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ANANIAS

A fly lands on Nhamo’s nose, right where the blood has dried up. He makes an attempt to swat it but all he manages to do is raise his index finger. As if he is warning the fly about the consequences of landing on prohibited territory. It is almost comical. I would have laughed but these walls forbid it. After what seems like forever, the fly flutters to another wall. It disappears into the pattern of excrement smeared over the filthy surface. 

 

A gentle breeze wafts through a small crack in the window high up, closer to the ceiling. It smells putrid. Everything in my stomach floats around but I manage to hold back the bile. I look around trying to locate the source of the smell. We have not eaten well enough to fill the bucket in the middle of the room with any contents. The smell is coming from somewhere else. I look around to locate its origin; it is dark and gloomy. I have to squint.


Nhamo’s groaning distracts me. I go to him, limping. He has not said anything but I know it is time to shift him. I help him turn over, careful not to hold him where it hurts. It is not easy. Our bodies are a minefield of hurts. I have him halfway when I see it. I almost drop Nhamo in my revulsion. With my big toe I pull the remains of the rat towards me and then I lay Nhamo safely in a comfortable position. Then I bend to pick up the rat. It is only partly decomposed. It doesn’t fall apart even though it is slimy. 


There must have been boots thudding towards the cell, chains rattling, but I do not hear anything until the metal door clangs shut. There are two men inside now. One of them speaks. The other pokes me in the back with his truncheon, repeatedly. It is that Hanes.

He asks, “Hey kaffir (1)  what have you got there, hmmn, thinking of escaping are you?” When I make no answer, he snarls, “Turn around!”


There is something wrong with the size of the room. It changes, like these men do in so many ways. That is why they can stand in this room, so close, without noticing what I am holding. Why they are close but cannot touch us. It is why we cannot hold them, why we cannot prevent them from inflicting pain. It must be bigger than I see it.


“Yeah, turn around you bloody bastard.”


I have a contest with pain. They have their own competition. The smaller one, Johannes, does not want to lose. He turns me roughly, half twisting my arm, kicking my shins. His face shines at my howls of pain. I nearly throw the rat in his face. I almost do, but Nhamo groans. I want to go to him and help.


Instead I shout at them, “Can’t you see that he is going to die soon? Can’t you see he needs a doctor?”


  “What does he need a doctor for? Who told you any munts (2)  are getting out of here alive? Hmmm?”


“You piece of kaka, stop wasting our time. Show me now!”


I do not understand how these people who have kept us here cannot see what I see clearly in the dark. I can see they are afraid. But I do not know what they are afraid of, because no one can be afraid of a dead rat. I know they cannot be afraid of me. How can I be a danger to them in this cell at this moment?


Slowly I raise my right hand until it is level with the smaller one’s eyes. They both recoil from the smell. They laugh in amusement as they both move in on either side of me. I feel naked. I am naked.


“So what did you want to do with that Mr. Political Commissar ? Eat? Use it to make juju (3)  for a win in this war? Heh?” Hanes says.

“Are you hungry?” says Johannes. 

“Tell you what, your people outside are going on international television and saying all sorts of things about us. But they lie. We play fair.”

“If you really want to eat it, we are not going to stop you.”

“Go ahead. Eat it,” Hanes says softly.

He gives me a whack on my left knee. Pain ignites, old and new. I focus above their heads on a spot on the wall.

“What are you looking at? There is no God,” Johannes says softly. “Not for you. I am your God. And God says, EAT IT KAFFIR!”


Blows rain. This time there is no focusing on anything except an anger building up. It flickers and flares until it is a red-white-hot fury that clears everything inside me. But the blows batter every part of me. I open my mouth. The words I want to say run away from me.


The rat is suspended above my mouth.


No, my mind says. I close my mouth. Hanes shoves me in the back. The truncheon blow vibrates through my bones to the marrow. Johannes tries to pull the rat out of my hand. I hold onto it. Sweat licks down from the top of my head, over my face and onto the rest of my body. A tiredness comes over me. I did not sleep much last night.


