In Naomi’s House: 1992

We Rwandans cry neither when we love

nor when we do not love, says Naomi.

Coming from the center of Kigali, you turn down along the path beside the bar, Imararungu, to get to Naomi’s house.  Kigali is made up of hills and valleys; people live up or down.  Naomi lives in a hollow.

In the middle of the capital city and right near the central hospital lies the military base.  At every single improvised roadblock there stands a band of young soldiers.  It has been this way since October, 1990.

Naomi’s house lies in a hollow, and you have to hold on tight to whatever you are carrying as you thread your way down the hillside. The little autumn rainy season make it easy to slip in the dirt by the huts with tin roofs, and the thickets.  You have to pass many bars in addition to the watering place, a post with three spigots, where youngsters and women fill twenty-liter gerrycans to the brim and then drag them away, or place them on their heads on top of a circular raffia crown.  If it is not muddy from the rain, it is slippery from the household water which gets thrown onto the hillside below the Imararungu.  The water runs in front of the shacks made of tin and cement, or else lies in stagnant puddles on the unmoving surface of which malaria mosquitoes lay their eggs.

Naomi’s house has no address.  In this neighborhood live people who expect visits from no one except the gangs of bandits.

Both drought and war have already arrived.  But people don’t give in to their misfortune, and women give birth.  On the eighth day after the birth, the father gives the child a name, if he acknowledges it as his, making the child legitimate.  Boy babies may be named Hatangimana, It is God Who Gives; Habyarimana, It is God Who Gives Children;  Harerimana, It is God Who Makes Children Grow Up.  Imana is the Kinyarwandan name of God.  It is one of the most frequently used words in the language.


Rwanda lies inland.  Little that is new comes in from other continents.  In extreme isolation, people are born, work and pray on these their hills and in deep hollows.  They sow and harvest when they can.  Many Rwandans believe they belong to the earth’s most accursed people.


But they do not cry.  You must not cry.  In Rwanda, you must endure.  Preferably, you shall endure in silence.  If you are a woman, you shall always endure without a whimper.


The brown beans will soon be gone.  Maybe musungu, the white man, will come bringing quantities of brown beans and save them yet again.  He, of course, has everything, musungu.  Food, medicine and stimulants.  If musungu so wishes, he can provide them with these things in abundance.  If he does not so wish, they will have to return to the savannah.  If neither musungu nor Jesus comes again, they will die.


Many await the Second Coming and Judgment Day.  Those who do not focus on awaiting the final hours, drink banana liquor and beer, as men have done in Rwanda ever since the time of the King.


Read in the Bible, say the pious.  There it is written about hail and fire and blood.  Happy is the man who has stayed awake and not taken off his clothes so that he does not go out naked and expose his shame. 
The asphalt below the central hospital and the military base is called “Ghaddafi’s Asphalt”.  The Libyan General wanted the Muslims in Rwanda to grow stronger than the Catholics.  In the eighties, his gifts of money inundated the land.  From Naomi’s house, we can see the mosque, Ghaddafi’s Place.


“Are there Muslims in Norway?” Marie Chantal, Naomi’s elder daughter, asks.  Are religions for sale in the marketplace there? 


Men come to Imararungu and the other bars on the hillside who are proud of being men.  They drink beer and confide in one another.  Men administer over the beer, the cows and the women in Rwanda.  They are the masters of the ceremonial beer.  You become a Rwandan by drinking.  You become a man, the one who holds the gourd. 


There will be Rwandans as long as there is beer, they say.  And they can not let down those with whom they have drunk.  But now they ask themselves:  Will the man I drank with be there to bury me?


There are many burials these days.  Soldiers’ burials.  Necessary burials after massacres of civilians in the north.  Burials such as there always have been: after diarrhea, malaria, meningitis.  And sadder burials after that new illness came, the one called nails-in-bare-foot, insect bite, or storm.  Only a very few say AIDS.  The relatives and neighbors don’t dig graves for the dead anymore, at least not for free.  It has become expensive to die.  Fights over inheritances now start at graveside, they say.  They say morbid things about themselves.


What are you doing hanging around here? asks a man by Imararungu.  No whites live here.


But I live here for the moment and continue on past the flock of vegetable sellers who sit together by the side of the path, with blank faces.  The Rwandans call them free-women.  They are women without a man.  In this country where women are granted no power, they are granted the power of sin.


Have you read about Eve in the Bible? the men ask me when I make no effort to hide my opposition to the totalitarian division of sin.


She ate the apple and seduced Adam, isn’t that so?  And what is so in the Bible is so in Rwanda.


