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The Silt Path


Togara Muzanenhamo


When the old man woke into the darkness of that winter morning, it was with a heaviness and fatigue that tested his strength. All night he had dreamt of the calf and slept uneasily. In the windowless room he had lived in for most of his adult life, he did not strike a match but simply rolled the blankets up off the floor, packed sweet potatoes he had boiled two days ago, then slipped his feet into broken boots that he secured around his ankles with baling twine. He licked his fingers and removed dry parcels of caked sleep from the corners of his eyes. Stepping out of the hut, he was met with the smell of wood smoke and the ringing of cooking pots. Darkness had just begun peeling back off the horizon, stars to the west still nailed bright to the black canvas above.


There was little morning talk in the compound, men woke and dressed silently, ate silently – walked out in gangs to the work yards, sheds and silos. They walked with only a few words between them until they were stationed at their posts, breath cupped warm in their hands. But his silence was different. It was an enduring bitterness held back in his throat by this life that had shown him nothing but labour, this land that had given him nothing to own, where death had taken those he loved, discarding them over the ridge to the great beyond, their graves unmarked.


Adjusting the thick coat he slept in, he walked along with the others – labourers, drivers, graders, mechanics – raising a shallow cloud of grey dust off the powdered clinker path that leads to a broad thoroughfare lined with giant gum trees. The men’s silhouettes grew starker as the stars faded, deep stains of diesel and engine oils mapped across their overalls.


In his mind he had planned his route to seek out the calf, walked the land in his dreams, the images of his journey set in a simple sequence: the blue triangular dam that hugged the border of the estate, the wide open jaws of the stone quarry, the solitary windmill in the west.


By the time the sun rose, he was completely alone, walking away from the distant roar of engine and machine, away from fields still bright with maize stover – he was far into the lower arm of the estate, his boots wet with dew thawed from frost. The air cleared as he emerged from untamed bush to a wide pleated strip of harrowed earth. Along the fireguard a row of wood poles shrunk into the distance with staves of barbed wire glistening with the music of the sun. As he approached the most easterly border of the estate, the smell of water thickened the air with the weight of growth and vegetation. He scaled the muscled bank of the dam and saw the sky off the water’s surface, a sky cradled by bulrushes bowing into carpets of soft silver moss. He took off his coat and trailed through the grass, his bamboo cane slipping through the dry undergrowth that fell away from the dam’s soggy banks.


He would find nothing, no newborn or carcass.


*


Sitting on an anthill, he rests and eats. The noon sun overhead, his buttocks flat on his shadow. As he sits there, he thinks of the calf’s mother wandering back to the pens after two days of being lost – casually strolling in at dusk, alone. For months he had seen the heifer’s indifference to its own pregnant state, noticed the cow’s gradual dislocation from the herd – the separate task of its ways led by a solitary glare mirrored in his own distant eyes. So when he led the heifer into the maternity pen and watched the cow lay down and curl its head to take its own teat, he knew the beast was damned. And without question, or the need of any summons, he knew that the next morning he would have to walk out in search of the calf, the search bringing him here to where he now sits – his pale nut-brown skin absorbing the winter sun.


The dirt road snakes away from the dam for three miles, the bush heavy on either side. Flat-top and umbrella acacia spaced out far and wide. As he walks, the rhythm of his steps crunch and sweep monotonously, his left foot scuffing the ground. Over the years he has watched his shadow thin out to a crippled stain, his gait collapse from its fluent stride to a heavy limp that angles and drags his body forward. How long can he go on this way, he thinks, alone with a body willing him to stop, a heart worn out.


Born on the estate to a cold, reticent mother, it was clear to him from an early age that he was not like the other boys – boys who, when roughed-up and white with dust from the fields, were bathed by mothers, their wet naked skin shining like dark polished soapstone. His skin retained the hue of the sand, the blond satin dusk that slipped off the others’ heels. His mother had never married, nor did she ever speak of his father, but from the very beginning everything about his features could be traced back to the master of the homestead: the loose curl of his hair, the deep cleft chin, his cool grey eyes. And yet, even with his lineage, he knows he is merely a product of the place, held within its boundaries with a lifelong bond that will have him die here. And after his death, his body will be carted away to a field not too far from the windmill where his mother, wife and children lie.


He thinks of the labourers working on the estate now, the men and women who surround him – theirs is a simpler deal, they have come from somewhere else, know the world beyond the dam and boundary fences, have their own villages, have seen the towns and – perhaps – maybe even the city. Some even know how to read.


The dirt road gently curves then dramatically ascends to a broad jagged shelf overlooking a deep bare crater – a wound in the earth a tenth of an acre wide. Here, he does not whistle or call but stands and stares down into the burrowed hole – neither wishful nor expectant, neither wanting nor refusing what he may or may not find. He stares into the quarry searching its depth. It has been almost fifty years since gravel was last carted for railway ballast, yet the pit has not been secured, an iron trailer ripped by rust lies upturned on the opposite side from him. The sweet putrid smell of death rises from naked shadows where the pit comes to an end. Leaning over, he follows the stench with his nose and spots a large antelope, the fine brown pelt collapsed on the scaffolding of bone, the head beginning to moult, the animal’s temple waxy and bald. Apart from that, there is nothing that will draw him in further.


Crossing back into the grasslands he heads west for an hour before entering a vast treeless paddock, the sun falling cool and flat over a red sea of knee-high grass, which rolls in slow silent waves.