Hanes pulls my head back and tries to force my jaw open. Johannes twists my hand until the bones grate on each other. My fingers open and the rat drops into my mouth. They step back and watch. Tears fill my eyes, increasing my humiliation. Mucus gathers and trickles slowly from my nose. Legs apart, echoing laughter back and forth in their bellies they watch every move I make.
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Nhamo has stopped groaning. I do not know whether he is watching or not. Later he will tell me that a shaft of light came in through a window, that as it fell on me, I became still and serene, glorious and even our captors were awe-struck and just stood there gasping into silence. But I still will not believe it. My tongue and the walls of my mouth recoil from wet putrid flesh already eaten by fungi. My nostrils pull away from a gush of smells. I close my eyes and simply let it be. There is no sound in the room and other movement but my throat opening and closing.


The fly lands right on my forehead and will not go away until I swat at it. At first my body does not vomit. Then the beating starts again. My head becomes heavier than the rest of my body. The contents of my stomach rise, angrily burning my throat. The vomit rushes out of me, taking with it the rat that is trapped in my mouth. My vomit splashes onto my captor’s clothes and dirties their shiny leather shoes. A bit of it falls at my feet. They continue to kick and beat me. Light ceases to exist. The walls crumble into dots that soon fade into nothingness.


My friend once told me how revenge tastes sweet before it is taken but afterwards leaves a bitter taste. I think revenge may be bittersweet, but it is still magical. I say you were wronged, you wrong too. Period.


 I had everything to lose when a black Rhodesian soldier pulled me off a bus accusing me of being a terrorist. He is the one who helped the whites soldiers take me away and put me in prison. There I met Nhamo, who had nothing, and lost everything because at the end they took the very last thing he had, his life. Now, five years later in the new Zimbabwe, I am like that too. I have got nothing to talk of, but everything to lose.


There are ways of finding things out. Things that you want to know. I discovered the black Rhodesian soldier’s name was Moyo and now he sits across the room at the bar. Yes, that Moyo is slouching on the bar stool as he holds an indaba (4)  with his companions. He hasn’t seen me yet. He doesn’t know I have come here to get him. There are just the five of them: a middle aged man and a couple of boys, one of them almost a man, and two young girls. A song blares from the speakers, one at each corner of the room. They say this singer has enough talent to go to the 90s and beyond. He’s singing a song about the liberation struggle as if he was there. Everyone nods along, including Moyo. I have always suspected that there was not much of the grey stuff between his ears. To come here to our territory with next to no force in tow, he is looking to die tonight.

 

“Comrade, if anyone gives you trouble you just tell me heh? I’ll sort them out, ok!” Tindo pumps my hand furiously as he tells me this once more. He is an enthusiastic youth who is looking to join the party ranks. I nod absently. Ever since the abduction of long ago and getting out of that Rhodesian detention camp, I have become a hero, a legend for the youth here.


“Shuwa (5) , comrade! Sure-sure, you tell us if you see any of those dogs are out there and we will sort them out!  We all know you died for this party,” says the boy, Tindo.


“No not for this party but for the whole country, shamwari (6)  ,” Gidza shouts across from the other side of the bar. The five visitors stop and look at him.


It’s true. I have died. A big piece of me died in those years of struggle. That traitor Moyo flashes another twenty dollar bill. I am not looking at him. I don’t know how I see him.


Tindo plants himself firmly beside me without invitation. He puts a hand on my shoulder. This is what happens when you are a man of the people. The people start thinking that they own you. I don’t have anything against mpfana(7)  Tindo. He is an alright sort. I take it easy.


The banter between Gidza and Tindo keeps going and starts to get heated. They talk as if they know politics, each point more ridiculous than the previous one.


Something snaps inside me. Death keeps doing that, taking me by surprise. I slam the beer bottle on the table. I look again. Moyo has gone. Tindo asks me what is wrong. I don’t hear him. I spot Timothy, one of the boys who was with Moyo, walking out of the door to the car park. I know there is never any other time, only now. I run after him through the door. Outside I slow down and follow him.


I walk around the car park. A pebble rattles over the concrete floor of the parking lot. I turn, holding my broken bottle ready, and I see him. His belly is exposed. He lurches as though gravity is kicking him from side to side. All I need is to step a little bit closer and it shall be done. He will almost do it himself. My heart beats, blood rushes to my head. Sweat blinds me to all but the figure before me. I step towards him. I am ready, but a fist smashes into my jaw. His companions sensed the danger. They drag him off into the darkness. 


