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The Photograph

Three-legged, four-eyed, bent-double
So frail, the baggage so huge
A bdita of expectant grandchildren
Left by parents bare-fdudre-body
Stomach rumbling, huts crumblingatts grumbling
Can the old body cope with the helter-skelter
Of bringing up the waddling toddler
Prone to temper tantrums
The emotional turbulence of adolescence
The day in and day out duel
To bring bread and butter on table?
The heart yearns in spite of its years to provide
Yet the social clock
Has chimed 11 o’clock!

It was a black and white rectangular paper, rettinew when one took cognizance of when it
was taken. She had kept this special paper foigteerd children who were very young when
their parents passed away. She felt it was unfadll ithe photographs would just disappear,
leaving nothing for the children to hold on to.

She was frail, three-legged and bespectacled. Aysstring secured the fragile second optical

pair from falling off. One could not be too sureoab her since she was always bent almost
double. Her face was riddled with contour ridgeise $ad seen it all, the ups and downs, the
pains and joys, the ululations and lamentation®e $hs surprised when a newspaper crew
invaded her dilapidated habitation to take photplgsaand ask questions on her longevity-the
secrets of her long life, they said! They were @gitsbout her reaching 100.Some posed for a
photo or two with her, obviously more excited abbat clocking 100 more than the owner of

those years.

...Did they know how it felt like to be 100 and siAgénded? To be a father, mother, uncle,
auntie and grandmother and grandfather all rolledoi one to the little orphans? Did they know
what it meant to be 100 and wake up to change s mid-night? Even during the day it is a
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job and a half. Do they know that it is a feat ® dble to walk and move about unaided? She
was grateful to the Almighty for giving so many slayilowever, if she had her way, she would

have asked to live long but with the three childaenl their father. What joy is there when the

bird is deprived of all its feathers? How doedy®?fHow does it convince the doubting Thomases
that it had one of the most beautiful plumages eveated? How can it be warm? All elements

play havoc on such an unguarded body with devastadifects. In such a scenario, how can the
bird be happy?

Today she decided to gather her battalion of graifdten...

...On my right is your grandfather who worked for weEnMerwe for decades. Very rarely did he

work outside his boss’ kitchen. He regarded cooldag job, which should be confined to the

workplace. He did not like the job because he deltasculated but had no choice. He had a
passion for the betterment of his children throwgglucation as a result he was prepared to

swallow his Zulu pride and stoop low for the familye stomached physical and verbal abuses
stoically for your parents...

To his right is our last-born. He came after yoathier, Sipho.After working very long, van de
Merwe decided to reward your grandfather by sendthg youngest to school. He was
an obvious choice since he was the most intellégtgédted. He, however, never thanked your
grandfather’s boss for this. He said that van denMewas supposed to pay his father enough to
enable him to send his own children to school. krught that that was a well orchestrated
move to kill blacks’ self esteem-his white-hairathér was emasculated enough already by
cooking for him, he maintained. During the vacasiohe would come and challenge the status
guo. One day he engaged van de Merwe in a debhegaigument was sparked by the latter’s
attack on the Liberation Movement as reported mphess:

‘The terrorists are disturbing the peace of thedarthey think they can wrestle power and
impose their communist government...’he posed, sedvédys listeners with a who-can-

challenge-this-gospel-truth look, before continuirigot in a thousand years! Yes, not in a
thousand years as aptly putby our no nonsense!PYdu munts aren’t ready for self-

government. lan should have put it at a milliontbgn perhaps your thick black skulls could
have learnt a thing or two from the Aryan Race.rEthen it would be dumping this country to
the dogs!’

Not all could understand every word van de Merwerat but all, including the very young who
in fact clung for dear life onto their mothers’rag®t the gist of the vitriol: the taunting voice,
the accompanying insulting arrogant gestures, dstupe and facial expression gave it all away.
This was Goliath incarnate speaking and no oneddarallenge his decree.
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‘Stop feeding my people with that trash!’ Sifelaaidscoming out of the crowd pointing at van de
Merwe with his right hand with his left in his petkis voice cracking with emotion, his chest
heaving as if it would burst any time. If it werefdr my people whom you abuse at will, where
would you be?...It won't take us a thousand yeartske back what is rightfully ours. In fact |
would have preferred a thousand hours!’

At the end van de Merwe was so red that we thobigiad would gush out of his face. He paced
up and down and up and down he paced cursing aeltite. The crowd seemed to enjoy the
spectacle and was now far from the previously gamet timid bowed down tail between the legs
crowd. Not all understood every word uttered by ghgilists but what they fully witnessed was
a battle which their own seemed to have won.

‘Thank your bloody ancestors that you are the katclboy’s son. If you weren'’t, I'd have the
whole bloody clan sent to the gallows’, van de Mesaid in a more subdued tone the utterance
serving the purpose of saving his face than angtkise before leaving in a huff.

Two reactions were dominant: two elderly men caonetiere Sifelani was and in hushed voices
warned:

‘How could you do that? Your actions jeopardize ydarin particular and the livelihoods of all
of us. You want us to starve? Is this what theghtgau at university?’ before they went away
heads shaking and worry inscribed all over thecds.

The majority however congratulated Sifelani fornsliag up for all of them. In fact our
community was never the same after the experieaoplp simply started to question things.
Even van de Merwe started to treat us all in aedsifit light. After the battle he avoided such
encounters. | personally was not surprised wheel&8if abandoned his studies at university to
join the fighters. | was heartbroken but not sweguli | was in a way even glad for him and the
family because | foresaw his verbal altercationdhwan de Merwe turning very ugly one of the
days. Who would listen to his side of the storit ifere to happen? He would have lost the duel
because van de Merwe had the umpire on his sidenWie war was over, we looked forward in
vain to seeing him walk through the dobty heart has never stopped bleeding for my |itg.