Rwanda is known for being one of the countries of Central/East Africa most ravaged by AIDS.  About a third, if not more, of all the women of child-bearing age in Kigali are infected.  The soldiers are not routinely tested; the percentage of  them which is infected is probably higher. 

The free-women are scapegoats.  They came from the countryside as girls to work as servants. They had children outside marriage, became girl-mothers as they are called, spurned by their families.  They rented shacks in a poor neighborhood and began selling fruit and vegetables to support their children and themselves.  They had visits from men now and then, gave birth to more children, opened their doors to more men in order to support yet more children whom the fathers refused to recognize as their own.


Now they die like fallen fruit; they fall down one by one, people say.  They grow skinny like pens inside their clothes and die without hesitation.


I hurry past the watering place, past the charcoal burners where they cook sweet potatoes, if they have them, and green bananas, and beans, if they have them, past the shacks on the muddy square, past Gasana’s house, tin-roofed hut, where all but Gasana and his elder sister have died of AIDS.  A very pregnant neighbor brings him food.  At eight years old, Gasana too has AIDS.  He has strange lumps on his skin.  Gasana plays with a car made of torn milk cartons and says nothing.  Naomi says he has been mute since his mother died.  Ivona, Naomi’s nine year old daughter, says that Gasana has started school.  Someone must have bought him a school uniform.  If only the kids don’t start picking on him, says Ivona.  She knows what can happen at school.  She walks to her second grade class  --  when she can go.  


Naomi’s house is a strange red and lies on the outskirts of a cluster of other red houses.  When I rented it, the outhouse was what mattered most, Naomi says.  The outhouse is a separate structure made entirely of tin around a tiny hole which musungu can not see the bottom of.  You must aim with precision, you need strong thighs.  The front of the tin outhouse is covered by a plastic sheet which blows open in bad weather.  You have to take aim and hold the plastic curtain closed at the same time.  Down between Naomi’s house and the outhouse runs the used household water.  A hedge has been planted around the house and the outhouse.  It fences off Naomi’s enclosure from her neighbor’s.


All guests to the enclosure are accompanied out.  Everyone who can walk sees the guest out.  This is how it is because this is how it always has been.


Within the enclosure, they can speak confidentially with one another.  Outside, that is dangerous. The bandits are outside.  With them, you have neither drunk nor eaten so they can come and take whatever you have.  If they are envious, they can poison you, and some can put the evil eye on you.


Laundry is hung on the bushes inside the enclosure when there is a glimpse of sun.  Now there is too much sun; the disk up there could well have been a bit less visible.  An old uncle remembers the old days.  Then, there was sun when there ought to be sun and rain when there should be rain.  Now there is war in the sky as well.  An old woman, Naomi’s mother, sits against the wall of the house with a straw tray and picks over the beans.  Before they are cooked, the beans are all different colors: orange, violet, golden and blackish brown.  Naomi’s mother is over sixty years old and a political partisan.  She is called Old Mother.  It is she who sweeps in front of the house and outhouse.  She sits on the ground with the bean tray, greets me with lively gestures and without a sound and throws away a pebble now and then.  Whenever she drops a bean onto the dust, she carefully picks it up and puts it back on the tray.  She has no beans to lose.  Rebecca is Naomi’s younger sister and her nurse on the bad days.  On the other days she takes care of making the food, washing the clothes and doing errands in the market.  Rebecca divides the days for laundry and marketing.  When she washes clothes she must sit by the wall of the house to watch over them as there always is the risk of thieves.  There are thieves who specialize in laundry in Kigali.


Naomi is a nurse at the central hospital.  In this the tenth year since she contracted AIDS, she still works four hours each day.  Every single working day, she crosses Ghaddafi’s Asphalt, if she doesn’t have to lie down because of pain and weakness.  On Sundays, she follows Ghaddafi’s Asphalt to the center of the city and the Swedes’ Pentecostal Church. 

I am musungu.  I am white.  It is that which is hardest to endure; they are conscious that I am white.  It becomes more and more clear just how white I am.  Rarely, but every now and then, I am seen as myself.  But I am always seen as musungu, white.  Then I, myself, am the difference between us.  Whiteness is what makes the difference.  The weight of collective history creeps in over me.  They have their Rwandan shared version of what musungu is.  At the same time, they all have their own different versions based on experience.  I can not know who has which version in their glance when my camera and I wind in front of the bars and the watering place, between the shacks, by the dirty runoff carrying household water and rain.