TIMOTHY

 The latch of the boot digs into my back.  The pain tears through me more blindingly every time we hit a pothole. The sackcloth scrapes skin from my face as I struggle to breathe clean air. Other suffocating smells mingle with the smell of chemicals that seeps from the sack cloth.

It feels as if we have been traveling on this road for at least an hour now. I feel the leg I lie on grow numb. The deadness spreads through my flesh like venom. I move again. Blood floods relief into my leg. The poison starts again, this time in my shoulder. The latch rips at my spine. I stop breathing whenever I hear another car move closer. I take another breath only when the other engine fades into the distance, taking with it all hope that someone might see into the boot and rescue me.


I will never understand how they knew that I would return from Chapungu Business Centre alone. Nothing that happened last night sheds light on the situation. 

Two nights ago, after drinks with my brother and his friends, I decided to walk home. The moon was out in full. I had had a few, but I was confident that I would find my way home. My brother tried to insist, helped me to the door and even begged to accompany me. I shouted at him, telling him to grow up and get over women’s ghost stories. I assumed he was worried that I would encounter the ghost that was said to roam the township all night. I whistled a tune from my school days as I dragged myself across the plain. I climbed onto an anthill and surveyed the land, spotting my home from a distance. With a happy cry I started towards it. I stumbled and fell. On the ground, spitting out soil and dry grass, I shouted, “Tobias, it is not funny. I don’t believe in those ghost stories anymore!”
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Even as I shouted, I realised something had tripped me. I was about to stand up when a boot slammed onto my feet preventing me from rising. Men grabbed my hands and tied them behind my back. They fastened a rag that stank of paraffin around my eyes. They pinned me to the ground, overcoming my drunken struggles. They went about their business without making a sound so that I knew these people were not playing games. A car moved towards us. I expected them to run away but the car came to a halt close by, its engine idling. Hands grabbed my feet and shoulders. I was lifted up and tossed into the back of the open truck. Two or three people got in and sat beside me. I heard the smack of hard wood on flesh as they caught guns that were tossed to them, and a voice said, “If he gets to be troublesome, shoot him.”  At this, all thought of trying to run for it drained from me.


My head banged against the pick-up’s metal floor as the car sped over bumpy roads. Once, I raised my head to ease my neck. Someone hit me on the head with the butt of his rifle and I fainted.


When I came to, the ropes had been untied. I was lying in filth in a cell, with a drumming headache. Everything I owned, including my shoes and belt had been removed. The cell had a metal door with a small rectangular opening big enough only for a hand to pass through. On the wall above was another opening, this one square, which was protected by bars that separated the cell from the air outside.


I had not been in there long when the cell door opened. I thought relief was coming only to receive fists, kicks, and slaps. I was taken out again, handcuffed, a sack pulled over my head, and bundled into the boot of a car. They wore masks. I asked them why I had been kidnapped but they did not answer.

  

The silence. It is the silence that worries me the most. I wonder, not for the first time, whether I shall make it out alive. Tears sting my eyes as I think of never seeing my mother again. I wonder where I would be right now if I had chosen a different path. My friends said I should not get into politics. I do not want to think that they were right. I try to hold on to something, anything from memory that will cover me safely from my thoughts. The car stops. My heart beats faster and my mouth trembles as I try to decide what move to make once the boot is opened.


From what I can make out, only two people get back into the car. To my disappointment the car starts moving again. The speed has increased. It turns and comes to a sudden halt. Car doors open and are banged shut. Footsteps fall on the ground, moving closer. Daylight floods in as the car boot creaks open. They take the sackcloth off and the sun pierces my eyes. I blink rapidly, taking in gulps of clean air. As my eyes adjust, I recognise the man looking at me. It is the man Ananias, who is after Moyo whom I sometimes drink with. I haven’t seen him since the attack. He stands a few paces away, gun in hand, watchful. All I can feel in my mouth is dry air, and a tingling in my buttocks.


“Get out.” The other man, a youth, orders. The youth grabs my arms and hauls me out of the boot. As soon as he lets go, I slip. The fall seems to take a long time and when I land, my forehead hits a sharp stone. It feels as though a spear has pierced my head and I cry out. Blood flows down my nose. The youth kicks me in the ribs. “Get up!” he shouts. I bite my lips to keep myself from crying out again, and taste new blood on my tongue. The youth stares at me with lifeless, bloodshot eyes. He is about to give me another kick when Ananias signals sharply for him to help me up instead.