He was so full of life. He was one of those pegple could not afford to ignore or fail to
notice...how can | be happy when my little boy jusampeared into thin air? Perhaps he was
devoured by wild animals on his way to Mozambiqugambia. Perhaps he drowned. Perhaps
he was killed during the bombings in Zambia and aadzique...whatever stole his life was
violent and certainly premature. How can a mothieep soundly when her child died like an
animal and like an animal no ceremony was perforrfegchis roaming spirit to join his long
departed...
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On my left is John, our elder son, Takura, Tafadawd Tanaka’s father. He was a strong man
and enjoyed flexing his muscles. The mine ownedsdny de Merwe’s brother -in -law was a
natural attraction to him. Before long they mada bioss boy. He was a darling to his superiors.
His subordinates respected him especially for legadiiom the front. He earned respect, not by
coercion but by modelling. His argument was thahdpdoss boy did not mean that one had to
loaf around but be a lead worker. His loyalty waghitening but sad-sad because he did not have
much to show for it after years of unquestioningri@e and toil. Even when he was off-duty,
he would ‘while up his time’ going to his workplaead would often end up assisting or even
rescuing on-duty colleagues from some mess. MroBydhad a shop and a bar at the mine
compound. The workers would buy expensive beerfaod on credit, which they paid for on
payday. Many workers were part and parcel of thdecincluding John. Suddenly his health
began to fail him and most of his meager earningatvto the nangas and fortunetellers to no
avail. Who didn’t know that John’s Achilles’ heel was Wwisakness for those from the opposite
sex but can one just watch? It was confirmed thatas the disease. | wasn't surprised. John
had too many women admirers...but is there no roanmfmrtal humans to err? Just one slip
and one sleeps forever! How can a mother be hagysn when she turns 1000, when the eldest
child, the heir apparent, passes away so prematuaall after suffering so immensely that one
wished him dead? The 100 years are a burden whamtbings happen...your happiness bulges
with the child growing inside...you watch it growrfralay one...you feel so fulfilled because the
child is your extension. You know you are gettiltgamd you hope the child will take over. You
are more or less a child again and the child pr@gdYou praise the Lord for that then suddenly
you realize failing health in the young. You hopésia passing phase. In fact it begins as a
private illness. ‘Mom, | do not feel well today.tlo not worry | will be alright soon’ you
reassure, you advise him to slow down. Then one ttays dismissed prematurely from work.
The illness is slowly becoming public. Then heiverga few off-sick days before slipping into
indefinite sick leave. The illness persists. Itdmees public and the worker’s salary cut-this is
one of life’'s greatest ironies-a sick person’s sales cut by half then discontinued during the
time he or she needs it the most! But did they sagithey do it for charity?

How can you be happy when you watch what you hagastired most slip through your
seemingly paralyzed hands. You literally die wilte tdying friend; spouse or child and you
literally grieve each day of your life. Perenniajypu mourn. How can you not when so much in
the environment reminds you...I mourn when | sing faigorite song, when | eat his favorite

meal, | don't finish it. Some traits in the grarfdldren remind me of their parents’ early life and
I mourn. When I look at Bongani, Gugu’s last bond a&arbon copy, | am filled with both joy

and sadness-lI mourn with a smile on my face. Yesgam laugh with the laughing and smile
with the smiling but deep down you will be suffegin

On John’s left is our only daughter Gugulethu, Favambai, Thabani and Bongani’'s mother.
She was the apple of your grandfather’s eye ance rton. He always called her ‘aunt’. We
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expected her to live to a ripe and mature ageug<and become arbiter and counselor when need
arose in the family. The boys also loved theiresisum-aunt and often assisted her do her
chores. When the time came for her to start her tammly, an affliction gripped all of us-a
somber atmosphere enveloped the homestead fortsomeShe seemed to have gone to another
planet yet she had married into a local family & feomesteads away. Then we started to hear
stories of our in-law’s escapades with other wonmehis life, and we consoled ourselves that
these were mere rumors and dismissed them witbahtempt we thought they deserved. Then
we also met him with these other women in his fied half-consoled ourselves that they were
some distant relatives unknown to us. Then we h#aatiour son-in-law had acquired a new
wife and we were disgusted but not surprised. WAvenmet Gugu she was almost always
nursing a swollen lip, head, eye...she always atiethut to some accident during her daily
chores. | know she knew after some time that wevksiee was not telling the truth. After some
time, our in-law had acquired another wife. Thessboontinued. We convinced her to leave so
that she would live but the damage to her health deeady been done. She seemed to be
deteriorating in health each dayiow can one sleep at peace when one’s mind isl filleh
reminiscences of one’s flesh and blood eating asva&yyday? How can one be happy when one
watched helplessly one’s flesh and blood beingdetthe slaughter like a sacrificial lamb in full
view of every Mandla, Mamvuto and Farai? When ydarvene, how can you tell that it is too
late? When you intervene, how can you be certaat frour own flesh and blood will
immediately see the way you are seeing which sgletmot be seeing since it hasn’t dawned on
her? My Gugu started dying a long time before bebuldn’'t rescue her-I couldn’t stop the
inevitable...