In the distance he can see where the field dips into a shallow valley, where a thin scar of naked earth snakes up to the ridge he is heading for. As he walks, his shadow stretches out ahead of him, slipping in and out of the darkening grass, till the grass thins and opens up revealing a meandering belt of sand. In no time the cool breeze falls thick and settles above the soft ground. He wades through the cooling depths of air hugging his shins, the full moon about to rise behind him. He has walked this path, known its course, ever since he was a boy, the dried up riverbed sucking in his heels, the pale sifted sand infiltrating his boots with the cold deliverance of silt.


He knows the calf will not live through another night. Even if it rests sheltered in the grass, he knows the late evening air will whisper with winds that mark the land white with streaks of frost. The silt bed will take him up to the old windmill standing tall on the ridge, the wind-pump’s metal sails turning slowly above a quiet concrete water trough. It is here he believes the calf’s mother may have given birth. But for now he stops, turns and gives his back to the sun – looks down across the field, scans the pastures for any sign of disturbance; and as he stares down and across – he sees how far he has come, the homestead and compound knitted tight into a distant snatch of green, the feeding pens and cattle race almost out of sight, the slaughterhouse swallowed up by the land.


He knows time is running out and imagines the calf curled somewhere in the field, head to hoof in a fragile pose new to its delicate life. Perhaps, not too far from the windmill’s trough, he’ll hear a weak nasal low – the call coming from somewhere hidden where shadows of growth lurch over the calf like a protective wing or steady arm. Even as young as the calf is, the old man knows no living thing wants to die out in the open, exposed to wind, rain or sun. Perhaps the calf is already dead. He doesn’t know. Would it be better if it survived, confined to these fields, knowing nothing but the paddocks, the pens, the plunge dip that soaks the beasts’ hides with heavy phosphate salts? He doesn’t know. But walking the cold silt bed, he knows the calf’s mother will be culled – the self-milking brood cow first fattened before being sent to the slaughterhouse.


Standing alone – an empty feeling blossoms in his chest then wastes away. The cold air falls dry on his skin, his body locked between the shifting balance of the rising moon and setting sun. In the distance, silos and outhouses of the estate slowly fold into the fading features of the landscape, the homestead’s electric light shimmering like a clutch of fallen stars. All he has known fades out before him. Drawing in a deep breath, he turns away and walks up to the ridge. The windmill’s silhouette gradually falls into a darkness that will eventually be replaced by moonlight.


















What’s in a Name?


Mzana Mthimkhulu


Even before my foot hit the ground as I got out of the car, I yelled to all in the house, ‘Come and join me on the veranda.’



With the puppy pressed to my chest, I slammed the car door and hurried up the veranda steps. I sat down on a garden chair and my wife marched in, her niece Nomhle close behind.


‘This better be fast,’ she said. I gestured to her to sit down but she shook her head. ‘Some of us are busy. We have to finish preparing supper before load-shedding hits us.’



Ndabezinhle, our gardener, tiptoed onto the veranda. As though preparing to sit on eggs, he slowly lowered himself on to a chair.


My two children Njabulo and Lwandle dragged their feet in and slumped on chairs. Both sipped soft drinks as they continued to look through the window so as not to miss a second of the high school musical they had been watching on television.


Suddenly noticing the puppy under my chair, Njabulo wrenched his eyes away from the window, exclaiming, ‘A new puppy!’ He knelt beside the chair and playfully poked the puppy. Saliva dripping from its gaping jaws, the puppy growled and bared its fangs. Njabulo pulled back his hand.


Lwandle’s eyes widened. ‘A police dog in our home?’



I smiled and once again congratulated myself on the purchase. This cross breed between a ridgeback and a basenji was a delight to watch. Here was a dog with the ferocity required to guard my family and property in these troubled times.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ I addressed my family, ‘we are gathered to choose a name for the puppy. This is important. We must all participate.’ I paced the cement floor before continuing. ‘After considering several names, it has been decided the dog’s name will be Ndevueziqamulamankomitsho.’



‘What?’ Njabulo exclaimed as he spluttered the drink on his shirt and almost choked. His eyes pleaded with me. ‘That will be the end of my social life. What will my friends make of me coming from a family whose dog has such a long name?’



I snorted. ‘What social life can a fourteen-year-old have?’



‘The name is unpronounceable,’ Lwandle said.


I patiently explained, ‘Real African names always have meaning. To capture the full meaning, sometimes the names are long. As for being unpronounceable, no person on earth should ever find sounds from her own language difficult to pronounce. There is not a single foreign sound in the name and so it cannot be unpronounceable for a Ndebele-speaking family.’



‘What then is the meaning?’ Lwandle asked.


‘Good question,’ I said. Suddenly I felt as though I was in a lecture room with knowledge-hungry students looking up to me.


‘Ndevueziqamulamankomitsho was a guerrilla. The oppressive white regime labelled him a terrorist but peasants saw him as a freedom fighter. The so-called security forces feared him as much as ordinary people loved him. The man robbed white-owned ranches, shot game and gave his loot to hungry peasants. He was a modern day Robin Hood. As the name suggests, his beard was so long and bushy that more than half of the cup disappeared into it when he was drinking.