On my feet, I am dizzy. I look around. There is something far ahead. It looks like the edge of a forest. I look down at my feet. They are standing on a narrow track. The grass is not tall. I can see quite far. Someone has ploughed the fields to the left and right. There aren’t any maize stalks to hide in either.  Ananias cocks the gun and points it towards me. He nods to the youth who veers off the narrow path and starts walking toward a clump of trees in the distance.

 

“Follow him,” Ananias says curtly. His voice is lifeless too, but unyielding.


The winding narrow track we walk on is covered in short thick grass. Thorns prick my shoeless feet. Soon I am hobbling. After a long time we enter a clump of trees. We head for a small clearing in the centre. When we get there we see remnants of a fire, recently doused. An old goat is tied to one of the trees by a long rope. A guard dog chases its tail beside it. Ananias calls the dog. It jumps up and down, barking when he calls it softly to him. The goat stops munching grass briefly. It gazes at me. Its glassy eyes talk to my essence, in the greeting of something that is about to be eaten. I swallow to delay the panic rising in my chest. I understand here there is no forgiveness.


ANANIAS

Trickling from the heart to the tips of the blades of grass, the blood forms a pool in-between the patterns made by the different sizes and texture of grass. That Timothy cries, his groans matching that of the dying goat. The dog Ruregerero licks the blood where it drips from the goat. Tindo chases him away. They do not know anything these children of yesterday! He will crack.


Ruregerero goes to that Timothy and licks the blood from his wound. The memories come back. I try to stop them but they flood through. It is that blood. He does not remember his uncle but I do. As always when I remember Nhamo I remember the rat, the desire to vomit. Or maybe I want to vomit because I am thinking of Nhamo’s nephew with Moyo.

 “How can you work with these people that killed your uncle? Heh!” I want to ask the boy, to kick him again but I hold myself back.


“These whites,” I go on as quietly as I can. “Do you think they love you and see you as one of them? They will never!”


The bastard still does not speak.


“You taste their money and gifts you never had before, so you think you can turn back all the blood that flowed during the liberation struggle? Regime change made easy, heh!”


He looks at me and I don’t understand. His eyes are still defiant. I fight the urge to squeeze them out of their sockets. Tindo starts to collect firewood. I glance at my watch. It is past six o’clock. The station, an hour’s drive from here, will only be accessible to us at 10pm. There is still time. 


Tindo makes the fire. I start to skin the goat. I get Ruregerero away from the boy Timothy’s wound by throwing him some of the goat’s entrails. He grunts as he devours them. When the meat is ready to roast, I instruct Tindo to take over. I draw my pistol from its holder and shoot into the air. I look at Timothy and he glares at me. I drag him close to the fire and seat him so that his feet are exposed to the fat flames. He wiggles his toes. I hold his legs down.


 “You people are funny. You stand there and talk to people about how you will struggle till the end for a better Zimbabwe. But when the time comes for you to be heroes you cower. Come on, be a hero for your nation now. Tell me what I need to know.”


“Never.” He splutters the word, spraying bits of his saliva over me.


Tindo has set the entrails to roast and doesn’t have anything to do. I ask him to come with the falanga (8)  stick. He takes hold of Timothy’s legs and I start beating him on the soles of his scorched feet. He howls and Ruregerero barks.


“You can call your ancestors all you want. They will not rescue you. I am the only thing standing between you and your freedom. Remember that,” I say as I drag Timothy to the tree. Next I grab the rope, bloody from the goat. It does not feel right but I want to go on, otherwise I spit on the legacy that Nhamo left him. The lesson must be taught and teaching him will be useful to the party. I stretch the rope and tie him up, making sure he feels the wetness of the blood. Then Tindo and I eat. Timothy rests head against the tree trunk. He watches us and saliva dribbles down his chin. This is good. He must know what it is to want and not have. 