Afterwards she felt a s though a huge boulder fesh hifted off her shoulder. None of her grand
children uttered a word but the little flickeringghts in their eyes reflected gratitude at the
grandmother for filling the void in their lives.
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What arelief!

by
Mika Nyoni

It was my final. | was excited. It had been a l@rgl arduous journey. It was a relief-I did not
want to continue to squeeze my parents’ alreadgstd financial coffers. | was the seed which
had been provided with the essential conditions ifoto germinate, grow and bear fruit
bountifully-enough to feed the entire clan. So fanadn’t disappointed: book prizes every
academic year ,a minimum of an upper second pass g1y freshman years. It was a record all
my classmates would die to attain. Some of thetime#ot had christened me ‘Professor’ while
others referred to me as ‘The Consultant’. | seetodthve no problems grasping whatever new
concepts | came across in the Actuarial Sciencesesuvhich came my way. In fact at times |
was really mindboggled when my classmates seemeetstuck and bewildered in some
academic pothole.l did not apply for my Third Yedtachment placement. The Dean of our
faculty personally secured one for me in the bestirance company in the country where again
they seemed to savour my presence. On the dayalaparture the Manager called me and
presented me with a letter of appreciation as ala very expensive looking cellphone bought
by my mentors.

‘Thank you, again! We hope we’re going to get intein future who're as good! As a company
we sat down and this is what we’ve decided’ he baitling me a sealed A4 khaki envelop.

‘Please take your time to go through the offer tbeme back to us at your earliest convenience’
‘Can ...can | open it...now?’
‘| thought you would need time to decide... but yaum still do it here...’

| then went on to open the envelop with some diffy because of the anxiety which had
transformed my entire body into a bundle of nen#mt offer could a multi-million US dollar
transnational concern listed on all the who’s whHoGbobal Stock Exchanges offer a poor
peasant boy like me? | could have understood oorbe less nervous if she had talked about an
‘order’ not an ‘offer’-an offer meant that | couttcline, that | had the power.What power?From
what source?This made me more nervous a fact abypltypy trembling perspiration drenched
fingers.

The company offered to pay my tuition for the remnag two semesters and a trainee actuary
scientist’s post upon my successful completiorhefdourse.

‘When you're through, sign the two forms after dielg the inapplicable,” the manager advised.
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The inapplicable? Yes | located the section sheref@sring to. | then very carefully deleted the
part which read ‘do not accept’. For the umptedntie | checked to ensure that the ‘I accept’
part was the one which really remained.

I smiled to myself as all these recollectionshies through my mind as | tackled the questions.

‘I's now 16.50 hours. You're reminded that you magt be allowed to leave the exam room
from now on since we’re now in the last 10 minutdee invigilator bellowed.

At this time | had already embarked on my revisitiey didn’'t call me Mr. Perfect for
nothing! As | flipped through the exam booklet —hagt one, at least as an undergraduate, |
mildly smiled at the responses | had profferdds .tvas supposed to be my signature paper and |
intended to bury it in style!

Then the unthinkable happened! The cellphone saddorcing everyone to turn to where |
was seated at the back of the Great Hall militayledike, as if some switch had been turned on
and the robotic figures surprise and shock andgatgted on their visages had turned in unison.
What was written on all those was ‘How on earthldgwu be so careless?’Without bothering to
find the little metal devil | buried my face intay hands in shame and s-c-r-e-a-m-e-d. How
could 1 let everyone down like that. | s-c-r-@rae-d. Such an offence was an automatic twelve
month suspension. | s-c-r-e-a-m-e-d...the littlgild@lso s-c-r-e-a-m-e-d. No, it jeered, taunting
its hapless and helpless master cum buddy cumnuidily body was now submerged in
perspiration, tears and free-flowing mucus pastialibmerging the super exam script. | didn’t
care. How could | after flashing my future doviae tstinking lavatory? Some hand touched me
on my shoulder perhaps to escort me out of thenexwam together with my offensive gadget .1
s-c-r-e-a-m-e-d even louder than before. Then sodhebhouted: ‘What on earth is happening!

That was mother! | s-c-r-e-a-m-e-d! How could Iddwer?l s-c-r-e-a-m-e-d! How could | face
the whole family ,after this great betrayal? Hould | face the insurance people who were to
become my people in a few weeks’ time?

‘Please stop this nonsense!” mother said givingamgorous shake.

| then realized, to my relief, that | had been drgsy on my study desk. | recalled that | had
gone to bed very early and woke up early to perfeciact only to be stolen by sleep .1 did not
normally do this on exam days. | guess | was arsxemd nervous. The phone alarm clock may
have acted as the catalyst to the horror dreawol the phone, removed the battery and Sim
Card and left everything,to the amusement of allfamily members, before | left for the exam.

I had had enough problems with my electronic friend day!
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The Great Mystery

by
Mika Nyoni

I was in form 4 at a mission boarding school wheneas ,not because my family was affluent
but, because it was close to our home and, magpertantly, since | was the eldest my parents
invested their meager resources on my good edugatioich was expected to pay dividends in
my looking after my siblings later. Moreover the=decould be paid in installments over an
agreed period for deserving cases. | was a pedgndeserving one and this was an open secret
to any who had stayed at the mission for a while.

