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Praise for Prize Fighter stage production


‘The genius is in the simplicity and the perfect execution of it … gobsmacking, literally and figuratively’


The Australian


‘Powerful, emotionally charged and beautifully realised, Prize Fighter is an early contender for best new work of the year’


Time Out


‘distinctive for its illuminating back-story, its relevance and the palpable urgency in its telling’


Sydney Morning Herald


‘energetic and bursting with enthusiasm’


The Guardian


‘passionate, confronting and moving … Prize Fighter is, in every respect, theatre that matters’


Alison Croggon, ABC


‘witty, full of tension and heart … an extraordinary expression of the difficult emotional landscape of being a refugee’


Daily Review


‘thrums with the truth of lived experience, articulated with urgent, confronting, unflinching commitment’


themusic.com.au


‘beautifully constructed … extremely powerful’


limelight




This book is dedicated to my beloved sister Okanya Safi. My second mother who gave me a second chance at this life.


She is the reason why this book has seen the light.




There is no easy walk to freedom anywhere, and many of us will have to pass through the valley of the shadow of death again and again before we reach the mountaintop of our desires.


NELSON MANDELA




ACT I




chapter 1


the alakis


My name is Isa Alaki.


I am not from here.


I’m originally from a small village called Kazimia, on the coast of Lake Tanganyika, which sits below a vastly stretched mountain in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (the DRC). I was born in Kazimia and know all about the places around it. Kavumbwe is found towards the southern side of my village, and if you continue further south by boat you can reach Kalemie. Travelling the other way, to the north from my birth village, you will find Kalamba, and further in that direction is Ubwari, Baraka and Uvira.


If you head to the west, you will arrive in Kikonde, a small village of approximately ten thousand people, mostly farmers, where my parents are from. My forefathers arrived in Kikonde to farm cassava, rice, palm oil and sugarcane, and it was here that my father was born. He was named after his great-grandfather, Alaki Ombele. Alaki, meaning ‘promise’, and Ombele, meaning ‘ahead’. My beloved mother’s name was Patience. She was not always as her name suggests.


We are from the Bembe tribe: a very tough and proudly complicated tribe with vast knowledge. In our tradition, when you present yourself in a group of other tribes, you begin your introduction with: I am mshi … – meaning, ‘I belong to’ – then you call the name of your tribe. If you’re more than one person, you would say, We are bashi …


Bembe – or Babembe – have many clans, which are grouped from the immediate family to extended families of approximately ten generations. A clan is named according to its forefathers’ beliefs or relationship to nature. Sometimes they’re named after their greatest warriors or leaders. For example, there’s Bashi-m’nyaka – the Wind Clan; Bashi-N’gyoku – the Elephant Clan; Bashi-Nyange – named for Nyange, a great Bembe leader; and so on. I am Mshi-N’gyoku. My parents lived in Kazimia because clans stay close to each other, unless someone decides to leave for another place, ready to start the Bembe tribe elsewhere. My father decided to do this, and so we moved to Bukavu when I was five years old.


My friends in Kazimia were from my tribe, so we spoke the same language. Each day after school I played marbles with my friends Toni, Écasa and Amishi, or sometimes we played soccer using beer-bottle lids mixed with Fanta-bottle lids as players, with a small black ball called asolô as a soccer ball. As posts, we used two batteries and another one in the middle as a goalkeeper. Sometimes, in the moonlight, we played hide and seek with the girls, when they were done playing rope swing or double-dutch. In my language, we call it beyâ. Their favourite game was horo. It’s like double-dutch, but they used a small ball. The two people on the outside have to try and hit the one in the middle with the ball. The longer someone can stay in the middle, the more fun they would have.


From our village we could see smoke rising from the mountains before the sunset. The clan there, the Bafuliru, often burned the entire bushland in order to hunt for small animals like seyâ and sengi, which look like rats only bigger; one seyâ can feed an entire family for at least three days. Because these animals reside close to rivers, hunters would set the bushland on fire then wait by the river. Animals run to the river to escape the flames, but when they get there they can’t swim and they are caught between the water and the fire. The Banyamulenge, who also lived in the mountains, were mostly unhappy when the bushlands were burnt because they used it to feed their cattle. My father told me that the Banyamulenge came to the DRC as refugees from Rwanda in the early 60s. They now live in the mountains like Congolese.


Curiosity makes my people strive for other places and other things, and so they are inherently itinerant, always looking for a better life. My ancestors, originally from Togo, descended as nomads down the coast of Africa and have now spread across many other countries. Everywhere they resided, they fought for freedom as citizens of that country. Togo has many of my tribe. You can also find my people in Congo-Brazzaville, Malawi, Zimbabwe, South Africa, Angola, Cameroon, Uganda, South Sudan, Kenya, Burundi and Tanzania. I know our history very well, because my father made sure my brother, my sister and I know our people. Know our strengths.