TIMOTHY

Mother wants to go outside. It is raining. The wood burning on the old stove is running out. Father couldn’t care less. He has had his drink and last night’s sadza. He burps, filling the morning air with the mix of beer and digested food. Pots bounce on and off the metal surface of the wood and charcoal powered stove as Mother puts them on and takes them off. The fire hisses, the flames leaping higher as they chew on the remaining bits of wood. Pounding on the tin roof, beating on the door, the rain trickles in, forming a pool at the entrance.

 

Mother wants more wood to boil some water. In case someone comes knocking on our door, she wants to have tea ready to be dispensed together with the platitudes of hospitality that her children grew to know over the years. Father sits on his stool, the only stool in the house, legs apart, quite close to the stove. The stove is set against the kitchen wall, away from the corner and a metal cabinet on the other side. Whenever Mother wants to change the pots on the stove, Father has to get up and allow her space. Father stretches his legs a little further to expose them to the fading heat.


Mother whispers to me, “Timothy, mwanangu (9) , move closer to the stove. You will catch cold. Aren’t you feeling cold?”


“No,” is all I can manage. I do not talk much since the man who is after Moyo let me live. Mother does not hear the word as she bustles once more around the stove, shoving in the last little sticks that are soon devoured by the fire.


 “Father of Tobias, help him move closer. He cannot do it on his own.”


My back feels like it is giving out when Father lifts me from the floor. The thin blanket that has been covering me slips away to collect at my feet. I wince. Father softens his hold. 


A pair of boots thudding their way to our side of the house stops everyone. Mother stands by the stove staring at Father; her eyes almost burst out of her face. Father looks back at her. His gaze is bloodshot and it does not give anything away. He lurches to the corner by the door where he finds the hoe handle we keep for safety.


“Who do you think it is?” Mother momentarily comes out of her stricken stupor. Father slowly shakes his head, signaling to her to be quiet.


If they are here to finish me they can come. I am tired. That’s what I think. The sound of the boots grows louder, approaching the kitchen. They stop and two rapid knocks sound on the door.


“Who is there?” Father croaks.


Mother moves to the curtained kitchen window. She at once squeals and then sighs as she rushes forward. Father quickly steps between her and the door. My heart twists painfully. 


“What are you doing?” he whispers frantically. “Do you think it is over?” He pushes against the door, violently throwing Mother aside.


“It looks like Tobias!”  Mother says.


 She shoves Father out of the way, pulls open the door and it is Tobias standing in the rain under an umbrella. The lower parts of his trousers are soaked through. I have not seen Bhudhi (10)  Tobias since the night at the bar, when I went home alone. Mother quickly pulls him inside the kitchen and Father looks from left to right seeing if anyone is lurking in the shadows. Tobias collapses his umbrella, and lays it next to the threshold. Father wedges the hoe handle against the door. He goes back to sit on his stool.


“I came as soon as I got the news,” Tobias says this, standing in the middle of the room.


He is wringing his hands. His lips tremble. He bites his lower lip. I have never seen my brother looking like this. He keeps on looking at me as if death and I have just been conversing and come to an agreement.


“Did you get here ok? No one harassed you? No one saw you coming here?” Father bombards him with questions.


Mother takes out three metal plates and spreads them on the floor. She uncovers the big black pot full to the brim with sadza (11) , and starts to dish big portions into each. She covers the pot and puts it back on the stove. Mother proceeds to dish the relish of meat and vegetables with peanut butter sauce. I am so tired that I doze off as she works.


Bhudhi Tobias gently shakes me awake. He is sitting on the floor with a plate of sadza. Father helps me to sit up, careful not to pull any stitches, and supports my back as Bhudhi feeds me. Mother lets go of the plate that she has been holding and it falls, reaching the floor with a loud bang that shatters the quiet. She starts to cry. 


ANANIAS

 Many people are coming to congratulate us. We are the winners. We keep getting offers of alcohol and suddenly new friendships are struck. It has come at last. Gidza still talks about the nation and not the party but he came and congratulated me too. The air is full of sweat, dust, body odours, and a cloying mix of cheap and expensive perfume. Still, I am here now. I am no longer consigned to the shadows. It was the episode with the boy that did it. It is a great service to the party to make them fear, and from then, there was no stopping. Maziva pushes through the crowd and takes me aside.

Someone shouts, “Long live the party!” Everyone gets into a frenzy of chanting, desperately trying to prove that they are devoted and live solely for the party. I have proved it already.