As | sat down doing my laundry | wondered how | iged to stay that long at the school with
virtually no resources to talk about. | could netghsmiling as | thought about how | survived
the four year sentence especially the initial pkribhen the students and staff members who
hadn’t been acquainted with my situation simplyrdgsed me as a difficult, scruffy and carefree
character when it came to presentation and depaottm\&hile others brought brand new
everything | had second hand everything. To makétersa worse some of my beloved
possessions were several sizes bigger and | hadjust them. By the end of my fourth form |
had become an accomplished cobbler and my needteskdls were impeccable. By that time |
was engaged as an unofficial cobbler by the schpoits department repairing balls and sports
shoes for a nominal fee but most of the time asgfany general work.

| took great care washing the skeletal remains gfuniform, which were threadbare and
threatened to crumble any time. | had invested gfatie proceeds from my cobbler assignments
in procuring a needle and sewing thread in ordattend to my uniform’s insatiable appetite for
attention. | had become so conspicuous that | cpokitively be identified a kilometer away.
The uniform had at last succumbed to the elemémésonce navy blue short and shirt had turned
a bright feathery off-white color and the collarsae sorry site in spite of my inverting it twice.
Despite all this many respected me for my acadexydoits. | scooped all academic prizes on
Prize-giving days-what | lacked in material posgess| made up in academia. On such days I, a
merciless and hardened hunter darted to and frd f@sed high collecting my trophies dressed
in my humble and revealing garb. It was my chamcshine and beat home and away hands
down the spoilt brats!

After | had finished the laundry | hung it on theel where others were. As | walked back to the
hostel | was saddened to realize how out of placee was and how conspicuous | always
appeared inside the shreds now on the line.

When | returned about an hour later | was shockedtht! my uniform gone. What confused me
even more was the fact that all other uniforms wiese and untouched and swaying merrily in
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the sun. What could have attracted the thief, linoed to wonder in a futile endeavor to recover
my prized possessions. It was futile because | keeactly where | had left it and trusted my
memory too well to doubt it.

| then made up my mind to tell my friend about kbes before going to the Boarding Master to
make a report .| found Kuga busy pressing his stwats of uniform.Kuga and | had been very
close since Form 1.The two of us were from twoedéht worlds: he seemed to have everything
whilst | had nothing materially to talk about. lutd even afford to leave my trunk open, he
couldn’t. At least this is what | always thoughtdre this mind-boggling incident. I still couldn’t
believe that what | had was worth stealing. Whoelad stolen my uniform was a mad
kleptomaniac! This is the only logical explanatiog tried and tested intellect could proffer.

Kuga looked surprised, paid his condolences and dfitered me one of his uniforms an offer |
had the luxury to turn down much earlier. Then d flatly refused telling him in no uncertain
terms that | was comfortable in my accustomed plyen&arlier his argument was that a spare
one would lift the strain off the only one | hademember asking him, out of curiosity, how his
parents would react upon which he chuckled and teddthat they wouldn’t even notice! | n
spite of his insistence | flatly refused-typicabpd me! What | didn’t tell him then was that that
uniform could have made me the centre of attracfldve sudden metamorphosis could not just
pass unnoticed and that would have made me verjhmuoease. This time around | was
cornered, humbled and troubled and could not sfheaims.

Kuga and | then went to the B.M. who for some titneught that we were playing some sick
and very belated April’s Fool joke on him. | stiimember how the conversation went:

‘How can | help you, boys?’He said looking pierdingbove the rim of his glasses as if the
colorless lenses would obstruct his view of us.

‘| can’t...l can’t find my uniform...It went missing &m the wash line’, at last | managed to
relay the message.

‘Let me get this straight and clear’, he said remgvhis spectacles and sliding back on his
chair.Using his spectacles as a pointer he cordintY®u’'re sayingyour, | meanyour uniform
was stolen, ndhis?’

‘Yes, sir’

The huge man had a long hearty laugh which leftnaisirally small eyes submerged in little
spilling lakes of tears. After he had finally gaihsufficient composure to just carry on we
discussed the way forward. Kuga reiterated ther ¢dfeehad made earlier, a move described by
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the B.M. as ‘a great philanthropic feat- a livirgtimony of charity begun at home’ and Kuga as
‘a friend indeed’. We then left his office.

The following day | put on the new uniform. | wa®ma self-conscious than ever before. Many
of the students told me how much they liked the newand confessed to having shunned me for
dressing like a scarecrow !Deep down | was stitifased-the puzzle of the theft hadn’t been
solved: the motive and means were still a greattenys| just kept wondering why one would
scale a three-meter high security fence to stegl. tdow the thief got in undetected was a billion
—dollar puzzle. More mind-boggling was the motilrespite of my tied, tested and documented
genius | threw in the towel-this was beyond my rakoapabilities.

After completing our examinations we had an ematioparty with close friends which
was footed by Kuga.Buses to my home area passedcti@ol very early reaching home by
7am.Kuga told me that his mother would be driviaghe school to take him home later in the
day. It was a pity, he said, that we were traveimgpposite directions. If it weren't the case he
would have loved to pass through our home. | wad tjiat that was the situation.

Kuga escorted me to the bus stop which was a fetersi&om our hostel. We waited for what
seemed to be a century before we heard the rumbfirige only bus that passed through the
mission farm to our area and waited for a lifetinedore the one-eyed ancient vehicle arrived.

'‘Mika, I'll miss you. I'm sure we'll meet one d&ylga said hugging me before | boarded the bus.
The lump in my throat only permitted me to uttéraarse 'will miss you, too’.

In a way it was a relief when | finally boarded thanibusinosaur because there was very little
talking between us. In my case | was lost in thaugplaying our mission days. | also drifted
into the futureperhaps | wasn't going to meet Kuga again. PertHapsvould quickly forget this
poor boy that told him lots of village stories tlsgemed to enthrall him immensely. Perhaps...