Tanzania is a country in the east, across Lake Tanganyika. The closest Tanzanian town from where I lived as a child is Kigoma, and it is where most of my tribe living in Tanzania still reside. At night when the moon didn’t shine, I could see the streetlights blazing across the water from Kigoma. Sometimes the lights from fishing boats would deceive me, but I could tell that they weren’t streetlights when I saw them moving across the lake. Streetlights don’t move.


My brother, Moïse, wanted to be a fisherman, but he was never good at catching big fish. Whenever he fished he would mostly catch tilapia, which are small. I love the big fish, though. Nonzi is the biggest fish you can catch in Lake Tanganyika. Moïse never caught any nonzi, so my father would always buy them from other fisherman. I love ndûbó – or, as I like to call it, the zebra rhino fish. It has black and white stripes like a zebra with a big horn on its forehead like a rhinoceros. Sometimes, when it gets bigger, the white stripes turn to light blue. It’s my favourite fish, but I also like to eat nkengê, the only fish caught at night. It has good meat and tastes like barramundi. I am scared of ni’ â – it’s a small fish but very dangerous. It can electrocute you, and if you are in a canoe when you catch it you could fall in the water and become a crocodile’s meal. There are a lot of crocodiles in the lake. They hide under the rocks when they want to attack you. Sometimes they pretend to be a floating branch to trick you into feeling safe and then they catch you with their sharp teeth.


Our house in Kazimia was a two-bedroom mud structure with a grass-thatched roof. I was the youngest child and I shared a room with Moïse while my sister slept in the other bedroom with Mama and Papa. Our kitchen was in a different, smaller house on the opposite side of the main house, and inside it was a stove made of three rocks placed on the ground like a triangle. My sister would gather firewood when they went farming, and my mother would arrange the firewood between the rocks and then place a pan on top of the rocks to cook ugali. Ugali is our traditional food. My parents told me that every African child is brought up on its deliciousness. It is a meal prepared using maize flour or semolina. My mother mixed the flour in boiling water over the fire, stirring until it was ready. We would then eat it with soup. I loved having ugali with roasted fish, especially ndûbó. When it came to roasting ndûbó, my mother would wait until the fire had burned down to coals because it is a special fish and it doesn’t taste good smoked.


In Kazimia I would carry a basket and follow my sister, Rita, every time she went to the forest to find mushrooms. We would leave home at 2pm and search until it was dark. The biggest mushroom we could find was the taka. I wasn’t able to carry it alone, so my sister would carry it.


After we brought the mushrooms home, I would go with my sister to fetch water. The creek was two kilometres away from our house, and my sister was scared to go alone because it was near the cemetery. My brother didn’t want to take her because he was always too busy showing off to girls with his slingshot, so I would go with Rita.


I think that’s why my father brought us to Bukavu. He wanted us to study and have a better life than he had. In our new, larger house I had my own room, where I could sleep without being disturbed by my brother. This house was built on concrete, with cement floors and paintings on the walls. The outer walls were covered in rough cement, and the metal tiles on the roof were far better than the grass roof we were used to. We had a huge balcony looking out across the front yard, where square tiles covered the fence which ran all the way to the main road then surrounded the entire house. A metal gate let us in and out. And the backyard was filled with my mother’s garden. My sister and I helped her plant pineapples, passionfruit and avocado trees. When the fruit ripened we would take some to school and my mother would give some to our neighbours or to fellow churchgoers.


My whole extended family grew up in a Christian church. The name Isa is translated to my native language Bembe from the Biblical name Isaac. Our church, Association Ministaire Biblique (AMB), is one of the biggest churches in our region, after the Catholic and Methodist churches. Every week after Sunday school we would wait for the adults to come to church just to listen to the choir. They would sing beautiful melodies following the lead of a solo guitar that played a Congolese rhythm.


During the week I went to school, and when it all happened I was in grade four. I loved studying because I wanted to build bridges when I grew up. Our school was located on the other side of Bukavu, at the bottom of a small hill. It was a twenty-minute walk from my house, and on the way we had to cross the Ruzizi River, which flows along the edge of the border with Rwanda.


When we first moved to Bukavu I only spoke Kibembe and Swahili, but I soon started to pick up Lingala, and my teacher, Mr Tambu, also taught me French. He told me every Congolese had to know the national language, but French is very complicated, and I preferred to study maths. I’m very good at solving complex equations.


