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The room was in darkness. She lit a candle, which gave a dull light. In the shadows, she could only make out shapes. Outside the moon was full and through the thin curtains, it illuminated a pale light, complementing the candle flame. Below the curtain was a paraffin stove sitting on a small table. Aligned to the wall next to the small table was a metal dish with unwashed pots and plates, a bucket of water and a small bench. Across the room where she lay on a mattress was a resemblance of what was meant to be a wardrobe.


She glanced to the left side of the mattress where her three children were sleeping. She got up slowly, careful not to wake them. Her leg wobbled. She gritted her teeth, willing strength into her limbs as she limped to the wardrobe. Its two doors were missing. Shelves had fallen off and the remaining ones barely hung on. From one of the shelves she lifted a container and put her hand inside it, searching for painkillers. Her fingers touched coins, buttons, scrap paper, but no painkillers. She scraped frantically in the container for some seconds. In the end she brought the container to the table where she could see better. In the dim light, she emptied the contents of the container onto the wooden surface. Coins clanked, paper rustled, but no painkillers fell out. Quickly she went through the small scraps of paper hoping a pill or two might be hidden between them. A small square of stiff paper fell out and fluttered to the floor. It was a photograph, passport size. She knew who it was immediately. She did not pick it up. Instead, tears surged. This added to her distress, as she grew angry at herself for crying. Marcy closed her eyes tightly and felt the tears sting. She tried, unsuccessfully, to stifle sobs. The children stirred. She stretched out a hand to rock them back to sleep. Soon they were still and breathing evenly once more. A wave of memories surged back to Marcy, in a thousand images she had no knowledge of how to face, nor was she greatly aware of her own ignorance. The unconscious laugh she gave carried pain with it. Her hands grew numb and clammy. Heat surged through her body. Sweat formed on her forehead and dotted the base of her spine.


 No. Go away. Leave me alone.


Her ex-husband wielded too much power over her. Even though his photograph lay face down on the floor, she could almost hear his voice. She vigorously shook her head in an attempt to rid herself of the images, but the memories clawed at her mind, inflicting more pain and digging deeper. Her fingers dug into the roots of her hair, pulling so hard that her head throbbed in pain. She rocked back and forth, unable to find her way back to the present, the bedroom and the children.


You are nothing without me, you hear me, NOTHING!


His voice is slurred and his huge frame towers over her. Marcy can hear his heavy breathing, thick with the reek of alcohol. In his left hand Frank holds a brown beer bottle, and in his right hand dangles a belt. He stands with his feet wide apart, firmly planted to the floor, his body taut, rocking back and forth in an attempt to maintain his balance. He raises the brown bottle to his mouth, tilts his head and gulps down the liquid. Letting out a sigh of satisfaction, he gazes greedily, almost lovingly, at the brown bottle. 


Fortified by the drink, he turns to glare at Marcy. His expression darkens, as if a cloud has settled over him. Marcy has seen this look many times. Her heart beats faster. Frank raises his right hand, transferring all his strength and energy into the belt. She is already against the wall and shifts deeper into it, praying the wall will swallow her. The belt strikes. A dark mark rises on her skin and pain stings her flesh. She wants to scream but she does not want Frank to have the satisfaction. Frank continues to whip Marcy with the belt. She slides to the floor. When he sees she is on the brink of unconsciousness, he stops.


 Clumsily, he lifts the brown bottle to his mouth again, as if searching for reassurance. Only a drop of liquid falls out. His eyes blink open in annoyance.


“You are nothing without me, you hear me, NOTHING!” he screams.


He smashes the bottle against the wall. The crash startles her but she is too weak to react. Glass falls onto her arms and into her hair. He spits in her face and leaves.


The three children are awake, but when Frank swings their bedroom door open, they pretend to be asleep. They lie in a single bed of blankets spread over the floor. At four, Tari, the youngest, does her best to fake slumber, just like her older brothers, but she hiccups and sniffs. Although the night is warm, she shivers beneath the blankets. The room smells of mold and urine. In one corner is a dilapidated wardrobe. A pile of dirty clothes is heaped in front of it. The paint on the walls has peeled off. Drawings the children did at school are stuck over the bare patches.


Frank seems either not to know, or not to care, what he is doing. He grabs a blanket corner and pulls. It slides away, exposing the three small bodies. Their arms and legs are covered in bruises. Victor’s sores are the worst. There is also a bump on his forehead. The lump came up after the previous evening’s beating. Frank stands in front of them, the belt in his hands. Tari screams, calling out for her mother. She clutches her worn teddy bear across her chest as thought to protect herself from the man’s anger. The twins, Victor and Kundai stare at Frank in terror. 