The bus, a relic of antiquity and in normal circtamges a museum piece, took its time to cover
the 12-kilometer dust road that separated my haoma the school. Most of its kind had long
succumbed to old age-it was a miracle that thaectbn of metal, rubber and broken glass
could still move. It groaned, it squeaked, it geotkit shrieked, it screamed and it sighed as it
wobbled along the uneven terrain carefully otheewiswould slip and sleep for good. My
thoughts would race to and fro home and the schgofour year experience would come in
flashes of sad and happy moments, they would mgarts my arrival home-how my little sister
Gugu would literally fly to me oblivious of the dger posed by jutting rocks and sharp tree stubs
on her runway. | would sigh a big sigh of reliefompher safe landing in my arms. In a space of
five minutes, | would be furnished with a synopsisvhat would have taken place in my three
months’ absence. This she would do at the top ofbiee gasping for breath afraid perhaps that
any other member of the family would rob her of lineelight by informing me first. 1 almost
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always found Mandla, my young brother, away at etloo tending our modest assemblage of
livestock: one ox, one cow and two donkeys. Otielithatterbox would always be the first to
see him from far off or hear the livestock bellprgaching and fly to him to fill him up with
what would have taken place in his few hours okabs. The bus was too slow to transport me
home and reunite with my family. I'd underestimakedv much | missed them.

| found all of them at home this time: father oe tplough, Mandla with the whip and mother

and her able assistant on the seed basket. Appafdiaindla had completed his Grade 7

Examinations making him available for the plantsgason. Sis’ Gugu was due to make her
debut appearance at school the following January.

‘Bhuti Mika!” Gugu announced my presence alreadfuihflight.

‘Where on earth did you get that brand new uniform®as taken aback by mother’s question
and so was Gugu who stood frozen in my arms pantifgadn’t prepared for this. Father
signaled for the span to stop to which it compliegtantly. With her arms akimbo mother
proceeded to enquire about my latest acquisition:

‘We may not have much but | never thought you'd ovalty steal but also parade your ill-gotten
wealth for all to admire!” Gugu very slowly extrieal herself from dirty Bhuti Mika. At least
Bhuti Mika needed to be cleared and cleansedtéirbe huggable.

‘Do they teach you to steal at the mission, son?disappointed in you. What example are you
giving to them?’ Father said gesturing on my lititether and sister betrayal written in his voice.

‘l...1. didn't steal. A friend gave me after mine wst®len...’

Both mother and father laughed when they hearddhish and as quickly returned to their no
nonsense mode.

‘Please take this thief to the mission to returs lbot. I'd have gone with him myself but I'm
afraid the Hare and Baboon story he is narratingldvonake me wring his neck! How would
you let us down like that?’ Father said before wiyg the span.

‘What are you still doing there? Remove the unif@mal let's go to the mission now to return it’
‘Mother, I'm sorry...’

‘Leave the apologizing for the mission and the oy left naked and crying there...We need to
go there and back before noon-there’s a lot of woitke done’
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| wanted to tell her that | was sorry that | shob&e told them about the uniform but there was
no chance for that, the verdict was passed, anmouacd the court dismissed. Since there was
no money we had to walk the entire 12 kilometerghtomission and another 12 kilometers back
.This wasn't a big issue on my part-the real iasas my reappearance in invisible chains at the
school in tatters in full view of the entire schodle were the first group to leave the school, the
rest of the candidates still had one or two patzergrite and the non-exam classes still had about
two weeks to go before closure of schools.

The whole journey to school was characterized Itigl $ension. Mother led the way more than

five steps ahead and now and again she would tack &nd make her feelings very clear about
what had happened. During such episodes | would dlmvn or even stop afraid of whatever

punishment she might have deemed necessary.

‘How would you after all the sacrifices we had jau?’

‘Mother, a friend gave me the uniform,’ | said hogithat she would be convinced and spare us
the trouble of going to the mission. She stoppadnad back and slowly made her
pronouncement: ‘I don’t want to hear that non-seagaan’

The rest of the journey was undertaken mostly lense serve for a few outbursts and
lamentations about how the mission, of all plabesl killed her son’s morals.

At last we arrived at the school. | made an effortlose the gap between us so that it wouldn’t
be too obvious that we had had an altercation.

‘Mika, are you already back for your results?’ nlatygToronga quipped upon seeing me to
which the other students laughed.

We got to the head’s office and knocked and wehenesl in:

‘Why are you dressed like that?’ Mr. Maligwa askesl voice full of disgust. ‘Form 4 mentality
baffles me...you attend four years of secondary dobaacation then you think you're on top of
the world even without the result slip! When yowt-so-good results finally come you again
baffle me: hat in hand, head on the side, eyeserildor, tail between legs you beg for a lower
sixth place...what a metamorphosis! What pretence!’

‘Sir, | left this morning for home putting on thaitorm Kuga gave me after mine was stolen.
My parents think | stole it-that's why my mothersheome...Kuga should still be here. You
could ask him...The B.M is also aware of this...’

Looking at me with penetrating and unmoving eyes tibad reached for the telephone, dialed
someone whom | later learnt, through their conwersado be the B.M, Mr Chasu.
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‘May you come to the Head’s office immediately? &enprefect to Kuga'’s hostel...l also want
to have a word with him’ before returning the cslalsreceiver back his eyes still glued on me as
if to keep complete surveillance of my person uasafrmy continued presence.

The BM then came accompanied by a worried looking&who lightened up a bit when he saw
me. The two’s story corroborated mine. Mother cauity open her mouth wide open in wonder.
In fact Kuga went on to tell us that his parentd baived and he had packed and was about to
go when we arrived. We went to the boys’ hostel han expensive-looking vehicle was
parked and an elderly couple was anxiously waiting.

‘We’ve heard a lot about you, son’ Kuga’s fatheidsafter the introductions ‘and I'm glad we
finally met you...but,” he said turning to his sohut you'd said that your friend had left. Were
you trying to hide him from us?’