To live on the hillside below Imararungu is to be scrutinized. Every second.  Both outside and inside the enclosure.  Seen as musungu and scrutinized as precisely that.


What do the men tell eachother in the bars and what do the women talk about there where they crouch on their heels in front of the charcoal burners?  These are versions of which I know nothing.


Naomi may expose herself to the wrath of her neighbors by letting a musungu live in her house.   Her musungu guest follows in the footprints of the Belgians with an eye-catching whiteness, even if no Belgians ever lived in this hollow.  But everything the Belgians have done, plus all the stories and fantasies of what they have done, seethe around me on all sides.


I traveled to many places outside Europe before traveling to Rwanda.  But nowhere have I felt myself so white.  Musungu musungu musungu, shout the children and rush at me from everywhere.   The enclosures hold many children in Rwanda.  The women here give birth to more children than in any other African country.

I will be living in Naomi’s house for five or six weeks as her cousin-from-the- countryside.  I am the writer-cousin who also does photography.  To the neighbors, I am musungu.  Here there are no images of black/white co-existence.  They say that every musungu is honored and completely different from a Rwandan.  Musungu is near to omnipotence and wealth itself.  In addition, musungu has saved them from epidemics and still does, to this very day.  Musungu has also saved them from nakedness.  Without musungu they would still be walking around in animal skins, they say.  If, that is, they weren’t all dead.  It was the whites who came with clothes.  Now they buy cheap French and Belgian used clothes at the clothes market.  There exist textiles which are made in Africa, especially Zaire.  They are too expensive.  Besides which, they are African.  They do not resemble musungus’ clothes.


Nothing good comes from Rwanda; it is not possible for anything good to come from Rwanda.  Only witchcraft and epidemics, many say.  If musungu pulls out, it means the end of brown beans.  They have nothing of their own to live on.  Alone, they are doomed to die.  They must get everything from musungu and God.  Musungu is often Belgian.  I must follow in the traces left by the Belgians, their whippings, their enticements, and their Flemish-French images of God.  It is not only a question of traces of something which has been.  The enticements and images of God are still there, the mercenaries and the antibiotics.  And the Swedish Pentecostals.  Rwandans pour into the Swedes’ Pentecostal Church.  What would the Rwandans have done without the Swedes’ money? 


If musungu pulls out, we’ll go back to the savannah and the equatorial forests, says Naomi.  Does she believe that Jesus will come again as a musungu?


What is your name? a sharp-eyed young man asks outside the bar Imararungu.


What is your name? asks one of the neighborhood children.


Happiness is when an image is knocked into pieces and you are no longer musungu, not right then and there, not for ever and ever.


Ivona never looks at me to say musungu.  She does not mix up one white with another.  Ivona does not mix anyone up with anyone else.  For Ivona, all she sees more than once has a name of its own.  Something unique happens when Ivona takes your name in her mouth, for everything she takes hold of is precious.  An egg, a piece of soap, an arithmetic notebook.  That blue school uniform.  The box of powdered milk.  And most of all, Claude, her three-month old cousin.

There is nothing in Africa to save, said a Norwegian to me before I left home.  There are only bodies there.


“Exterminate all the brutes,” Joseph Conrad let the ivory collector Kurtz say somewhere deep in the Congo in the novel, Heart of Darkness.


Rwandans won’t die out any time soon.  The Bible, the Pope and their families say they should give birth and they do.  Look at the birds.  They don’t do any gathering.  The birds don’t bother about tomorrow.  Tomorrow belongs to God.  To have two children is almost like having no children at all.  Rwandan women have seven or eight children.  If you can’t give birth yourself, you can get a sister to give birth for you.  To die childless is the real death.  That is like being extinguished.


They used to place a lump of coal in the hands of dead, childless men and women.  Of black ashes there grow no trees.  The lump of coal signified being extinguished.  Nothing would be able to grow and no one would tell about the dead person generation after generation.


Real death is when no one tells about you.


They no longer put lumps of coal in dead, childless people’s hands.  Perhaps it has become too common to die childless.  Perhaps the white ministers have said that such superstitiousness will be punished on Judgment Day.

Insert A from 55-57 Naomi says we will visit what she calls her father’s graveyard near the Lake Muhazi.  Five hundred meters outside Kigali, a roadblock.  Something metal resembling a spiked plank which would have punctured our tires.  Out with everyone’s papers.  Five thousand meters farther on, a roadblock.  A huge log.   Out with all the papers.  Soldiers with American boots, men of war united with one another.  Our driver is an Adventist and plays untiringly a certain hallelujah tape-cassette.