When Frank raises his belt, the children cower against the wardrobe and clutch each other close. They do not see the belt strike because they squeeze their eyes shut and wait. As the belt descends, the tight little knot of their torsos, arms and legs breaks. The children bolt in all directions.


Frank shouts insults at the boys, punctuating each with a crack of his belt on their bare skin. Victor and Kundai scream for mercy. In the living room, Marcy hauls herself to her knees and drags herself to the children's bedroom. She looks in, but dares not enter. Tari is standing in a corner as though trying to melt into the wall. The twins are rolled up in tight little balls. Only their eyes stare out between their fingers, like the eyes of two trapped mice. Frank paces the small room with the gait of a large, feral cat. He raises his arm and brings the belt down again and again. Marcy calls her husband’s name, and pleads with him to stop. Finally she moves towards him and stretches out her hand. Frank thrusts her back to the door. Marcy’s head collides with the broken metal handle and she collapses to the floor. Frank expects her to get up and come at him again. He is ready for her. His arm is stretched above his head, like a monument, waiting for the woman. But Marcy stays on the floor. When he turns to make her the belt’s target, he freezes, the belt in mid air.


 Marcy coughs and gags in a pool of her own blood. This breaks the chain. The link between rage and Frank’s arm and the belt that channels fury onto bodies that are not his fly apart. A terrified expression emerges on Frank’s face. He has not seen Marcy bleed so much before. He does not understand how, if she is bleeding so much, she is still able to breathe and live. Dimly he recalls the slap of his palm on her cheek, unbuckling and pulling his belt loose. He remembers the blows he gave her, to teach her a lesson. He can see that Marcy is badly injured now, but he cannot see anything wrong with teaching her a lesson 


He had met her at Sherwood Farm in the Midlands. At the time, he had been working in town as a security guard. He did not like to return to Sherwood Farm. It had been no more than a refuge, a kind of orphanage, where he had spent his childhood after his mother died. His aunt had tried to be a mother to him, but the farm drained the spirit out of her just as the sun drained the moisture out of the earth. He was happy to escape the futile work, whose harvest went into another man’s barn, when he finished at the farm school and was selected for security work in town. He returned to Sherwood Farm only once a month out of a sense of duty to the woman who brought him up. Each time, he packed basic food stuffs, sugar, mealie-meal, tea-leaves and cooking oil in a big Changani(1)  bag so that his aunt did not have to use up precious rest on her day off and money to travel to town.


On his way back to the bus-stop one weekend, after paying his aunt a visit, he saw Marcy in the woodland by the side of the road, break off a branch from a dead tree trunk and then break the branch over her shin. Even from the road, he could see how her big brown eyes shone softly and how, when she looked up and caught him looking at her, she smiled. He remembered, or imagined he remembered, that his mother had smiled at him that gently.


It had not been easy to attract her attention. His monthly visits to his aunt had turned into weekly visits. At first he hoped to find her gathering firewood again, but when he did not, he asked his aunt who she was. That is how he found out where she lived. Knowing where Marcy lived, Frank spent less time in his aunt’s tin shack. Instead he left early to gather firewood and take it to Marcy’s little square yard. Eventually she began to smile and appreciate the help. Frank changed his present to chocolate.
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Marcy flatly refused to take the chocolate. Frank bought a bigger box, intending to leave it on her doorstep, as he had done with the firewood. However, on the day that he arrived to do so, two twin boys were playing in the yard. The resemblance to Marcy was unmistakable and, besides, Frank had heard talk. He crouched down to face the twins, and, introducing himself as their mother’s friend, offered the chocolate to them instead. Watching from inside, Marcy smiled as the twins shook their heads. Frank looked up and caught her observing them through the window. Marcy immediately changed her expression to one of disapproval. Frank ignored her and focused on the boys, whose expressions betrayed their desire. He took the packet of chocolates out of the bag it was in. The boys ignored their mother too, knowing that was the only way they would get to eat the chocolate. The foil paper made a soft shuffling noise as Frank unwrapped a bar. The two little boys watched him, their eyes blinking fast to the sound of foil. Frank held up a square. Their mouths opened slightly. Frank threw the square into his mouth. They boys’ lips shut tight. Frank chewed and swallowed the chocolate. The boys swallowed their saliva. Laughing, Frank broke off another piece and held it out to them. This time the twins could not resist. They glanced at their mother, grabbed the chocolate and shoved it into their mouths. Marcy couldn’t help but laugh. Frank and the boys laughed too.