‘He had left but he had to come back to complesectgarance’, Kuga explained.

‘I understand your home is only 12 or so kilometieesn here. We'll take you there and then
we’ll return to our Bulawayo road.

‘Why all this trouble we can walk back...’mother psted. ‘You...the boy has already done us
a lot of good'.

In spite of all the protestations the couple irxisbn taking us home. | was cleared of the
misdemeanor (but at what cost!) but | was still baozled by the theft. If only it hadn't
occurred | wouldn’t have faced the pain and shame.

When we got home mother tasked Gugu and Mandlatth fand catch a fowl for Kuga an
exercise they thoroughly enjoyed executing. MealevKiuga’'s parents revealed that they had
decided to sponsor me on condition that | pass xayniations well. Kuga had done all the
homework about where our home was and how to geethnd they had planned to get home
when results came out to inform me about this. thinee then bid us farewell and drove off.
After they had traveled for about a hundred metieey suddenly stopped and reversed, to our
anxiety and puzzlemenbDid they want to apologize and tell me that theyndttireal mean to
sponsor me?

‘I have a confession to make...” Kuga announced.tdles your uniform. Those rags were
threatening to fall off anytime and as your fridrmbuldn’t just watch... Till next term!”
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The Initiation

By
Mika Nyoni

The figure in the wheelchair looked familiar eveonfi a distance of about 50 metres. As |
approached | realized who it was and my heartedtggbunding increasing in intensity with each
step | took. Although | was in my sixties | stiladh the ability of those half my age, | believed.
As | neared the figure looked in my direction quiadly for a moment before giving me the
familiar half sneer and half smile stretching hi®tarms in greeting. Propelled by the drums of
adrenalin in my system | flew to him, grabbed hiyntbe collar with my left and with my right
slapped him across the face. The impact left hiravgling face down quite a distance from his
overturned wheelchair. | was about to mete out samee punishment on him when | was
restrained by the sizeable crowd which had comeitoess the altercation between two gray
haired men in the middle of town.

‘Mati harahwa idzi ndidzo dzanga dzichigwa®’very young policeman who had just arrived on
a bicycle said a mixture of disbelief and amusenspidshed all over his face before struggling
to give us a stern warning for disturbing the peafoeur surroundings and riding off.

After passing my primary school leaving examinagiavith flying colours both my parents were
over the moon with excitement. In fact for somestifather went around with my result slip in
his pocket bragging to and taunting his drinkingpexs:

‘Look at how some man’s children are worth...l ddoiame the poor little fellows...If you get
oxen or cows the size of an undernourished goayadocurse the poor animals or the bull
responsible?’ he would taunt them.

Fed up with the barrage of taunts Chikwepa onerdtyned fire:

‘Yes you might have this super son of yours who/erlowing with brains but brains alone
aren’t enough. Unemployed as you are what will yea to pay the fees- clay pots? Mice? Lice?
This drought and that boy’s fees will wipe off tlesv calves and foals you still have and there’s
no guarantee the boy will have real useful lifeilsaafter turning your whole clan and that of
your in-laws into real paupers!’

This real hurt him at first but spurred him on.

‘| want to prove the likes of Chikwepa wrong. Mynswill go to the mission. If it means staying
in the bush I will, if it means selling all cowsdadonkeys, so be it’
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‘But Baba Sipho the rest of the children and ugdrteecontinue living after the boy has gone to
school’, mother protested.

‘Sipho is the eldest and the future head of thalfar he decides to squander this chance of this
branch of the family to be called people among pedfs up to him but he’ll live with that
weighing down his neck-I'll have washed mine likiat.’

‘Amen. You sound like a veteran preacher. Let thoke have ears hear. It pays for the servant
to also take heed when the prince is being cowtsélhope you two are not sitting on your
ears!’ she said to my young brother and sister.

From this day | noticed a marked change in fathier.drank much less, went hunting for any
opportunity to get an extra cent and was quieter.

The last few days of the school holidays were thgidst for both my parents. | felt somehow
guilty for the trouble | was letting them go thréuglt seemed everything else was being
sacrificed for me. Even my baby sister, Gugu’s speéke the elders’ almost always had some
reference to my going to boarding school. Evenftivd | was to carry to school was put in a
cage and put on a separate diet to rid it of thaskuorkor induced by the marauding drought
according to mother.

The eve of my departure was even busier. Mothesseck the chicken extra-carefully and only
removed the insides and peripherals such as thehiead and neck, which the whole family of
five partook as relish. The bulk of the chicken wasefully roasted on a carefully tended fire.
After she was satisfied she put it aside and omppBed it with just enough heat to allow excess
fat to drip leisurely into the fire. She then twin® the soup, which she later put in a plastic
bottle. She put the rice in a winnowing basket araiculously rid it of any uncrushed grains or
tiny stones, if any still remained. This was pemhépe third or fourth round and knowing my
mother as | do, just one session is good enouglsibeitwas at her best best. The rice was
carefully measured as well as the correspondingbeuraf cups of water and put in a clay pot,
which was then put in one corner of the stand profdhe fire. Next she put the large zinc sheet,
which acted as our pan on top of the fire on thaedinext to the clay pot to roast peanuts. After
roasting one batch she would transfer it into arhaprinkle some salt-the right amount of salt
before sprinkling the right amount of water and imgx About two kilogrammes of peanuts were
prepared this way and put aside for cooling andnes@ packaging. Next she prepared
mutakura, my favourite.

‘I had to keep this for this special occasion’,icioly my obvious surprise she remarked.