‘Names live up to what they are based on. Just as his people loved Ndevueziqamulamankomitsho and colonialists hated him, the dog will be adored by its family but strike terror in the hearts of intruders. As a bonus, the name is a reminder of the armed struggle we successfully waged against colonialists.’



‘You are right, Dad,’ Njabulo nodded.


‘Baba, not Dad,’ I corrected him. ‘I may be progressive but would be conceding too much if I allowed my children to address me by a foreign word.’



‘Sorry, Baba,’ Njabulo said. ‘I agree a name must have meaning.’



‘That’s my boy.’ I nodded. ‘Offspring of the lion clan. A true Sibanda. You have roared like the lion you are. Magnificent jaw that pulverised the elephant’s thigh bone.’



‘Thank you, Baba.’ Njabulo smiled, enjoying his clan praises. ‘I have thought of a wonderful name for the puppy. Look at its body, light brown like dry savannah grass, but its feet, white as refined mealie-meal. The feet look like its socks. I therefore name it Socks.’




‘Well done son, that is a name with meaning,’ my wife exclaimed. ‘The matter is settled.’ She turned to leave.



I barely controlled my fury. ‘A foreign name in my house? No way!’



‘Huh,’ my wife grunted. ‘Thanks to people like Ndevueziqamulamankomitsho, we now live in a democratic country. Let us settle this with a vote. Voting—’



‘No need to preach about democracy,’ I said. ‘I played a leading role in the struggle to liberate this country.’



‘Good,’ my wife nodded. ‘All those for the name Socks, hands up.’ Five hands shot up.


She glanced at me with a triumphant grin. ‘Assuming you will bother to vote, it is five against one. Ladies and gentlemen, by popular vote, the dog will be called Socks.’ She swung round and left. Nomhle followed her. I glared at Ndabezinhle and he also left. Njabulo and Lwandle stood up to leave but I stopped them.



‘Listen,’ I said. ‘This is Africa. We practise democracy our way.’




Njabulo frowned. ‘How?’



‘We synchronise our voting with the African way of life.’



‘Meaning?’



‘Son, age in Africa is important. For each year one has lived, he or she becomes wiser. In African democracy, we should say one year, one vote. This is fair. No sexism. No tribalism. No racism. No regionalism. Daily, everyone gets older and wiser. Our voting must therefore give weight to the wisdom that comes with age.’



‘That is alright,’ Njabulo shrugged. ‘Let us add the years of all five who voted for the name Socks and—’




‘I am not yet finished,’ I said. ‘This is a Sibanda home. That garden boy Ndabezinhle is a Maseko, not a Sibanda. He therefore has no right to vote here.’




Njabulo shook his head in disbelief. ‘Baba, Ndabezinhle has lived with us for ten years. How then—’



‘I am not saying he must never vote,’ I explained. ‘Let him go and vote at the Maseko home, not here.’



‘Okay,’ Njabulo shrugged again. ‘Ndabezinhle is disqualified but we still have mum’s and Nomhle’s votes. Mum is forty and Nomhle—’



‘I was coming to that,’ I said. ‘Your mother and Nomhle are Ncubes, so they have no vote at the Sibanda home. They will vote at their Ncube home. Here, we—’



‘But Baba,’ Lwandle gaped, ‘at Sunday school, they taught us that when a man and woman marry, they are no longer two, but one. Mother and you are one.’



‘Sunday school?’ I frowned.


‘Yes, Sunday school,’ Lwandle emphasised. ‘And you are always telling us to obey Sunday school rules.’



‘Aah…’ I chuckled. ‘Yes… well… you see… you are taking this out of context. You cannot read just one verse and then claim to understand the Bible.’



‘The verse,’ she pressed on, ‘goes on to say what God has joined together, let no man separate.’



I sighed and sat down. ‘Actually… you see, children… in life we need not quote the Bible only. Our African tradition has a treasure of wisdom we should draw on. One of our people’s sayings goes: the one who has hurt herself is not cried for; it is the one who is hurt by another who deserves our sympathy. Your mother and cousin brought this upon themselves. They denied themselves votes by storming out before the election was over. They ran off before the re-run and cannot now cry foul.’



Njabulo shook his head. ‘They left because the election was over.’



‘But,’ Lwandle said, ‘they had to cook for all of us before the electricity goes.’




‘Mum’s and Nomhle’s votes will not count here,’ I said. ‘Even the English have a saying about this: out of sight, out of—’




‘But surely Baba—’



‘My boy, only on television do children interrupt their parents in mid-sentence. Television – an electronic device that makes the young know more about faraway celebrities than their own origins – will not dictate how we do things! As I was saying – out of sight, out of mind. The Ncubes are out of sight and therefore have no vote here. Now, let us recount the valid votes. I am fifty-five years old – that gives me fifty-five votes.’



‘Come Lwandle,’ Njabulo said, standing up and extending a hand to his sister. ‘The election ended when Mama left.’ Hand in hand, the two started walking out.


‘You will hear this before you leave,’ I shouted. ‘Njabulo, you are fourteen and Lwandle is eleven – that gives the two of you twenty-five votes against my fifty-five. So, lady and gentleman, by popular vote, the puppy will be called Ndevueziqamulamankomitsho. Better luck when we vote again in five years.’



The following day I registered the puppy at the vet’s as Ndevueziqamulamankomitsho.