That afternoon, Marcy sat with Frank on the step outside. At his next visit she offered to make him a cup of tea. The twins already adored him and, together, they looked like the perfect family. Marcy had been disappointed before, first by a man who took his daughter with him when they broke up and then by the twin’s father, who did not want to know the boys. It took Frank many months before he could convince her to leave the farm and move into the two rooms he rented in town. Marcy, testing Frank, told him she had to bring the boys, Victor and Kundai, with her.  Frank did not mind at all. To him, the boys were a part of the woman he loved. He wanted her with him, where he could love her and be loved by her.


Marcy was already pregnant with her daughter, Tari, when she moved. Frank had been over the moon with excitement at the thought of this new bond between them, and at the idea of being to Tari the father he had not known. Marcy later often thought that things would have gone on wonderfully as she and Frank imagined it, if it had not been for the robbery that occurred at Frank’s work place.


He was on duty that night. Normally not much happened during his shifts so he did not expect it to. It was raining hard. The gutters outside the downtown car sales were running fast. With only a raincoat for protection, Frank kept to his seat in the guard’s cabin and tried to avoid the leak in the roof. As the rain ceased, he saw a dark van parked a few meters from the entrance; he went out to investigate. His training as a security guard had consisted predominantly of marching and physical fitness. He carried a baton but knew it was no protection against a gang of car thieves. Two men appeared to be struggling with a door. Swinging his stick, Frank moved towards them. Without warning a blow hit him on the head. He heard the engine jump to life and tires screech. As the car sped off, he lost all consciousness.


He had been lying on the ground for a long time, sometimes conscious and sometimes not, when his supervisor found him. Frank explained to his supervisor what had happened and the supervisor immediately called the boss. The company bosses walked around the site assessing the losses. Only one car had disappeared, but valuable parts, that would cost a small fortune to replace, had been removed from several vehicles. Frank could not hear the other men, but could tell from their body language that the theft was substantial. After a while his supervisor returned.


 “It’s over Frank,” the supervisor frowned. “There’s no more work for you here, and the bosses are not interested in your stories.”


Frank tried to plead, his head throbbing, but the supervisor walked away.

 

 Frank could see they thought the theft was his fault, that somehow he had had a hand in the robbery. The bosses believed they were being generous by letting him go and not pressing charges. Frank walked home, his head bleeding, with no salary and no way of getting medical assistance since he had no medical insurance.


When he returned to the house that morning, he dared not tell Marcy what happened. She observed him silently, noticing his injuries and saying nothing. The next day, when he did not report for work, Marcy still could not bring herself to speak. Nor did Frank break the silence. During the first week they behaved as though all was normal, as though Frank was on leave. The wound on the side of his head scabbed over, but he did not allow Marcy to touch it. As days turned into weeks, however, Marcy came to her own conclusions. On a Monday morning, she disappeared after serving Frank and the children breakfast.


Frank did not ask her where she had been when she came back towards evening. She brought with her a bunch of covo(2)  and a small bag of tomatoes for their evening meal, so he knew she had money in her pocket. Frank ate the meal Marcy prepared silently. Marcy understood her husband could not say thank you and saw Frank’s acceptance of dinner as a promising sign. 


That evening, as Marcy got into bed he said, “Don’t do that again.”


Marcy felt frightened and tired. She did not know what to say or do. Telling Frank she had decided to find odd jobs until he found work again would give him the perfect chance to forbid her.

  

“Good night,” she said quietly, deciding the best thing to do was to avoid any open conflict, to obey him as quietly and willingly as possible in every way except in the matter of work. 


 “Tomorrow you’re staying here,” Frank said. “You’re not going anywhere without my permission.”


She nodded and teasingly smiled at him. Cuddling close to his body, she hoped that that would be the end of it.


“Don’t forget I’m still the Father in this house,” Frank said, his voice a little softer.


Marcy nodded and cuddled her whole body against his. They did not talk of the matter anymore that evening. 