‘But this is January and the harvesting was in N&st year. | hadn’t even written my mid-
years!’
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‘I knew you’d pass, son. | mightn’'t have seen aostls door but that doesn’t prevent me from
seeing with my inner eyes. As for the monkey nwigh their shells on they can be kept for a
very long time without going bad’, she developedthesis.

‘But...but the season was bad. We got almost nothing...

‘You're right. We got almost nothing compared toat/lve normally get. But almost nothing is

not nothing. This should teach you not to be a&bpyb not to thrive on excuses in life. It's going

to be tough out there and you’ll have lots of geaduses for not making it. But excuses are like
painkillers providing just temporary relief. Go theand shine in spite of everything thrust in

your way from whatever source...By the way | alsoehanough for the planting season this
year in case the current crop fails!’

| was too moved to say anything else.

Next came the packaging and more surprises. Betligesne set of school uniforms, which |
knew she had bought, she also had bought from @tuebent of the school another set of shorts
and shirts and... a blazer! All of the clothing itemsre a size or two bigger.” You're still
growing up. These will give us a chance to breathde we look for others’ she had read my
mind and answered the question written on it. Bhis said while adjusting the waistline of the
short | was wearing with needle and thread.

| heard someone opening the gate and craned mytoatieck and slumped back onto the stool
dumbfounded.

‘Aren’t you going to be courteous enough to religearr father of the load he has carried all the
way from Mapirimira?After all it's your parcel..’ntloer taunted enjoying the surprise | had
displayed.

| went out and took the bicycle from father whoseef was shimmering from the heavy
perspiration. On the bicycle’s carrier was a schogik, my trunk! On it was neatly printed my
name and school. It might have had lumps undeshit®mering black skin but it was my trunk.
It might have had, in its long life, changed sel/bends but it was now my trunk. It might have
undergone some extensive rehabilitative surgerytlwais now my trunk. No, it was our trunk. |
was going to keep it well-not to add to the scaobviously had still visible underneath its black
coat. Farai and Gugu and perhaps some down anthauir lass would one day need it. As
bonsella the former owner had given me a few tesétb@nd had written me a short missive:

Dear Sipho
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Congratulations for passing so well and gettinglacp at one of a very few schools accessible
to our people. You might find the following textk® useful.

Ndhlovu ,M.

P.S. Sorry | was so excited | forgot to introdugesetf! I'm Ndhlovu Mandla.Attended your new
school before you were born and currently an Ediecalnspector.

The following day all of us woke up very early imetmorning to prepare for the journey. The
whole family escorted me to the bus stop aboutdietres away.The trunk was strapped on the
bicycle carrier ridden by father while mother cadrithe satchel. As the escortee | did not carry
anything. Seven year old Gugu and my ten year odthbr Farai insisted on escortibgudhi
Sipho as well.

‘I believe everyone who no longer has milk on h@se& knows what is wrong and what is
right.You’ll meet many boys and girls from all ovie country. Remain true to yourseligabi
uthathekhil&father gave me his last piece of advice as the tmas heard rumbling in the
distance.Each word was deliberately slowly artitedefor emphasis.

‘Go well, son. As your father says don't just difith the wind. It's not wise to let yourself be
blown away by the wind because you don’t know gsrala and destination! Go well, son and
write us as soon as you get there’.

| boarded the bus and found a seat somewhere Imedrant. | did not realize that | had been
standing up my teary eyes glued on the four wanwgitigpuettes now almost engulfed by an
avalanche of dust until my seat-mate, a man of @60ubrought me back from the reverie by
shaking me and saying gently:

‘It's pretty hard to leave your family especiallyrfthe first time...Don’t despair you'll get used
to it. It's only a school and not a prison!" | wasll wondering how he got to know about my
leaving home for the first time when he continued:

‘But older pupils, especially boys can really batgaDon’t lose heart it'll only be the initiation.
Can you imagine running away from being born? Catop this hair from graying or these
wrinkles from forming? | tried but where am | to@ayHave a nice journey ,my friend. Let me
prepare to alight at the next bus stop...Remembikatoonly He who can destroy both body and
soul’.

| was puzzled by what the enigmatic old man had game. It made a lot of sense but | did not
understand it. Could the old man be mad? Nastyrdidgs? Running away from being born? |
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was still trying to make sense of what he had saigen | read the sign: ‘Welcome to
Nyamazondo Mission’.

I was so much engrossed in my thoughts that | didesnlize that about half the passengers were
school pupils. Some bigger boys climbed up thetbwsssist in offloading the shimmering black
trunks from the roof of the bus while the rest sf surrounded the bus receiving them regardless
of whom the owner was like ants we often observhadenherding cattle co-operatively carrying
loads disproportionate to their size. What camarabd&he power of numbers! How wrong the
old man was!

We then took our respective pieces of luggage ase wscorted by older boys to the Boarding
Master who then allocated us dormitories after gngufrom our receipts that we had indeed
paid everything expected of us. The dormitoriesewarge blocks almost as large as our primary
school classrooms —in fact they resembled hospiéatls except that our wards had bunk beds.
In each dormitory were ten such beds and | wascaténl an upper one. Though | wasn't
comfortable with this | did not voice my concernhév the B.M. left for another dormitory two
of my dorm mates had some misunderstanding on wd® @ use the upper bed. It was hushed
and menacing. There was some suppressed pushinghamthg and | suspect | was the only
other student who really paid attention to it. liaily offered mine to both pugilists’
astonishment. | could not imagine sleeping aboet amd half metres off the ground. At home
Farai and | shared a reed mat and the two blan®etise often we would wake up metres away
from our mat each one of us wrapped into a ballismown blanket. Before a hut specifically
built for the boys was built we used to sleephia kitchen. One day we woke up to find our top
blanket aflame. We had apparently strayed in aepsinto the fire which had been left alight to
provide extra warmth in the middle of winter .Tieghe reason why | did not consider the upper
bed the better of the two options for me bearingind my sleeping record.