But this was not an end to it. My family conspired against this progressive move. They never called the puppy by the name the family had voted for in a free and fair election. Even the neighbours and my children’s friends chose to use the illegal, meaningless name. In no time, the puppy only responded to the foreign name of Socks.


To add insult to injury, the puppy never lived up to its early promise of being fierce and aggressive. Smothered by hugs, shampoos, kisses and three meals a day, it grew into a fat, lazy and disobedient pet that made friends with all and sundry. With a name like that, what else would you expect?


















Moving On


Bryony Rheam


David was standing by the sink, dishcloth in one hand, dinner plate in the other, when Angela said, ‘Dad, I want to come with you.’ And then, as if to clarify matters, ‘To Granddad’s funeral. I want to come.’



He hadn’t answered immediately, taking time to let the words sink in, pulling in his lips a little, watching his hand making slow circles on the plate with the cloth, as though it were not attached to him at all; as though it were someone else’s hand, someone else’s life.


She leaned against the kitchen counter, eyeing him with a wary concern. About a year ago, she had decided to shroud herself in black from head to toe, the only bit of colour remaining being the blue of her eyes. The dark eye makeup he found unsettling rather than intimidating, for it suggested a sadness not commensurate with her age and out of kilter with her body, which was young still, thin and angular and inhabited yet by that awkwardness particular to teenagers which, combined with a natural shyness, made her stoop slightly.


In the last year or so, she had become a living ghost, an entity who left the house without saying goodbye and entered it without him knowing. Her bedroom door was always closed, but, unlike other rooms occupied by teenagers from which loud music emitted or from where raucous laughter and insidious giggling slid through the tiny gap between door and carpet, hers was quiet. More than quiet; still. More than once, he had stopped and listened, just for something, anything: a creak of the bed, the soft sound of a pencil being put down on the desk, a cupboard door closing; a sign of life.


A stage, Nancy had said on the only occasion they had ever discussed their daughter’s behaviour. It was early one morning in the kitchen and she had been in a hurry putting on her earrings and dialling Marc from the office at the same time. ‘It’s just girls,’ she began. ‘Yes, I’ll hold. I was like that.’ Then she stopped to check herself in the mirror and run a fingertip around her lips to remove any excess lipstick. She pushed back her hair and then fluffed it up at the sides and did that funny shoulder roll that signified she was ready to leave.


‘Marc, hi…’ She grabbed her handbag and her laptop and made for the door. ‘I should be there in five minutes. Listen, I’ve got some great ideas.’ Then, as though she too were a ghost – or was it him that didn’t exist? – she had gone.


There was a time when she would have blown a kiss to him and a time before that when she would have planted her lips on his cheek. ‘Have a great day,’ she would have said, ruffling his hair. ‘I’ll call you at lunchtime.’



David turned back to his daughter, who had shifted her gaze away from him and was attempting to assume the attitude of bored nonchalance that usually occupied her being. She wasn’t quite successful for it was a look edged with a sense of disquiet, of waiting. It was the most impatient he had seen her. Aware of him watching her, she proceeded to channel this restlessness away from herself by taking a sip of water from a long glass then looking down at her nails, which were bitten to the quick and covered in black nail polish. She rolled two thin black plastic bangles up her wrist revealing a small tattoo of a rose, which he had not noticed being there before.


‘Yes,’ he said, placing the dinner plate on top of another one and reaching for a bundle of knives and forks. ‘OK, yes. You can come. But you do know where it is, don’t you?’



She put down the glass with a roll of her eyes.


‘Africa?’ He noticed a tongue stud. That was new too, wasn’t it? Or was it? How long was it since they had last talked?


‘Zimbabwe.’



She shrugged and nodded her head and then looked away from him. The cockiness had gone, replaced by a look of sad uncertainty. Zimbabwe was his territory, the subject on which no one, not Nancy, not Angela, could trespass. It rarely surfaced in conversation now and, if it did, it only elicited a bored response of silence or the occasional grunt in agreement or disagreement or the stock, automatic refrains of ‘Oh dear’ and ‘That’s not good’.


Nancy wouldn’t come to the funeral, he knew. There had been no suggestion of it when he told her of the phone call. She had been trying on a new dress in the full length mirror in her bedroom and the announcement seemed something of an irritation. She had paused in the middle of an action, one hand pressing down the front of the dress, the other on her hip, and gave him a look as though to say he could have chosen a better time and not stolen her moment quite so completely. Then she carried on, one hand moving to her stomach, the other to the small of her back.


‘Oh dear. When?’



‘Last night. In hospital.’



‘How?’



‘Heart failure.’



‘Yes, well. He has had a couple of scares before, hasn’t he?’ There was a sense of inevitability in her voice, as though something had come to its natural conclusion and nothing was to be done about it. She leaned forward close to the mirror and tweaked an errant hair in her eyebrow. Then, noticing a wrinkle at the corner of her eye, pulled her face into an odd taut smile that momentarily straightened out any lines.


‘Yes,’ he said, turning away. Her life, the dress, the occasion on which she would wear it, seemed little to do with him.


Later, as they sat silently eating the bolognaise he had made, he reading his book, she some financial report, she had looked across at him with a twinge of guilt and squeezed his hand. He withdrew his and turned a page.


‘I’m going,’ he said, without looking up. ‘To the funeral.’



‘Which is?’ The hardness returned to her eyes, which narrowed slightly as she watched him.


‘Tuesday.’



‘Tuesday? But today is only—’



‘Thursday.’