After the seventh repetition, I grumble and he turns on the radio instead.   There they sing of the Virgin Mary until a radio voice interrupts and recites the names of those who have died during the last twenty-four hours.  Come to the funeral, says the radio voice to the dead peoples’ relatives in the hills.


That’s about the rich people, Simon Pierre informs us.


The poor die like rats, and rats don’t have names you announce over the radio.


Simon Pierre has clearly taken it upon himself to rip away all masks and idyllic illusions.  He is one meter eighty-five centimeters tall, thin and unemployed.  He has time to instruct me.  Once he has told about the atrocities, he too seeks refuge in the will of God.  It is impossible to know how ironic and consciously provocative he is.  Whether his repressed rage is strongest towards his own blackness or my whiteness, I do not know.

Naomi’s brothers and brothers-in-law are seated around me.  They insist on the black man’s absolute dependence on foreign countries.  Nothing good comes from Rwanda.  In Rwanda, these are bad times.  Gifts are outside.  Inside is nothing.


At which point, I formulate within me an Eleventh Commandment:  Thou shalt not cultivate thine own dependence.


I do not ask them why they are continually at war.  Why the military here gets things from West.  Or why poor farmers do not rise up against the military which owns far more than just the boots from the Gulf War.  I do not ask them why women keep on giving birth, why they do not go on strike against obligatory child bearing.


Nor do I ask them why only men have sat down around me to talk, five brothers-in-law and two brothers.

Who makes war?  It is the men, says Epiphanie.  She works for those sick with AIDS.  It is the men who know eachother, she repeats.  


The Rwandan women do not make war.  But nor do they go on strike, refusing to have children.  They endure.  That is what everyone says, both women and men.  They also say that that is what the women ought to do.  They are to endure the feudal and hierarchical order of existence.


Atop the raffia crowns on their heads the woman carries wood, water and potatoes if she has any.  On her back, a child. She almost always has a child to carry on her back.  Her hands hold the hands of two somewhat older children, who carry as much as they can on their heads.  In her womb she bears the unborn.  Before her, on the hill and in the hollow, a barren little patch of earth.  We have two centimeters each, they say.  The whole country is no larger than Hedemark County,(  and they have suddenly become eight million.  His patch of earth, which she tills, keeps shrinking; it goes without say that it belongs to the man.  A woman may neither inherit nor own.  So says common law and so says written law.  It is the sons who inherit.  The patch of earth gets cut up in ever smaller pieces, over-cultivated and depleted.  And rain is one of the scarcities, Naomi says.


How can the woman manage?  Never have I heard the name of God named so many times every day.  She places herself in the lap of God, there in the village and in the slum below Imararungu.  Mankind shall cover the surface of the earth and God shall feed every single one of them.

INSERT from 151-152 EIn the valley of death, Naomi says, the men gather in the bars and come home like lions.


But our child has malaria, says the mother.


What does that have to do with me? asks the man, who grows fatter and fatter while the children grow thinner and thinner.


The children need medicine, says the mother.


My mother gave me traditional medicines, and I grew up all right, he roars.


We need charcoal, she says.


I don’t manufacture charcoal, he roars.


This Rwandan man filches the woman’s money, if she has any, spends it on beer and concubines, and comes home like a lion.


When the bar closes, the man goes somewhere else, to the women who sell beer from the keg they keep under the bed.  He drinks more.  If a mother goes to the Mayor and says that her husband eats meat outside the house while their children die of malaria, the Mayor can say this woman is evil and crazy because she is exposing her husband’s secrets.   If a woman accuses a man of rape, the Judge asks when it happened.  That and that day at seven o’clock.  He just tells her that a proper woman should be in by six o’clock, so go away.  Besides, you’re no virgin.


A woman has to use strategy.  Without a husband, she is completely unprotected, which is why she must do whatever necessary to get herself a husband.  I am protected by being married to my husband even if I don’t live with him.  In this country, you are no one if you don’t have a family.  Government Minister, get yourself a wife within two months, they say.  A man who can’t run a family, can’t run a country.


Some even allow themselves to violate the nuns.  A nun must be greedy, they say, since she doesn’t want children.  That must mean she doesn’t want to share with anyone, that she wants everything for herself.

On the day I move in, Ivona has a toothache.  She complains, but only barely, not in the noisy way of a child.  I have never seen so subdued a toothache.  Ivona makes no displays of complaint, accusation or rage against the distribution of goods and pains.  Perhaps a toothache is a common thing for Ivona.  Perhaps AIDS brings with it a special, unusual kind of toothache.  I do not know what AIDS brings.  Ivona has always been sick.  How can she know that she is sick when she has never been anything else?