The policy of the school was that no meals wergeskon the day of arrival. Students were
expected to eat what they would have brought fromé or bought on the way. So we were in
no hurry to unpack and make our beds. In fact rabss prioritized going to the shower first. |
did this out of curiosity and to learn vicarioustgm dorm mates.

There was loud banging at our dormitory door amafals looked puzzled and enquiringly in
that direction. Then an army of about fifteen bomarched into our dorm.

‘Silence, | say!” one of them shouted although ¢heas dead silence.

‘May |, dear grade sevens, sorry, form ones, intoedyou to the honourable principal’, he
continued pointing to one tall boy who had paintesl face to resemble some beard and a
moustache. Some white stuff had been applied astbdir to give an impression of about 50%
grey hair. The crown looked at least forty five b visage unfortunately betrayed this looking
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at most eighteen. He looked very serious-this waserbated by his naturally pimpleful skin
and highly pronounced facial furrows which ran bhontally across his forehead. When the
principal’s spokesperson completed his introducafrof us could not help but burst laughing.
The boy nearest the invaders was slapped acrodadbeby one of the principal’s hangers-on
.This effectively silenced all of us who spontangguooked from side to side heads bowed as if
saying :’Is this happening and are you also a \s#rie this?’

‘I'm sure you applied for places to the headmaskhrs learned man I'm privileged to introduce
and whose tie | am unfit to adjust, is the printipéour ancient, dilapidated, and emaciated
headmaster reports to your principal, this humbilassuming man of letters...Sir, you may
address your people’

By now we were thoroughly confused. What was tiflerénce between a headmaster and a
principal? Could that be the principal-the boy withitened hair and painted face? Why were
they in school uniform? Perhaps the principal witie uniform to identify with the rest of us.
But why did he have to put on some disguise? | vaayg clear on one thing-1 did not like this
principal and his officers.

‘All protocol observed’, he bellowed. ‘My speechlvbe very brief: I'm a very busy man, time
is money. Many are presently waiting for me elsewhé wish to welcome you all to this our
institution. For it to be yours as well you neegtry some affiliation fee in cash or kind or both.
All this is part of the initiation ceremonyoda kukutemerai nyora dzepano paNyamazohitlo
sadly be leaving this institution at the end ostyear after six years of loyal service’, he paused
to give his officers the opportunity to solemnlydn@n appreciation and agreement before
continuing, ‘but I wish to leave a mark, a legaoyather has. This tradition should not be let to
die’, he again paused to sternly survey the confusel frightened faces before him. In fact as
his eyes swept across the room our eyes avoideghtte

‘Earlier | talked about affiliation. May you unlogfour trunks before my officers come to look
for the said affiliation...l declare the initiatioer@mony officially open!’

What the old man had said to me in the bus becaystat clear. These were the nasty boys and
the initiation was a ploy to deprive us of everyrsab of food we had brought. | found myself
instinctively shouting: ‘No!” How could | allow thre to ransack my trunk and satchel and take
away everything my mother had so painstakingly arep without a fight? All of a sudden they
halted in their tracks in disbelief.

‘Halt your search!” he bellowed advancing to whémgas.” Let me deal with this scum first’
whose nostrils had emitting hot air in quick gasps

Copyright © International Journal of English and Education www.ijee.org



International Journal of English and Education}ji¥

ISSN: 2278-4012, Volume:2, Issue:2, APRIL 2013

Breathing deep down into my face, his squint-eyesmiling, little droplets of perspiration
forming on his dome-shaped nose whose flared teostere emitting hot air in quick gasps.

‘Open your damn trunk!” he ordered. | stared upigmface. | could not open the trunk to let him
loot my food. I'd rather have him force his way.afhvould give me solace.

‘| said open your damn trunk! he repeated stampiisgfoot each time he uttered a word. The
combination of the husky and hysterical voice dmel stamping of the foot leaving my hair on
their very toes and my eardrum sounding like ansiféne trunk was unlocked but the lid was on.
His majesty wanted to savour the pleasure of tigestidoing it on his behalf-that would water
his thirsty ego.

‘I won't!" | declared.

‘I've not killed anyone during my reign here butstimosquito wants to die in my hands. Let this
cup pass, Oh Lord! I won't enjoy the meal if | suoth to the temptation to wring this giraffey
neck’, he said bending down to open my trunk updriciv I summoned all my strength and
kicked him in the face. The principal was preventerin falling on his back by some alert
officer. What | remember is the principal advancemgd pointing threateningly at me blood
flowing freely from his mouth. Kuga later filled mep with the details-under the
commandanteship of the principal his officers hadtbn me senseless, ransacked only my trunk
and satchel and eaten up everything which mothéphaked.

‘Why?’ | asked, surprised.
‘The fight stole the steam out of them plus you badugh food to feed the whole battalion!

My dorm mates then brought out their food and we $@me party thanking me for the
revolutionary stance | had taken. On my part | didnjoy the food that much since my whole
body ached. Though | enjoyed the attention duregparty and the fame afterwards, | still felt
hurt. It was not just about the issue about wedipared food but the trampling with impunity of

other people’s feelings. This is why 52 years latsted the way | did when | saw Bongwi.
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