‘Yes, Thursday. We’re going away for the weekend, remember? We’ve had it booked for months.’




He paused while he fought the desire to tell her that she had had it booked for months and that he didn’t want to go anyway, funeral or no funeral. He didn’t like her so-called friends who were really just the people from the office; the way they talked business over breakfast and excused themselves to answer what were always urgent phone calls, making out that they didn’t want to disturb the conversation but doing just that anyway by pacing up and down, phones in hand, rubbing their foreheads and rocking back on their expensive heels as though the fate of the world depended on them, so that all eyes followed them, waiting for their return and the inevitable words: ‘Whew! Close call. If you’ll excuse me, I need to do some work before lunch.’




He wanted to tell her that people didn’t generally choose when to die. That they don’t ask to have a look at diaries and memorise appointments so they can choose a quiet moment whilst no one is doing anything in which to slip away. He wanted to remind her that his father had died and that a little more sympathy may be in order.


Instead he said, ‘I’ve booked the flight. I leave on Saturday.’



Perhaps out of some vague sense of respect or an awareness that she had not quite responded appropriately to his loss, she remained quiet, pushing a small pile of spaghetti to the side of the plate and marooning it there before putting her knife and fork together.


It annoyed him, the way she left the pasta. She had served herself hardly any in the first place as though again what she did take was out of some sense of misguided deference to his loss, but she couldn’t carry the action through in its entirety and now heaped it on the side of the plate.


She took a sip of wine. ‘I see.’ She dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin and seemed to be waiting for him to say something. Apologise, maybe, but he didn’t.


When the plan to take Angela with him was announced, the last of Nancy’s sympathy for him evaporated.


‘She won’t go,’ she retorted.


‘She was the one who asked.’



Nancy was about to say something, but stopped and drew the words back in, snapping her mouth shut over them.


He obviously wasn’t worth arguing with and the next moment she was in Angela’s bedroom, the door firmly shut. He stood in the passage, listening hard, and was briefly reminded of the times when Angela was a little girl and how he used to read her to sleep and then creep quietly away, shutting the door behind him and then stopping a moment to listen in case she had woken up.


Those were the days when Nancy didn’t work and he went to an office every day. He had treasured those moments with Angela then, sitting on her bed and reading her his favourite childhood classics, watching as her eyes became heavy with sleep and she stuck her thumb in her mouth and cuddled up to her teddy.


It was to Angela that he had first told his Reg Browning tales. Fluent in isiNdebele, Reg was a boy who grew up in the bush in Africa, spending his days hunting and fishing. He was always tanned brown by the sun and knew how to make fire by rubbing two rocks together and how to carve whistles from pieces of wood with a pen knife. Indeed, Reg Browning lived in a timeless age in which politics played no part and there was no war or strife. It was when Angela had grown out of these stories that David had considered putting them to paper and so his first book had been published. Buoyed up by the success of the first adventure and the commission for subsequent novels, he and Nancy had decided that he would stay at home and write and she could resume her career.


He started as the door opened and Nancy emerged, thin-lipped and obviously annoyed. Seeing him, her mouth pulled to one side and she said in a very efficient school teacher fashion, ‘Well, I have told her what to expect. Malaria and flies.’



‘You don’t get malaria in Bulawayo.’



She flicked his comment aside. ‘And flies. And she’ll have to boil the water no doubt and what’s she going to do without electricity – well, that’s her problem.’ She looked at him down the length of her nose as though to suggest it was his problem as well.


‘They do have electricity in Zimbabwe.’



‘That’s not what you said to me the other day when you were listing all the current woes your father was facing.’



He winced, but stayed calm. ‘They might have power cuts but it’s not as though they don’t ever have electricity.’



Her look this time suggested he’d better check his facts.


‘Look,’ he said, wishing he didn’t feel he was trying to placate her. ‘It’s a week, a week and a half at most.’



‘A week and a half?’



He paused, looking at a white spot in the carpet half way between them where, in the phase before the goth phase, Angela had spilt blonde hair dye. It looked like an island in a deep green sea, a tiny island washed by emerald waves. ‘I thought I might take her to Victoria Falls.’ And then, somewhat superfluously by way of explanation, he added, ‘She’s never been.’



She stared at him before shaking her head and breathing out noisily.


‘So, that’s decided then.’ She held his glance and then looked away. He walked back into the kitchen and made a list. Somewhere he felt a vague sense of triumph.


David lay in bed at the bed and breakfast in Bulawayo, thinking back on the last time he had seen his dad alive. It was three years ago and he had come to visit them in Brisbane. They had gone fishing on Peel Island and, although they did not catch much that day, what stayed with him was the sense of closeness he had felt to his father. He admired the man: the way he looked like a healthy sixty-five-year-old rather than eighty-three; the way he still managed to get around with ease and how he approached everything in life with a quiet optimism. At his father’s core, David realised, was a great strength, a deep something which weathered every crisis. He didn’t get annoyed or upset. His inner calmness buoyed him through the storms of life.


It annoyed Nancy, David knew that. Nancy thrived on deadlines and panic. Her day was a frantic emptying of the hour glass; for her, the sands of time seemed to run out more quickly, spurred on by an ever-enveloping feeling that there was never enough. He didn’t realise until moments like this how much her frenetic approach to life had rubbed off on him. Like his dad, he stepped back from life, but unlike his dad, he watched it as a scared child might watch large waves come crashing in on the beach: frozen, afraid to run in either direction, hoping against hope that some outside force would bear him up and out of harm’s way.