I wanted to grow up to be like my father. I wanted to wake up at six o’clock every morning to the sound of an alarm for a very important job. But I wanted to do something different from what he did. I wanted to be an engineer. I was going to build bridges. I’d put on my black trousers and white shirt with a grey tie like my father, briefcase in my hand and off I’d go to work to design bridges and tall storage buildings like the one across the road from our house. My father was pleased that I wanted to build bridges. He told me I would go to study in Kigali when I was older. But after the great genocide he changed his mind and decided he would send me to Belgium instead.


Every now and then, my father used to take me to his office after school. He loved his job the same way he loved us. His three children. Especially me. He loved me the most because I’m special. That’s what he told me every morning. He said, ‘You’re my last born, that’s what makes you special.’ My father gave me anything I desired, and he watched over me. He protected me. I also knew I was special because his office desk was decorated with pictures of me: when I was a year old, another when I was three years old, and a picture he took of me with my brother on Moïse’s fifteenth birthday. My father would tell me I had to study and work hard in school if I wanted to be like him, and that was what I was going to do.


Just like my brother and sister, I was proud to carry the Alaki name, my father’s name, because he was a respected man in Bukavu and in his clan. Every man and woman listened to him when he spoke.


My mother, Patience, would take my father’s briefcase when he came home from work very tired. She was the queen of the house. She wanted everything done as soon as she said so, otherwise someone would be belted. Since I was the youngest, blame would always fall on me if something went wrong in the house. I tried to blame everything on my sister, Rita. I wanted to see her take the beatings because she was always picking on me. She was treated differently because she was a girl. ‘Mum, I’m sick,’ and she would be allowed to skip school. ‘Dad, I’m hungry,’ and she could eat whatever she wanted. ‘Dad, Isa is laughing at me,’ and I was sent to my room. Even though I was my father’s favourite she could make him punish me. She was such a drama queen! She was very good at sport, though. Rita came second in her running carnival, and before it all happened she went to Goma to race against students from other schools.


Moïse was a charmer. Tall and handsome; at least he thought so. But I didn’t think he was. He was too big for his age and always carried around the slingshot Dad bought for him. He could talk to any girl he wanted, and it seemed he was talking to a different girl every time I saw him. At soccer training or whenever we went bird hunting, he’d always end up talking to some girl, even though I knew he liked one in particular: Anna.


Anna lived two blocks away from our house in Bukavu. Moïse was always taking me to her house whenever her parents were away farming. At a certain point he would tell me to turn around and close my eyes. One day I accidentally opened them before he told me to, and I saw him biting Anna’s lips. I asked him why but he never would tell me. Back then I thought that Anna must have hidden lollies in her mouth.


Fridays in Bukavu meant soccer games. One particular night when I was nine years old, all the big boys from our school were playing against the boys from Garderi, a school across town. I went to support Moïse; I supported him in everything, even when he wouldn’t tell me why he bit Anna. That night Rita was away, so instead of walking home with her I had to wait for Moïse. He took a long time after the game to come out and find me.


When we got home, I was hungry and tired. I opened the front door and could smell my favourite dish of cooked antelope meat with rice. I love rice and I love meat. My stomach started rumbling before I even opened the pot. To me this was welcoming, heavenly food. The table was set and there was a bundle of flowers close to the plates and a card next to one that said Joyeux anniversaire. A card like this was rare in Bukavu, so it must have been ordered from Goma. Everything was placed in the middle of a heart symbol made from individual chocolates. I love chocolates too, even more than meat and rice.


My father was in the bathroom. I could hear the echo as he whistled to his favourite song and the splash of water on the floor. I stood looking at those chocolates, thinking to myself, I am hungry and I just came from school, then soccer games. Watching a soccer game is very tiring. That should be a good excuse to take one piece of meat, one scoop of rice, and just one chocolate. I took the first scoop, and that was my mistake. I couldn’t stop. After a few minutes, I heard my father’s footsteps approaching the living room, so I put the last chocolate in my mouth and quickly hid under the dining table.


‘What happened to the food I left on the table?’ my father shouted.


‘I didn’t do it!’ I mumbled with my full mouth from under the table. I knew my miserable lie would lead me to my mother’s belt.


My mother always told me not to lie, and she made us go to church every Sunday morning. I loved listening to the choir as they sang. The melody of the song mixing with the lead guitar would stay in my head the whole week. Mum said I had to be a good boy and pray every night before bed and every morning when I woke. She taught me how to pray before my meal and told me I should always love and respect others. She also told me I would face her belt if I ever lied. Each time I was punished she would make me lie face down, though when she was really angry she wouldn’t give me time and she would give me a beating standing up. She was unpredictable. As I came out from under the table only one thing was running through my mind: ‘Am I going to be able to sit down after this?’