In the days that followed, Marcy prayed Frank would not ask her for the rest of the money she had earned. He did not, but a week or so later there was only enough hupfu(3)  in the mealie-meal bag for one more pot of sadza(4) . Marcy disappeared again. Darkness came, Marcy did not. Frank shook the last of the mealie-meal out of the sack and cooked for himself and the children. As they ate, the children giggled and decided Amai(5)  cooked better than Baba(6) . Under normal circumstances he would have found it funny. Today he had muttered bitterly to himself as he cooked at being forced into being a house-maid. 


Marcy returned enjoying the feel of a fresh ten dollar note in her pocket and with a broad smile on her face. In a plastic bag she carried a small cut of beef. It had leaked blood into the bottom of the bag. Frank enjoyed the sadza that evening, but he could not stomach the thought that his wife, whom he had taken out of the fields, was feeding him by finding herself work. With her little education, he knew house-work and street-work were the only options open to her. He trusted Marcy enough to know she would not stand in the streets, and in any case, she went out in the mornings and was home for the night. Nevertheless he hated the thought of his wife cleaning the houses of men who earned a better living than he ever had. It made him even angrier to think of Marcy washing these men's and their families’ soiled clothes. He hated the feeling of shame that the knowledge if his wife working brought him. In his previous job he had not earned much but it was enough for him to provide for his family. He began to worry how Victor and Kundai saw him now. Although he admitted to himself Marcy meant well, for she was still the sweet woman she had always been, his dread of being shown up by her grew every time she left and each time came back with food and treats.


“Where have you been?” he asked her one evening when she returned with a special surprise, a cardboard box full of chicken nuggets. The children jumped around her and could not wait for dinner.


“Kozvaitasei? What’s the matter?” she asked with an uneasy smile, pulling a quart of Black Label beer out of a paper bag. 


Marcy set the bottle on the table and smiled as if everything was well. When he first met her, her soft, sweet smile spoke of her weakness, her need for him. Now she produced it like a sweet poison that would slowly corrode all his power. Frank hit his fist on the wall in resentment. Marcy gave the children the box of chicken nuggets and pushed them out of the room. Closing the door behind her, Marcy turned to face her husband. Her heart began to beat more quickly. The smile froze on her face.


“Don’t try to walk all over me!” Frank barked at her. “You think you can blind me with chicken nuggets!  You think I’m stupid or something?”


Marcy did not answer. She could not understand the way the evening was turning out. She searched through her mind to see what she had done to deserve this. Nothing she found made any sense to her.


“Busy going around making a fool of me!” Frank raged, stepping closer. “Never forget, I made you!  You are nothing without me!  I can unmake you too. If you don’t respect me, I will show you how!”


Frank grabbed Marcy’s arm. Her smile still clung to her face. His whole body shivered as he realised he did not have the heart to hurt her. Angry with himself for this weakness, he pushed her to the floor.


“I’m sorry, Frank!” Marcy whispered, although she did not know what she had done. “I have found some work with some women in Greendale. At first it was only one, but when I told her my story, she spoke to her friends. They asked me to come to each of them. I go to each one of them one day a week to clean.”


Without answering, Frank grabbed the beer bottle from the table and stormed out, banging the house door behind him.


Around midnight he came staggering back. Marcy had gone into the children's room to comfort them, had cooked and fed them and stayed with them until they were calm enough to sleep. When she was sure they would not wake, she had tried to sleep in order to be fit for the following day’s work. Rest had not come. She had gone back into the kitchen and waited for her husband.


Frank ate the food Marcy served him with the hunger of drunkenness. Eying her in-between mouthfuls, he remembered he had not left any food in the house, let alone the plateful of meat he was eating. After she had given the children their portion, Marcy had put more chilli into the pot. This was the way Frank liked it. Now, as she watched Frank chew the fragrant curry she had prepared as a peace-offering, Marcy hoped that the matter was resolved. 


“Where had you gone to this afternoon?” Frank asked when his plate was nearly empty. He held a peace of meat between his fingers.


 Seeing that Frank was too drunk for talk that would bring back harmony, Marcy felt too tired to summon her smile. She stood up to go to bed. Frank repeated his question more loudly. A feeling of contempt for this man who would not accept her help flowed through Marcy, surprising her. Pushing the unfamiliar emotion away, Marcy stepped past the curtain partition into their sleeping area without saying a word.


“You think I’m stupid?” Frank snarled. “Answer when I’m talking to you!” 


He stood up and staggered towards her. Marcy stopped just behind the curtain, her head lowered to show him her respect. 


“Look at me when I talk to you,” demanded Frank. 