‘Are you happy?’



‘Yes,’ he had said in response to his dad’s question, although his reply was just that fraction of a second too slow to be considered an honest one. His dad had tilted his head sideways to look at him and let out his line a little more.


‘That’s good,’ he said with a smile. ‘I’m glad.’



David was reminded then of another time in his life when he was a child and he hadn’t told the truth. Instead of castigating him, his dad had dropped to his haunches and put a hand on his shoulder.


‘When you lie,’ he had said, ‘the only person you are trying to fool is yourself.’



David turned over in bed. It was a single for he had given the queen-sized bed to Angela. There was something comforting about the simplicity of a single bed. It reminded him of childhood, before life got complicated, before he got entangled in someone else’s dreams. It reminded him of a time when, with a teenager’s singularity of vision, he focused only on his life’s purpose, when he lay on his back and dreamed of all the places he would go to, all the things he would do.


‘How long have you lived in Australia?’ the lady at the bed and breakfast had asked him as she had struggled to hold a large green and white umbrella and open the front door of the cottage at the same time. They had arrived the previous evening in the middle of a thunderstorm.


‘Oh, about twenty years,’ he had answered, but now as he lay in bed he realised it was much longer. Thirty-two.


‘I hope you don’t mind,’ the lady had begun as she switched on the lights in the main bedroom, ‘we have a dog.’ She looked apologetic, as though the decision to keep the animal depended entirely on him. ‘He’s a lovely dog.’ He watched the way she twisted the cottage key in her hands. ‘That’s yours,’ she said, handing it over. ‘He’s just a bit big and bouncy. Doesn’t know his own strength.’ She gave a nervous shrug of her shoulders, a gesture which seemed at once an appeal for help and a resignation, as though the matter were entirely beyond her. And then, in an attempt at jollity: ‘So are you here on a holiday?’ She looked between him and Angela as though trying to work out the dynamics of the tired, lonely-looking pair.


‘No,’ he answered. ‘My father died. We’re here for the funeral.’



‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ She looked pained and her anxiety over the dog was momentarily forgotten.


‘He was in a home,’ he said, although he didn’t know why for there was no need to explain. ‘He was very fit for eighty-six, but he had a fall in the shower last July.’



‘Last July?’ she repeated and he knew what she was thinking. It took you all this time to come.


‘He was in good hands,’ he began. ‘He was very well looked after.’



She looked away as though she had delved too deep. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it. I am sure you’re very tired. Good night.’



Now, as he lay watching a watery sun rise through the torrent of rain that still fell outside, he wondered at the honesty of his words. About a month after receiving the news of his father’s accident, he had got an email from Anne, the sister of a friend from Bulawayo, asking him if he knew that his dad was on the most basic of medical aids, which was not covering the smallest of bills. Some of the expenses had been paid by an anonymous well-wisher and others by a donation from a charity for the elderly, but should he need further care, which was inevitable, was it at all possible for David to contribute?


The message had lodged like an arrow through his throat. He felt physical pain when he read the words. Over and over he read them; there was nothing accusatory about them, but he couldn’t help feel a vague sense of criticism. He hadn’t known; Dad had never said he was in need. Of course, David had bought his ticket when he came to visit and paid for everything while he stayed. But his needs had been minimal beyond the obvious ones of food and a place to stay. He never asked for anything, never seemed to want or need more than he had.


When Angela awoke, he made them tea. She didn’t eat breakfast and he wasn’t hungry. At eight, he and Angela went to the nursing home to collect his father’s paperwork.


‘Everything’s ready to take,’ the matron had pronounced in a bright, bustling manner as she unlocked the door to his room. She stood back to let them in, her eyes scanning Angela suspiciously. ‘Take your time. We don’t have anybody coming until Friday.’




David stood in the middle of the tiny room that his father had occupied and looked from the single bed pushed alongside one wall to the table in a corner on which stood a small bottle of Mazoe Orange, a glass and three old Angler’s Mail magazines. On a shelf above the table was a photo of David’s mother when she was in her early forties and one of David and Nancy with a very small Angela.



‘Is this it?’ Angela asked, looking around too. ‘It’s more like a jail cell.’ Their eyes met and she looked away. ‘Sorry,’ she added, ‘It’s just… I’m sure it’s very nice here.’



His dad’s clothes were laid out on the bed and his drawers emptied. David ran his hand along the collar of a blue shirt, one of two, trying not to notice how the material was frayed and worn. He smoothed a crease out of a pair of trousers and then let his hand fall limp beside him.


‘Look, Dad,’ said Angela, who had pulled a child’s painting from behind the family photo. It was one that she had painted at pre-school many years ago after one of her grandfather’s visits. ‘I remember doing this. He had just left and I missed him.’ She held up the now-faded picture of a stick man with a large head and glasses and a large smile that took up most of his face. ‘He kept this. All these years.’



David declined the matron’s offer of a cup of tea, instead asking where his father’s personal papers were.


‘Oh, the undertaker’s got those,’ she stated, nodding her head.


‘The undertaker? You mean the funeral has been arranged already?’



‘Oh yes,’ she nodded again. ‘It’s the standard one we offer here. Service in the chapel followed by tea in the lounge.’