The next day, I was woken up by my dad’s 6am alarm. He opened my bedroom door and said, ‘Isa, you’re coming with me today.’ It was the best news I’d heard in years. The only thing that soured the moment was the fact that my butt still burned from the belt. I knew clothes would make it feel worse, but I couldn’t leave the house naked.


We drove down the streets to my father’s office, where he worked with two other men and a woman. He was concentrating to steer away from any deep potholes, but everyone on the street seemed excited to see him. He greeted them with a smile.


Jambo!


He waved at everyone as we drove past our local supermarket. As motorbikes and cars passed, I heard them beep their horns as he pulled into the parking lot outside the six-door building where he worked. The office was built on a thick foundation of yellowish baked bricks. I stood close to them and they still smelled earthy and they were hot, as though storing the heat of the previous day. We were the first to arrive at the office. I loved to look at the fine paintings that covered the walls. A picture of the first Prime Minister, Patrice Émery Lumumba, was suspended above a desk across the room. This was my father’s desk. Three more desks stretched across the opposite wall, side by side. My father sat me down at one of the desks and said, ‘Here! Sort these papers out.’


As soon as I started my work, two men walked into the office wearing similar attire to my dad but they showed him respect, as if he were senior to them. I watched them go to their desks for a moment and then looked back at my own special task. There were many papers to sort and they all had the same heading, Le mouvement du changement de la RD Congo (The Movement of Change in DR Congo). My father didn’t explain what these papers were for or what his job actually was. He always told me that I was still too young to understand, but that one day I would know how important it was.


As I sorted the papers I couldn’t stop thinking about what I was going to tell all my friends at school about my new office job. All I needed was a clean shirt, clean trousers, some leather shoes and a tie to fit in.


Two hours later, my father had a visitor. His friend Zeze was a tall man who looked like he hadn’t had anything to eat for weeks. He often came to our house to see how we were going, and he was a big supporter of my father. His family had been massacred in Rwanda during the genocide, so he lived alone. Dad had told me that Zeze was the Army General in South Kivu, and today he arrived in his government uniform with his rankings on his shoulders.


I pretended I was concentrating but I listened hard to hear the conversation.


‘You’re doing a great job, my friend. Your movement is changing the people,’ Zeze said. ‘But we need to expand across the country. The people are ready. Otherwise, our neighbours and the West will plunder our resources and we will suffer.’


My father said something, but too softly for me to hear. His face was calm throughout but Zeze looked worried and he raised his voice slightly. ‘There’s steam coming from Rwanda, my friend, I would ask for you to be more vigilant because I’m being reassigned to Misisi. Maybe while I’m settled there, you can come talk to some people?’ Zeze said.


‘If there’s steam coming, then why are you leaving?’ my father asked.


‘That, my friend, I don’t know,’ Zeze replied.


‘Who’s going to look after the people while you’re gone?’ my father said.


‘Once again, that’s a question I cannot answer. However, the good news is that Colonel Dunia is in Goma. People should be safe,’ Zeze added.


‘People would be safe if he was here, not hundreds of kilometres away.’


I tried to hear the rest but they lowered their voices. I looked over at the two other men in the office and they seemed to be listening too.


My father stopped talking and walked over to me with a sign that he picked up from against the wall. It said, ‘Vote 1, Alaki Ombele’.


‘Come with me Isa,’ he said. And we all walked out to the car.


Zeze got into the driver’s seat, my father into the passenger seat and I sat in the back with two of Zeze’s soldiers, who had been waiting outside in the street. I didn’t say a word as I watched people stare back at us as we drove to the city centre. There were many people gathered there, and I hung back as my father and Zeze walked to the front of the crowd and both spoke before many cameras and microphones. My father was running to become the governor of the district.


I was very proud of my father and couldn’t wait to see him on TV that night, and to tell my friends I was there and saw the reporters record my father’s interview. I was very proud to be my father’s son, very proud to be an Alaki.


At home, after dinner, my father came on the evening news. My mother’s eyes were filled with pride, Rita started crying and even Moïse, who often fought with my father, was impressed. My mother told me that my father would stop all the wars in the region and because of him we would all be safe. I believed her.




chapter 2


my brother held my hand


Like every child in town, I would wake up each morning for school and go to my lessons. It is the same in many places around the world. And, like many other children, once school was over we would gather to play games before we went home. It was always much the same, unless Moïse had different plans for me.


