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PROLOGUE
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I was lying in bed reading a book. It was a mystery to me in more ways than one; I didn’t know the title or the author because the covers, along with the first three and last two pages, had been torn off. I had received it from my last-born son.

It was around 11:15 PM when I finished. I placed the book on a stool next to my bed and began to cry. It wasn't just a few tears; I wept uncontrollably, fighting to keep the noise down so the boy in the next room wouldn’t hear me. I was living in a simple single room in a semi-detached boys’ quarter, three hundred kilometers from my home city. The boy, who worked for my landlady—a widowed woman of sixty—slept in the adjoining room.

I sat up, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, and pressed the palms of my hands against my face, trying to console myself. But I couldn't stop. Twenty minutes later, I was still weeping.

In all my adult years, I had rarely cried from emotion. There had been instances that brought stinging tears to my eyes, but in every one of those moments, I had never allowed my emotions to take over completely. Not even when death took my only brother in the witching hour of the night.

I was only ten years old then. My parents had four of us: two girls and two boys. I was the third born, and my brother, the fourth, was only three at the time of his death. We called him Boyi, a name given by my uncle. He had woken up one cold morning with a high fever. My mother took him to the Namitambo government clinic, where the Health Assistant prescribed quinine. In those days, there was no laboratory to test for malaria; they diagnosed based solely on symptoms.

When my mother returned, she told me the instructions were to administer the quinine for three days. But three days later, Boyi’s condition worsened. My parents had spent the previous two nights looking after him, and exhausted, they asked me to watch over him on the third night so they could steal a few hours of sleep.

It must have been around midnight when Boyi’s breathing began to weaken. He lay on a reed mat, a prickly blanket pulled up to his neck. I lifted the improvised paraffin lamp—we had made it from a used Lactogen milk tin—and held it closer to his face to see him clearly.

The light started to dim. The paraffin was running out. Just before the flame from the lamp flickered and died, Boyi breathed his last. I left the room and woke my father and mother. They came quickly into the room where my only brother lay lifeless on the mat.

That was the first time I experienced true sorrow without crying. I didn’t cry when I lost my father at eighty-nine. I didn’t cry when my mother passed away at eighty. And I didn’t cry when I lost my wife at sixty.

Yet here I was, crying for over twenty minutes because of a fictional character.

The character in the book was an author writing a novel. He had promised his mother that this book would be a bestseller, that it would make her rich. She would no longer be among the poor in their village; he would build her a beautiful house, buy her a new car, and employ a house-help to look after her.

He had written only the first three chapters when he started feeling feverish. Two days later, his temperature shot up, and he couldn't write the fourth. He died four days later, before fulfilling his dream.

Perhaps that was why I was crying. I was crying because the main character’s dream was my dream, too. I felt emotionally moved when he died before fulfilling his ambition. It was like I was crying over my own death.

I went back into bed and continued crying until the comforting hands of deep sleep engulfed me.

The following day, I woke up at 13:15. On a normal day, I would have been starving, desperate for breakfast and lunch, but I felt no hunger. I booted up my laptop to start writing my story. I didn’t know where to begin. The previous week, I had searched the internet for a book-writing template, but nothing seemed to work for me.

I knew I wanted to write a story about my life, but I didn’t want a strict autobiography. I wanted a fusion of autobiography and fiction. Since I didn't know how to structure that, I simply decided to start writing.

I knew that not everything about my life was worth recording, but it was clear that I would write about growing up as a child in an African village. I would write about my marriage, and how I ended up a promiscuous husband. I would search my mind to understand why my three children ended up as alcohol addicts.

Was I responsible for my three children becoming alcoholics? Was I responsible for the death of my wife? There were many questions I needed to answer. I knew some would be difficult, but I would try my best.

I remembered that when I was young, I asked my mother a question about God to which I never received a proper answer.

"If God created the world and everything in it—including human beings—who created God?"

My mother told me we were not supposed to ask such questions. She never told me why. Even as I write this, I have not received a proper answer from anyone I have asked—pastors or leaders of different religions alike.

I decided to start writing from the earliest memory I could recall.
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CHAPTER 1
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I don’t remember how old I was. All I remember is the darkness and the rhythm of my mother’s stride. I was on her back, secured by a chitenje wrapped tightly around her waist. She was walking through a thick forest, and the world around us was alive with the sound of a night bird.

Later, I would learn the bird was an owl, or Kadzidzi in my mother tongue. But at that age, I didn’t know the name of any bird, only that the sound was ominous and chilling. It frightened me.

Years later, when I reminded my mother about that night, she revealed the truth that I had been too young to grasp: that specific part of the forest was a graveyard, a place where the spirits of the dead lived. She told me the owl crying out in the night was likely one of those spirits. I didn’t know we were walking through a haunted place, but the fear in my bones was real. I began to cry.
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