Slowly Marcy obeyed. This time she could not bring a smile to her face. Nor could she move forward to appease him with a gentle touch. She gazed at Frank without betraying any expression. He looked for fear in her empty eyes. Not finding it, he slapped her so hard that his hand burned in pain. A smile inside him eased its way onto his face. He slapped her again and again until his hands palms were sore and his fingers stung. The smile broadened into a beam. He unbuckled his belt and took it off. Marcy opened her mouth. She screamed and begged for him to stop but her cries only fueled his energy.


“If it weren’t for me, you’d be eating scabs out at Sherwood” Frank panted with each blow.

 

Frank beat his wife until she was silent. Then, exhausted and satisfied, he staggered to the mattress that lay on the floor, threw himself onto it and instantly fell asleep. In the morning when he woke up, Marcy had already prepared his breakfast. The children mumbled a stammered good morning when he pushed the curtain aside to enter the kitchen, and immediately went out, leaving fear and tension thick in the room. Marcy’s face was swollen and covered in bruises. Her eyes were puffy from crying, with dark patches below them. Her lower lip was swollen and clotted with congealed blood. Seeing her like this filled Frank with regret and embarrassment, so that he no longer felt as powerful as he had last night. He wanted to apologize but his pride would not allow him to. Marcy did not say anything either. She made sure there was no contact, not even of their fingers when she passed him his plate. That morning and in the days that followed, she continued to go out to work. The beatings became more frequent and brutal. At times Frank demanded the money she had earned in order to buy drinks for the friends who had bought him beer in the preceding weeks.
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Now Marcy, the nothing, does not move anymore. Reality slaps Frank in the face, but he is too frightened to touch her. Panic pushes through the alcohol, but his reasoning remains blurred. Frank tries to decide whether to go for help or whether to disappear and return when the dust has settled. The twins’ eyes are fixed on him. Their mouths are closed. Tari is not screaming anymore, but cannot stifle sobs and hiccups. She stares at her father with fear and a gleam of hatred in her eyes. Frank feels naked and vulnerable. He storms out into the darkness.


As soon as he is gone, the twins rush to Marcy’ side. They keep calling her in an effort to revive her. Their mother does not respond. In their short lives they have seen enough to know how not to give up. Quickly they fetch a cup of water. It has brought Marcy back to life before, but this time the water lets the twins down. It dribbles out of their mother’s mouth without causing her to swallow or cough.


Mai Sheppard is a nurse at the local clinic. Her house is next door. “That man will be the death of you if you don’t go to the police,” she warned Marcy many a time when Marcy sought refuge with her, while rubbing ointment pilfered from the clinic onto Marcy’s wounds and giving her painkillers to swallow. As fast as his feet will carry him, Victor runs to Mai Sheppard’s house. Out of breath, panic-stricken he bangs at her door, crying out her name. Mai Sheppard appears looking worried, wearing an old t-shirt and a Zambia(7) . 


Marcy wakes up in hospital. She cannot open her eyes fully and her vision is blurred. To one side a machine beeps softly. She tries to move her head. It feels as heavy and as painful as though a pile of rocks have been thrown on it. She can hear people talking from a distance but cannot make sense of what they are saying. Her mouth tastes musty because she has not eaten in days. She stares up at the ceiling as she tries to remember. 


In the children's room once more, her nightdress is damp from sweat. Tears silently stream down her cheeks but the shivering has ceased. She blinks and begins to clear away the papers and coins. Her fingers find the painkillers at the same moment that she sees them. A wave of relief sweeps through her. She removes two pills from the packet. Her husband, Frank Mabaso’s unmistakable features stare up at her from the photograph that has fluttered to the floor. She picks it up and returns the stare, her eyes still streaming.
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The colours are smudged. Marcy is glad she did not follow up the police report that Mai Sheppard made to enable her to receive treatment at the hospital. She has not been obliged to find Frank to make him sign papers or compel him to come to court. Nor has Frank returned to speak to her, or to his daughter, or to collect anything  Breathing more steadily, she packs away the container, leaving the pills next to the mattress. Returning to the bed she finds a matchbox. She had burnt Frank’s clothes a few weeks after she could move without great pain. The photograph is all that is left. Flames curl around the picture’s edges. The man’s face crumples. When there is a little pile of ash on the floor, Marcy blows out the candle.


***


FOOTNOTES:


1) plastic shopping bag(return)

2) green leafed vegetable(return)

3) white maize flour(return)

4) stiff maize porridge(return)

5) mother(return)

6) father(return)

7) colourful cloth wrap(return)




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