Ivona rarely has the energy to wind her way up between the houses to Ghaddafi’s Asphalt.  She is an elderly child of nine years old.  Like an elderly child, she lives as much as she can.  She does not know what disease she has, says Naomi.  Because that might depress her.


But Ivona listens to the radio, and there they talk about that new disease, though in code.  They say:  Be careful not to step on a nail in your bare feet.


Ivona believes in the radio and tells us what it has said.  In those six weeks at Naomi’s house, I never learn what Ivona believes she has.  Sometimes she seems as if she has been beaten by fate.  But she also does arithmetic homework and draws tropical birds, like a child.


When the neighborhood children perform Catholic-African dances, Ivona sits by the wall of the house and watches the bodies which dare being abrupt and brutal.  She looks out and past all the neighborhood bodies, just the way the adults do who sit by the walls of all the houses on the hillside below Ghaddafi’s Asphalt and who keep looking out, perhaps in the direction of the Mosque, until the tropical darkness falls and those who have kerosene lanterns stay within the small, intimate glow they give off.


Ivona is a witness to the childhood of others.

Accompanied by Rebecca, Marie Chantal asks if there are Muslims living where I live, if there are religion markets there. 


Are there birds where you come from?


Do you dump food and clothes into the water?  Because here everyone says you throw whatever you don’t want right into the water as soon as you don’t want it anymore.


By the way, are there crazy people where you live?  Here, crazy people tear off their clothes.  And what happens to old people where you live since people have hardly any children there?


Rebecca tells that old people who have no children have nothing in Rwanda, not even anything to drink.  In Rwanda there is emptiness where there are no children.  So there are always children in Rwanda.  Without children, nothing.  You lie there, and right there you are extinguished like a flame.

INSERT B from We didn’t know about caresses before the Europeans came, says a member of an organization for those infected with HIV.  Father knew nothing of caressing for its own sake.  Wetness could come of caressing.


In Rwanda, we have an age old legend about Nyaransibura.  She was so wet that Lake Kivu itself was created from her moisture.  It was around the fire at night that the farmers told eachother about Lake Kivu’s origin and how its tributaries reach out into the hills.  Everyone who travels west over the hills is astonished by the vast and beautiful lake.


When a woman gets wet, we call her a branch of Lake Kivu.


In Rwanda a woman should be as wet as possible.  She doesn’t have the right to be dry when with a man.

Existence here is ordinary; it follows the sun and moon.  Old Mother has gotten up and I crawl out from the mosquito netting.


No mirrors hang in Naomi’s house.  If I ask Naomi what she is thinking she tells me mostly about other people.  She does not say that she wants something for herself, nor does she look into my eyes to see how I see her.  She is a woman without mirrors.


When I pull out a little pocket mirror before going out to the outhouse so the neighbors will not see a confused face and a disheveled head, I do something that is foreign to Naomi’s house.  The gesture does not belong here, it is disingenuous.  I search out my own face and there enters a possessive pronoun, or simply a subject from another place.  I depart Naomi’s house for a consciousness of ‘I’ which does not belong here.  The mirror action interrupts the flow of ordinary daily life.  A tiny deviation, an excess, perhaps a robbery.  I rob us of something.


In Naomi’s house the writer does a job.  To eat, sleep, to photograph.  To write as they recount and as she observes.  Otherwise, she is nullified, nullified as a feeling state.  No one asks what she does when she is not here.  No one tries to yank even a single secret out of her.  No one asks her about anything in Naomi’s house, anything but what they eat and what sort of language is spoken in the land of Israel.  The North-Western construct that is ‘I’ becomes more and more diluted.   Do they see me? 


Musungu, they see.  But musungu is the socio-political conceptual construct of whites and blacks.  Musungu is not a concrete body.


If I am not home before dusk, they sit outside the house and wait.  The moment I round the corner of the house with a camera on each side of my body, Old Mother waves her arms in all directions, as if to tell everyone who can see that I really have come back, I really have come home from every danger.  Then she scurries off, most often behind the tin outhouse.  Because, to her, such objects as I carry on each side of my body represent a danger.  She does not want to live once she is dead.   No picture should be left behind lying on the table when she herself is lying in the ground.


And the next day, we get up again, we drink thin tea and eat white bread, if we have it, just like the day before and the day before that.