‘And will he be buried or cremated?’ David felt a hot flame of anger dart up his throat. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath.



‘We’re very lucky to have a plot allocated to us in the cemetery. Our board worked very hard to be given it.’ She leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner. ‘You don’t want to be buried just anywhere in Bulawayo.’ Another nod of the head.



‘My father…’ David began, then, feeling his throat contract, he stopped. ‘My father always wanted to be cremated.’



‘Well, unfortunately, the crematorium isn’t working at the moment.’ She raised her eyebrows meaningfully. ‘But, luckily, we have this plot—’



‘Yes,’ David interrupted her. ‘You said.’



That night after the funeral, Anne asked them to dinner. He had been a school friend of her brother, Peter, who now lived in Canada. Her eyes flickered over Angela in surprise, but she said nothing. David had warned his daughter that Zimbabwean society was still quite conventional and that they had probably no idea of goths in Bulawayo. Yet Anne’s teenage son and daughter looked upon Angela with interest and immediately tried to engage her in conversation. Not immediately forthcoming in response, Angela had refused a glass of wine and opted for water instead. She pushed a small helping of chicken casserole round her plate, taking small, wary nibbles when she felt the need to show she was eating something.


The evening was a little stiff at first, especially after the first perfunctory remarks about politics and weather and who was doing what and where. Afraid of being drawn into the problems of everyday life in Zimbabwe, David had trod carefully on the edges of the conversation. They spoke about Brisbane and Australia and his writing.


‘Your books do quite well, don’t they?’ Anne asked.


‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘Apparently so.’



‘I read a write-up once in a South African magazine.’



‘Yes.’ He tried to think of an appropriate rejoinder but words seemed to have escaped him.


Anne ate quietly, staring at her plate.


‘So where do you get your ideas from?’ she asked. ‘It must take a lot of working out.’



David’s heart sank. It was the stock question of inexperienced interviewers.


‘Oh, here and there.’



She nodded. ‘Quite amazing really.’



He looked sideways at her, not understanding the meaning of her remark.


‘What I mean is, writing about Africa in the way you do and yet you haven’t been here for years.’



The look he gave her this time was sharp and alert. He detected a prod behind the words, a hard dig.


‘When, in fact, was the last time you were here?’



In the end, it was a relief when the coffee had been drunk and David could excuse them without rudeness.


The day after the funeral, David woke early. The rain had stopped and the day was brightening into a slow grey. He carried his running shoes to the door quietly and had a quick look into Angela’s room. She lay sprawled on the bed, still clad in black, like a long thin spider. Her face was surprisingly clear of makeup though, her lips a natural pale pink. From this angle, she looked like Nancy, a much younger, relaxed Nancy, and David felt a momentary twinge, not for her, but for a time that seemed irrevocably gone. He pulled the family picture from his pocket and stared at it a full minute before putting it away.


He closed the front door behind him gently and walked down the long drive to the gate. As quiet as he thought he had been, the dog must have heard him and bounded closely behind him. It jumped up at him, landing its huge paws on his shoulders. He pushed it down and stroked its head, which it twisted upwards in a playful attempt to bite his hand. He unlocked the gate, opening it just enough to squeeze himself out. The dog pawed at the gate, but he managed to close it behind him.


‘Good dog,’ he said. ‘Good dog.’



The dog whined and wagged its tail, waiting to be let out, but David ignored it and turned right onto the road. It was littered with potholes that had filled with rain water and the verges were thick with long green grass that was nearly as tall as he was. A lamppost leaned dangerously close to the ground. A couple of cars splashed through puddles or swerved recklessly to avoid them. A few people walked along: a schoolgirl holding her mother’s hand, a maid in uniform, a man pushing a bike.


At the next junction, the road signs were missing, but he thought he knew where he was. The roadside was overgrown and the road itself dilapidated, but not much else had changed in the last thirty or so years. If he was right, their house was at the bottom of the road on the left.



On the back cover of each of his books was a short biography of David March. It read: ‘Growing up in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), he spent his boyhood in the bush where he developed a love and knowledge of the outdoors.’ In reality, he had grown up in town, in the leafy suburb of Hillside, but his publicist had insisted on changing the details to suit the readership. In fact, one interviewer had gone so far as to suggest he had grown up in a mud hut without electricity or running water and, although David had felt the lie had gone too far that time, it had almost certainly upped the sales of Running Brave, the third book in the series.



He stood outside the house; this was it. It must be. The basic wrought iron gate had been replaced by a huge black electric monstrosity and the hedge by a wall above which a bougainvillea stretched like a long pink feather boa. Unsure, he looked at the house next to it, which still had a fence through which he could see the garden and part of the house. He considered ringing the bell, but it was early still and he didn’t want to wake anyone. Besides, he didn’t want to have to explain. I used to live here. About twenty, no thirty, years ago. Australia. No, not a holiday. My father died. He was in a home.


He looked away. In the pocket of his shirt, he could feel the photograph rub against him.


Are you happy? Are you happy? He lives in Brisbane with his wife and daughter and their funny cat, Max. Are you happy? They enjoy taking walks together as a family and spending their weekends exploring south-east Queensland. You can lie to everyone, but you can’t lie to yourself.


Are you happy?


