the stew. She ate and dozed and ate again. The 
only way she could store rhe meat was inside her round bell~·-

The hippos floated far and near, unmoved by Nhamo s 
threats. They paid no attention ro the boat or to her when, 
late in the day, she attempted another swimm ing lesson . All 
in all, it was a most successful day. 

Still, when darkness fell, so did her spirit. '' Wfhy do I need 
people?" she wondered ,1s she huddled in the damp boat. 

·black mamba : fhc l.irgcst and mo,t fc:arc:d of Afri.can snakes. It 1s quick to bite it 
d, turbcd. Its posson can cause dc:uh wirhm minutes . 
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"I'm full of food and comfortable-well, fairly comfortable. 
I'm safe-well, fairly safo. Soon I'll go on ro Zimbabwe. But 
right now I wish I could see Aunt Chipo. I don't care if she 
beats me. I even want to see Zororo, and he's a pig! I don't 
understand it.'' 

As for Ambuya and Masvita, Nhamo didn't dare think of 
them. Her longing was so great, she might throw herself into 
the river. She fell asleep with her arms around the rnealie bag. 
"If I ear all the grain, I'll have to fill the bag with grass," she 
told Mother. "I seem to need something to hold on to." 

Nhamo stayed at what she named the guinea-fowl camp for 
severa l more days. She didn't try to flatten another bird
that had been sheer luck, and besides, it wasn't exactly pleas
ant finding shreds of bone and intestines in her soup. Instead, 
she made a trap. She laid a traiJ of beans leading to a very 
deep, circular hole in the ground. Then she hid nearby in a 
clump of elephant grass. 

After a while a guinea fowl discovered the new source of 
food. It foraged along with one beady eye fixed on the next 
morsel. Soon it came to the hole and stuck its head inside. 
At once, Nhamo sprang our and wrung its neck. The crap 
was simplicity itself. If guinea fowl had been slightly more 
intelligent, it wouldn't have worked, but fortunately they 
were as dull-witted as earthworms. 

Nhamo ate one of the heavy birds every Slilgle day. Even 
in the village she hadn't done as well. The birds around her 
home had been thinned by hunting, and the survivors were 
wary. For variety she found straggly mhuvuyu, blackjack 
weeds, and cooked their leaves as a kind of spinach. 

One day she fashioned a fish trap, following the pattern 
she had learned at the trading post. She peeled off the bark 
of a musasa tree, then chewed and rolled it until it formed a 
kind of twine. She used this to bind strips of reed into a cone. 
She wedged the cone into a side channel of the Musengezi, 
with the narrow end pointing toward a fenced-in pool. The 
little fish swam into the ,vide end and slipped through to the 
pool. Then they couldn't get back. The sharp points Nhamo 
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had thoughtfully carved at the narrow end discouraged chem. 
They swam round and round until she scooped them into 
her basket. 

Nhamo gutted the little fish and smoke-dried them over 
her cook-fire. She wasn't sure how to store guinea fowl, but 
she had often preserved fish. "Now I not only smell like 
Crocodi le Guts, J act like him," she told Mother. HSoon rll 
sit on my haunches and scratch." The boatman had been 
alive with lice, which had disgusted the other villagers but 
seemed not to worry Crocodile Guts at all. 

Nhamo practiced swimming several times a day. Part of 
her intense fear of water was due to crocodiles, but she saw 
no sign of any in the shallows, nor did she find tracks or the 
slidy print of their bodies in the mud. "Maybe they don't like 
hippos,"she concluded. "Or, more likely, hippos don't like 
them.,, She remembered seeing a crocodile once in a mud 
hole near the village. It had been bitten in rwo, with its head 
at one end of che pond and its rail at the other. A hippo 
wallowed in between. No, the animals weren't friends. 

The absence of crocodiles made her swimming lessons 
slightly less frightening. Nhamo willingly let go now-if she 
was within reach of the rock. She could float and maneuver 
her feet to the bottom. She could even turn over onto her back, 
but she hadn't figured out how to propel herself forward. 

One morning, she sat up from the bed of grass in the boat 
and found the river deserted. She felt a sudden, odd stab of 
loneliness. Not that she liked the hippos-far from it-but 
they had become a familiar part of her world. Nhamo waited 
all day ro be certain. They d1dn 't come back. After darkness 
fell, she couldn't hear them snorting and complaining to one 
another. The night felt strangely empty. When Nhamo went 
to sleep with her arms around the mealie bag, she missed 
their constant muttering almost as much as the breathing of 
her cousins in the girls' hut. 

She untied the rope before dawn. "Today we're going to 
Zimbabwe, Mother," she said as she pushed away from the 
shallows. The current caught her, but Nhamo plied the oar 
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expertly. She not only had learned a lot about boats, but she 
was less afraid of water. And her muscles were fueled with 
roasted guineci fowl. She sang: 

"I am she who tosses trees 
Instead of spears. 
The ostrich is my pillow 
And the elephant my footstool! 
I am Nhamo 
Who makes the river my highway 
And sends crocodiles scurrying into the reeds!" 

All day she paddled, with stops to rest and eaL She went 
on through the sunset on a blood-colored ri\er. The moon 
was three-quarters full and cast a silvery sheen when the red 
faded. The forest was an indistinct shadow, now near, now 
far, as she struggled against the current. She kept turrung at 
right angles and having to fight her way back. Eventually, 
she gave up and made for shore. Or where she imagined the 
shore to be. 

That was when she discovered the sandbanks. The boat 
scraped alarmingly, broke free, and scraped again farther on. 
It took every ounce of strength to fight her way past. She 
didn't dare get out to lighten th e load. Nhamo began to pant 
with exhaustion and fear. It sounded as though the sandbanks 
were ripping out the hull. For a few moments the boat eased 
into deeper water, and she breathed more easily, but then 1t 

crunched into another obstacle. Somethmg slapped Nhamo 
in the face: It was a sharp-leafed reed. 

She reached out in the <lark and felt plants all around her. 
Water rushed by on either side. This must be an island, she 
thought. She fastened the rope to a bundle of reeds and sat 
back to rest her aching arms. Suddenly, the man) hours of 
fighting the river caught up with her. Her body shook as 
though she had a fever, anJ she leaned over the side to vomit 
what little she had m her stomach. She rested her cheek on 
the smooch wood until her head stopped SVI. 1mming. Far 
ahead, c;he saw a bright scar on the horizon. 
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It' s awfully low to be a star, she thought, and awfully big. 
Then it came to her: She was looking at an electric light. 

As she studied that part of the horizon, she detected other 
lights winking as they were hidden or eclipsed by trees. It 
was Zimbabwe. '"Oh, Mother! Oh, Mother! [ wish we could 
go there tonight!'' Nhamo cried from sheer disappointment. 

When she tried to lift the oar, it slipped out of her hands 
and clattered to the bottom of the boat. She began to tremble 
again. All she could do was sit dumbly and watch the light s 
winking beyond the far trees. Eventually, she curled up with 
Mother's jar at her side, but now and then she lifted her head 
to check that Zimbabwe was still there. And once, when the 
wind was blowing the right way, she thought she heard music. 
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