What do they say to eachother while I am not here?  What do they say in Kinyarwandan while I am here?  What sort of syntax does their language have and what are its basic words?  What is the word for ‘I’?  What sort of emotional atmosphere is that word surrounded by, if it exists?


Everything that matters is not-I.  God.  Foreign places.  The family.  The brothers.  For Naomi, Ivona is a greater and more important place than is she herself.  Naomi does not belong to herself; she is the impersonal woman who carries her own and others’ burdens and in some remarkable way seems to enjoy herself.  But Naomi’s feelings belong only to her, and she is exceedingly private.  She mixes with everyone, and she has her own room.  An odd lightness or airiness characterizes Naomi.  Those sick with AIDS become thin and over time approach a sort of weightlessness.  Naomi’s airiness is not just that of someone sick with AIDS.


Perhaps Naomi has only one wish:  to be allowed to live longer than Ivona.  If that is her wish, then her actions are in contradiction.  Ivona gets the best of everything because Ivona must live as long as possible.  Naomi wants Ivona to live as long as possible at the same time as she herself wants to live longer than Ivona so that Ivona may avoid being in pain all alone.  She so much wants to blow out the kerosene lamp for Ivona at night and lie close to her when no one else knows what hurts, until finally nothing hurts anymore.  Death’s chronology is important.


Ivona’s body nearly always hurts, and malaria brings sleeplessness.


Since Naomi guards the distance between us with great care, and addresses me with the polite form, ‘Vous,’ so that I too use the ‘Vous’ form of address, I can not ask her what she wishes for.  She has let me into her enclosure and her stories, and I will not grab at the secrets which she wants to keep for herself. 


Perhaps personal wishes do not make themselves known before the danger of starvation has passed.  And the danger of starvation has not passed in Naomi’s house.


A woman always belongs to someone else.  Her father.  Her husband.  Her brother.  Her son.  A woman is not her own.  She is owned.  The men say that she is the temptress, always out to snare someone pure in her net of desire.  She who has no power has the power of sin.  But she can not have stolen it, because she has not the power to do so.

Ivona is an ancient child.  Death began before birth.  Write Yvonne, Naomi suggests, because Ivona is the Rwandan version and Yvonne is surely easier for your readers.


Every gunshot during the night Ivona hears.  She lets it be known when there is not enough water for all of us and comforts Claude when he howls, as after his triple vaccination.  She leans toward the radio, listens to radio theater about the old warriors from the King’s court and knows who says they hate whom in the war.  Ivona knows that the war refugees get nothing more than sorghum maize now, and that they are rebelling because of food shortages in Ruhengeri.  One thing she wants is new clothes.  One thing she does not want is to be photographed in torn clothes, or when she is sick.  Ivona will not sit on one’s lap because she is too big for that.  When she crosses the school road and catches a glimpse of me some ten meters away, she does not call out to me.  Because then she would be singled out from the flock and the other children might pick on her for that.


Perhaps the teacher hits her when she comes back to school, now that she has been away for five days because of malaria.  Perhaps Papa shows up with a soda one day.


No one may touch her back or stomach.  No one may take the food lying on her plate even if she is slow in eating it, for everything which lies on her plate is her food.  Ivona sits still on the doorstep while the other children make a racket.  She busies herself with the mane of the toy horse from musungu’s land, the plastic bag with pens in it, or her fingers.


If you cross your legs the correct way, so that her head can rest against your thigh, the one lying farthest away from her, then it might happen that she lays her head in your lap to sleep.  But you must know the secret of the position for your legs.

INSERT from128-129 CWe nearly tip over, dancing up and down on something completely unstable, says Naomi.  The war and massacres may come here too, both to those who are infected and those who aren’t.   Here, they sell grenades the way they sell sweet potatoes.  Some want war, some want chaos, and some very few want peace.  Italian nuns who tried to house some of the people about to be murdered in Bugesera were murdered themselves.  Thirty of them, says Rwanda Radio.  Three hundred says Radio France.  And while you have been living in this house, there have been massacres in Kibuye by Lake Kivu.


The only people who don’t get murdered are the priests.  Pater means father, everyone’s father.  If you reach the priest’s house in time, you’re saved.


How would Ivona and I get to the priest’s house in time if war came to Kigali?  How would Ivona be able to run fast enough?


But I’ll run.  Ivona too.

INSERT from 149 DNot so long ago, one of the Pope’s Cardinals came to Rwanda, where he was asked if he could imagine a birth control campaign in Rwanda.  He could not imagine a birth control campaign.  


Imagine, Your Eminence, a Catholic married couple in which one of the partners is HIV-infected and the other is not.