TIMOTHY AND ANANIAS

The picture of the President stares down at the proceedings. They say the President’s spirit lives in the picture. It’s eyes glint and it observes everything in every direction. There is row upon row of chairs on each side of the long, rectangular table. They are occupied by different shades of black, grey, brown and blue suits, the Members of Parliament. The air in the room is thick with words unsaid. Things that can never pass the lips hover under the ceiling. The Co-Chair from Timothy’s party makes a preparatory move in our peace pact, shuffling his papers. His counterpart, the Co-Chair from the other party, clears his throat.

  

“We have had our differences in the past,“ the Co-Chair begins.


A Member of Parliament in the back row smirks and mumbles something. His colleagues snigger. The Co-Chair seems lost momentarily, but there is a metallic light in his eyes that glints and bespeaks of tenacity born of struggling and desiring.


 “Comrades let us respect each other,” he says. “We are all here in this august house because there is something that we can contribute to the effort of rebuilding our country.”


“We are not your comrades. Don’t think that because we are seated here, we are now brothers!” a voice from Timothy’s party shouts. More voices rise in assent, but Timothy remains silent.


“That is not the spirit that can rebuild our country. We are all here because we want the same thing,” the Co-Chair says.


The other Co-Chair comes to the rescue. He punctuates his colleague’s words with a glare towards the member of his party who had rudely interrupted. The Co-Chair who is speaking thanks his colleague. They soon get down to the agenda. Timothy takes out his notebook and, resting his elbows on the table, starts writing his points down. 


On the other side of the room, Ananias looks at the MPs (12)  in Timothy’s party, the opposition. He does not really care for these kinds of gatherings, and he is especially irritated when everyone is asked to stand up and do an exercise to shake off the feeling of tiredness. Chairs are pushed back and people dodge each other’s feet as they follow a woman MP’s instructions to walk away from the barrier of the table. Next she asks everyone to choose a partner from another party. Everyone in the room shifts uncomfortably and no one moves. The MP cajoles everyone, appealing to their vanity until there is some slow movement. It is in this sea of gentle rolling waves that Timothy grapples with the need to walk away. A pressure rises in his chest. He feels the walls of the car boot closing in on him again. He clenches and unclenches his hands, slowly rubbing the fingers against each other. Sweat breaks out on his palms. He closes his eyes. All around, the shuffling of feet and the steady murmur of voices streams in and out of his consciousness. He takes a deep breath and walks away from his side, making his way to the door. Maybe he will go to the toilet; maybe he will walk out of this room and not come back.


Ananias is looking for a partner from the other side. They collide. Timothy stumbles and almost falls. Ananias grabs his hand and steadies him. Immediately, Timothy steps back, pulling his hand away. Ananias stretches his lips, delivering a sickly smile. One day, he thinks, his entire face is going to crack and blood will flow from all the smiles that he forces upon it.


Timothy regains his composure and stares steadily back at Ananias. The young man’s stare angers the liberation war veteran, Ananias, who sees a certain glint in Timothy’s eyes. “I am mocking you,” this glint tells Ananias. After he has taken a long good look at him, Timothy Jekanyika Mufambi acknowledges the older man with a nod. Ananias steps forward to move back into the room, but Timothy puts a hand on his shoulder, claiming him as his partner.


[image: animation]

Once the MPs have paired off, they are asked to find a space in the room. Timothy feels the liberation war veteran’s stare rake his back, as Ananias focuses on getting one foot in front of the other. The liberation war veteran is not sure if he can do this; but for the first time he sees a new path that can be taken by people like him. Timothy sees the footsteps that he, Timothy, who survived, can now make towards his future.

***


FOOTNOTES:


1) Rhodesian slang for black person(return)

2) Rhodesian slang for black person(return)

3) magic(return)

4) meeting, palaver(return)

5) sure(return)

6) friend(return)

7) young man(return)

8) foot whipping torture(return)

9) my child(return)

10) brother(return)

11) stiff maize porridge(return)

12) member of parliament(return)




This short story is also available in print in the anthology FAMILY PORTRAIT published by ICAPA and currently available in Harare.


For more information contact

BREAKING THE SILENCE


animations by Mehluli Hikwa

Mehluli Hikwa
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