Suddenly, David ran at the wall and tried to jump, but he fell back. He tried again, taking a longer run up this time, but again he failed. The third time, he stared hard at the wall before running with all his might, hands up, reaching, clawing for the top of the wall, which was rough and hard and cut his fingers. He leapt back in pain and lay sprawled on the wet grass, holding his hurt hand, squeezing back the tears.


‘Dad? What on earth are you doing?’



It was Angela. In black, she was always in black. Always mourning – what? She looked as though she had been crying for streaks of black smudged across her face. Couldn’t she go for a walk without metamorphosing beforehand?


‘I’m just… going for a walk.’



‘Looks like it,’ she said, pulling him up.


He sat up, embarrassed that a tear had managed to escape, but she turned a blind eye.


‘I was just looking for our house. We used to live – here, I think. Except we didn’t have a wall or an electric gate.’



She looked up at the wall without much interest.


‘How would anyone know what’s behind that. You could have lived in any of these houses. They all look the same.’




‘No they don’t, Angela,’ he snapped. ‘They don’t look the same!’ It was the first time he had lost his temper with her for years. ‘It’s obvious,’ he said, motioning to the wall with his outstretched hand, which was bleeding slightly. ‘It’s obvious that this house here is different to that house there.’




‘Dad! You don’t have to get so… so angry.’




‘Don’t I? Don’t I?’ He grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her towards the wall of the garden. ‘This was my house, this was my childhood, this is where I grew up.’




She looked wildly, blindly at the wall, pulling her shoulders together as though she were cold.



‘Look, look! What do you see? Come on, tell me. What do you see?’ He was shouting loudly now. A man and a woman stopped to look, then, catching his eye, they walked on. He turned her round and round, his fingers digging into her shoulders, hurting her back.



She started to cry. ‘I don’t know, Dad. I don’t know. I don’t know what you want me to see.’



His hands dropped by his sides in exasperation and he was just about to launch another attack when a large dog bounded up and knocked him to the ground.


‘You didn’t close the gate,’ he said, accusingly. He wiped a spot of blood off his forehead and rubbed his hand. ‘You let the dog out.’



‘I am sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to. I thought the gate was closed.’



He stood up and made a grab for the dog’s collar, but it swerved its head and sprang back, ready to play. He made another move to catch hold of it, but the dog was off, chasing a smell in the grass.


‘Get it! Catch him!’ shouted David, and Angela, who was hugging her shoulders together, jerked forward in a halting, staccato manner, but the dog evaded her too and bounded onto the road where it looked back, tongue hanging out, waiting.


‘Bloody dog! Bloody dog!’ shouted David, his hand smarting in pain from where he had torn it on top of the wall.


‘Come here, come here,’ Angela called to it softly. ‘Good boy, come on.’



But the dog turned on his heel and trotted off down the road, stopping to snuffle in a drain, before disappearing into some long grass.


‘What the hell are we going to do now?’ exclaimed David. Angela didn’t answer, biting her lip and shying away from his anger.


‘I’ll get him.’ Her lip trembled. ‘I’ll get him. It’s my fault.’



‘It’s not your fault. I didn’t mean…’



‘No, Dad. It’s true. I should have been more careful. I’m sorry, I’ll get him.’



‘I’m the one who’s sorry. I don’t know what happened.’



‘Dad, stop it. Please, just stop it. You always do this.’



‘Do what?’




‘Apologise. I hate it. If you mean something, say it. Just say it. Don’t say it and then say you didn’t say it.’




‘I’m sorry.’




She rolled her eyes, which were glistening with tears. ‘Dad! This is not one of your books. You can’t go back and edit; you can’t take back what has been said. You’re not in control of the beginning and the end and the next chapter and who says what and why.’




‘I…’ he stopped and slumped against the wall. The hard granite dug into his back. He squeezed his hand. He wanted to feel pain, sharp pain, course through his body.


‘Oh, Angela…’ he began, but the pain was too much. It ran wildly through his body, swamping it with an unbearable agony, a torment of both physical suffering and overwhelming grief. At first, he tried to hold it back, to keep it in its place, but the torrent was too strong and fast and there was a relief, too, a peace, in letting go.


He cried in great racking sobs, letting his body double up under the weight of its sorrow. He let the tears come. Let his arms collapse limply next to him, let his head roll to the side. He felt arms around him and a face next to his.


‘Angela,’ he said. ‘Angela…’



‘I know, Dad,’ she said, holding him close. ‘I know.’



Early in the morning four days later, the lights of a taxi turned into the drive of the bed and breakfast and stopped outside the cottage.


‘Taxi’s here, Dad,’ said Angela, putting down her mug of tea.


He looked across at her and nodded. It was unusual to see her dressed in something other than black. She had bought a brightly coloured T-shirt at Victoria Falls and red, green and gold wire earrings. He was surprised at how much more mature she suddenly looked and realised with a pang that she was nearly grown up.


‘Mum messaged,’ he said, looking down at his phone.


‘Good,’ she replied, not looking at him.


‘She’s looking forward to seeing us again.’



Angela nodded and stood up, scooping up the pile of passports and tickets.


They closed the door to the cottage and let the taxi driver place their two suitcases in the back of the taxi.


‘Time to go, Dad,’ said Angela, as the car moved down the road. She squeezed his arm.


David looked down at his phone and considered sending a reply to Nancy’s message.


‘Just leaving,’ he tapped out. Then he stopped, his forefinger hovering over the keypad before adding: ‘See you soon.’
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