He could not imagine such a couple.


What could the uninfected member of a Catholic married couple do to avoid becoming infected?  And what could the infected one do in order not to infect the other one?


The Cardinal could not imagine an HIV-infected Catholic.


What is most important, the body’s life or the dogmas’ imperviousness? asks a young Rwandan priest.


God’s will, answers the Cardinal.

After the loud rain shower, I sit down beside Naomi who rinses beans from the market.  These days, the beans contain so much that can not be used.  Pebbles and weeds.  They are war beans.  People will sell anything during this year of crop failure and war.  Even war beans are orange, mauve and golden.  I grow happy, nearly poetic, at the sight of the colors, with Ivona around me on all sides.  She repeats every word I say.  Then she falls, or sinks, down into herself.  Closer to silence I have never seen anyone come, and have never been myself.  Ivona has space for silence, laughter, and advanced age.


Would she have had space for all this had she not been sick, had her mother not been sick, had her mother not been so strangely biblical?


Perhaps Ivona is the most important part of what is happening to me.  She is my secret.


I say:  Je pense.  Ivona says:  Je pense.  She stands, goes inside to the nursing Rebecca to ask what that means.  She comes back and points to her head.  Yes, I say.  You think.  Then she touches my hair.  It is different from her short, curly hair.

Naomi and I sit in the Pentecostal Church along with a couple of thousand other sweating people early one Sunday morning, under two fans, under the icy fluorescent lights attached to the tin roof, military people with Bibel, Protestants’ biblia yera, yera  which means holy, but also white, also before the whites came to Rwanda they chalked their faces white when they performed holy rites, everyone has stood here and waited up to two hours, it is as packed as a rock concert and it has been like this all through the eighties, Naomi tells, and it comes from heaven, she says, while I, musungu, can think of nothing else than that times are bad, this is a year of pestilence and famine, of war across the land, in front by the pulpit I see Western guitars, the choir named Jordan sings a psalm of David and then the prayer-mumbling begins from all sides far outside my body, that which has been mine until now, prayer-mumbling seeps inside, I hold on tighter than before to the notebook, do not know if the speaking is in tongues or in Kinyarwandan, everyone holds their hands on the top of their head, I only hold on to the notebook, and Naomi whispers that there, right in front of us, sits a nurse who once was married to an officer, but they quarreled all the time so she decided to follow Jesus instead, and then, everyone who is there for the first time is invited to rise, I remain seated as never before while the new ones rise and the old ones greet them, until the forgiveness-of-sin song and then the song about how we have to work well here on earth to collect treasure in heaven roars out, I see heavenly joy in the entranced singing faces, women and men mixed, here women too have faces and words, here they can speak the words they have, and a prayer for the sick, and what comes after the heavenly-joy song are prayers for nearly everyone, two young women behind me have well-known lumps on their faces, and more than half of all who are there rose when the new ones were asked to rise, there are sounds of loud shouts and incantations, and man after man, preacher after preacher, comes forth, one preacher man says: My wife has borne me a child!, everyone claps, A child who lives!, and all clap as hard as can be, while the war helicopters carry ammunition to the front and wounded bodies back to the central hospital, above the roof of the Church, and the main preacher asks:  How can we who live here convert as Zacchaeus converted, he who said he would give half of all he had to the poor?, we must be as sky divers who do not even know if they can jump, but just the same do jump out into the unknown taking nothing with them, we must change ourselves without ulterior motives, just like Zacchaeus we have to climb down from the tree and believe, now I ask all who will choose Jesus to rise, and then there is a huge uproar, a great and uncanny howl, a house of howls that everyone can be inside of, surrounded by, a house that is not the house of subjugated misery, while Naomi hunched over and closed up inside herself neither stands nor shouts perhaps because musungu sits by her left side, Naomi is the interpreter and I can sense how all who surround us surrender to the same intoxication and the same commitment, here and now existence is neither feudal nor hierarchical, but generous and wild, distributed to everyone to the same degree and in the same manner, and then comes the prophetess, sister of the previous Minister of Health, Naomi whispers, she prophesies that Jesus will soon return, because now the ominous signs are legion, Jesus is coming again and shall establish Judgment Day, Jesus wants a pure church, and she knows that some Christians, yes, some Pentecostals, have been dishonest and like thieves in the marketplace, Rise up, all you who have been dishonest and like thieves this week!, and hesitantly tens of let down people rise up, in what seem like waves, the bodies in front of me and behind me, large and short, with a jerking whose logic no one knows, gradually more and more rhythmically, like one giant crush right into heaven, then the uproar is all-encompassing, it keeps on, all the way until it does not keep on anymore in the Swedes’ Pentecostal Church, and everyone goes out of the belly of the whale to let others enter in a new round inside that great encompassing embrace, and outside stands a woman sick with AIDS with whom I’ve just spoken, and she says:  There is something I forgot to tell you.