My fifteen-year-old brother Moïse didn’t play around after school. He was focused on different things. And one of them was boxing. That was what he did every day after school, except for Fridays when he played soccer.


Sometimes I would go with Moïse to watch him train. The echo coming from the punching bag would hit my ears at high speed. The heavy bag was suspended in the middle of the room and it swung from side to side with each of my brother’s hard hits. The heat from the frantic movement of bodies stirred the air and made the smell of sweat almost sweet; at times I felt I could taste it. I would sit in the corner and watch Moïse and other men he knew move and jab at each other or into the air. The floor was covered in rubber mats laid down in groups of four different colours: yellow, blue, red and orange. A big mirror covered a third of the right-side wall, and the rest of the walls were painted with pictures of boxers. All different types of boxers. Some were black, some Asian, others were white.


Moïse would always hang his shirt and slingshot on the same hook. I would watch the flash of reflections in the mirror and count the rotations of the jump rope when Moïse moved on from the bag. But always I would glance back to that slingshot. I wanted it to be mine but wouldn’t dare touch it because I knew my brother would be angry.


I remember this day the most because of what happened soon after. Moïse was in front of the punching bag, hitting it over and over. It was his second bag. The first one was already on the floor leaking sand. I could hear him counting softly as he hit the bag, one-two over and over again. Sometimes he counted to four but never to five. A man stood behind Moïse instructing him to do things better. He was bigger than my brother. Built, too. Moïse told me he was the best coach because he started fighting when he was still a little boy. Moïse told me that because he wanted me to stop messing around and get serious about fighting.


I was exhausted just watching and wished I was back playing with my friends, but I knew better than to complain.


Moïse didn’t fall into my traps easily. As an older brother, he was always the boss. But I knew he was there to protect me. He was a fighter. After watching a video tape of the legendary fight between Muhammad Ali and George Foreman, he had decided he would be a champion. And I had to admit, he acted like one. He spent all his time training, punching bullies and talking to girls.


I wanted to be like Moïse. With muscles bigger than his. My brother tried to teach me everything about fighting when we were on the streets. He always told me to protect myself, but I had him, so I never found it necessary. Back then, anyway. Back then he could protect me.


The week before it all happened, Moïse talked me into boxing against a boy at school. We were still in the playground and my schoolmates formed a circle, with us in the middle, so we could box like champions. Moïse was cheering and leading me on.


‘You gotta kill this kid,’ he said.


I didn’t want to kill him, he was my friend.


‘Don’t be a coward!’ Moïse shouted.


I landed a few punches, and it felt really good. I could see I had hurt my friend but I didn’t care because Moïse cheered, and so I threw a few more punches. I hit hard.


I don’t know how long we would have fought for but we were stopped by our teacher, who forced us to go home.


My brother held my hand proudly as we ran to his training gym.


This was the day my brother gave me my first proper boxing lesson. ‘Jab, jab, duck!’ he said. ‘Stand up straight! Bend your knees a little bit; your back straight, head up, your left hand here, your right hand here. Jab, jab, duck!’


Moïse was fast, like the wind. His posture was carefully measured, like an attacking lion. I couldn’t do things the way my brother could, but he told me to keep trying.


‘You’re going to need to learn. I won’t always be here to protect you, and you will be facing much bigger enemies than me. Now try again.’


My body wanted to try but my mind wanted his slingshot. I wanted to have the vision of an owl, the strength of a lion and the speed of a cheetah. I knew I had to work harder, become fitter. My feet were still too heavy. The man who trained Moïse watched us both and said only this to me, ‘Patience to keep trying is the beginning of success.’


After what seemed like endless training, Moïse agreed to take me hunting. We went home and told my mother we would not be back until late at night. My father was not at home to say no. I hoped Moïse would let me use his slingshot as a reward for punching hard and true.


He was going to teach me how to kill a bird. There are a number of ways. First, we used a thin stick stripped from the back of a palm tree’s leaf and bent it into a small circular trap tightened with fishing line into a noose. We found a nest and put pawpaw under it. Some birds love pawpaw and when they try to eat this pawpaw, we catch them by the neck. I left my first trap on top of a tree, and waited. I had a basket of rocks balanced on top of my head and after a while, the pressure burned my neck. Moïse used his slingshot to kill pigeons. It worked better than the palm-frond noose. No matter how many times I asked to use his slingshot, Moïse said no. He always told me the same thing: ‘You do not know how to aim! You must have a good eye to kill a bird!’


That made me cross. Moïse always thought he knew better, but he didn’t. I said to him, ‘I can understand what you mean by having a good eye with all of these birds we’ve already killed.’ I waved an arm at the bare earth.
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