I hear Old Mother sing to the infant:

hush now my child
hush now my child


I’ll take you along
I’ll take you along




there where they eat gray partridge
there where they eat gray partridge

two times a day gray partridge
two times a day gray partridge


hush now my child

As I write in the dark, Naomi tells that her grandmother, her mother’s mother, was poetic.  Her grandmother sang small legends and told about the olden days.  About the family’s history.  About four generations of kings.  About the arrival of the Belgians.  A handicapped child who could not stand but who got so frightened when a white priest came that it hauled itself up and ran off.  The first who dared approach the whites were children.  The Belgians ate out of tin cans, and then gave them to the children.  The children ran home with the cans, which the parents said were poisoned.  The parents sought out sorcerers who told them the children would abandon their parents and become like whites.  Then the children were chased away from their homes.  It was these children who became the first Rwandan priests.


My grandmother loved the British and was baptized by one of them.


In 1930, the white priests won the King’s friendship.  King Mutara III was baptized as Catholic and he married Catholic.  Later he had made a huge statue of Christ the King.  It was placed in the middle of the country.  Even now, the Catholic Church is the authorized church in Rwanda.  King Mutara’s father, who refused to obey the whites, died in the whites’ prison.  But before his imprisonment, he was deported to an island in a sea in what at that time was called the Belgian Congo and now is called Zaire.(   While the father was isolated on the island, the whites crowned his son King.


All this, Grandmother recounted.


Did you sit on her lap, Naomi?  How did she tell you these things?  Did she sing?  Were you alone with her there?  Or the whole crowd of children?  Did she tell you around the fire?  And why did she tell so much about the King?  Why is it Grandmother’s tales about the old King that you are telling me?


There is so much you have not told me, Naomi.


Why do you tell me so much?

INSERT from 166-167 FWe are the children of the West, says Simon Pierre, because they give us vaccines, food and clothing.  You who write and photograph can do more here in six weeks than I can in a lifetime.  If the West pulls out, we’ll return to pre-colonial. times.  

If epidemics come, we just die.  Oh, how the whites must have loved the blacks, to come all this way.   But then, we do have the raw materials and the land itself is a storeroom.  God has created things that can only be found in Africa; that tells the history of the raw materials.  But the colonial powers have all preferred to give rather than to instruct.  Had they taught us, we could have become as strong as they are.  But they’ve kept all their technological secrets hidden from us.  They want us to stay economically colonialized, and to beg.

You Rwandans get MIGs, Mirages and other bomber planes if the French government gets to exploit certain areas of your country!  You get meningitis vaccine if we get to send French soldiers, says François Mitterrand.

We are deathly ill and we can’t manufacture bandages or aspirin.

We are courtesans, says Simon Pierre.  And Africa is the scene of all kinds of pain.

Before, everyone grieved over the epidemic, says Naomi.  Rwandans who otherwise do not cry, cried.  Nothing was as important as the epidemic.  When people actually began to cry, they really did cry.  Now the war is the biggest thing.  The war is much bigger than the epidemic.  A person who is sick can say that he is sick.  He is still alive.  But his neighbor was massacred by people who turned up with machetes in the middle of the night.

If I die before Ivona, I don’t know who will be with her the night when the fever goes sky high.  Old Mother doesn’t understand modern things.  Old Mothers have much too much that is new to know about.  Before, they were the ones who died first.  Now, a child of an Old Mother comes to her and says he is sick, he soon will die. In Tanzania they call this illness ndage abayeyi.  That means: Till we meet again, my parents.  And those are the words of pain.

Heavy voices cut into the gray light.  The birds are far smaller and redder than in Europe.  My own internal space has shriveled up.  I see Europe and can not feel it; all my writing down takes place in a daily life that exist only here.  It is a stricken daily life.  It has no tragic heights.  Perhaps the tragic feeling for life belongs to Europe.

They follow me out of the enclosure, far outside, past the watering place, the bars, where men have time, share beers and exchange secrets, past the tin-roofed house where Gasana lives, and Ivona says:  Wait a bit, I just have to breathe, past the black’s hills to the place where musungu gets on the plane, and Ivona would so much like to touch the large metal body.
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