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A Father’s Homecoming
Short Story
by Phillip Chidavaenzi
They brought him at sunset in a battered old model Peugeot. The car’s groaning as it edged into the homestead lured Kundai out of the grass-thatched kitchen, tightening her wrapping cloth around her waist. She froze in her tracks the moment she stepped outside, her eyes glued on the scene before her.

Two men were helping a grim-looking man with traces of someone she used to know, disembark the car. She recognised Moses and Nelson, clad in tight-fitting jeans, as they brought him closer towards the kitchen, towards her. He could barely walk. Kundai felt like backing off, but lacked the will. No, that sack of bones – that scarecrow – could not have been Julius. It had to be a mistake, a macabre joke.

‘We’ve brought him back,’ Nelson, who wore dark glasses, said. ‘He isn’t feeling too well.’

Kundai held Julius as he coughed violently and led him into the kitchen. Nelson and Moses remained outside where they loitered like vultures in the vicinity of a lion’s kill, occasionally exchanging guarded looks. Kundai returned and looked from one man to the other, searching for answers to the questions she could not bring herself to ask, but which both men saw in her pleading, tearful eyes.

‘It’s bad,’ Moses offered. He had a deeply etched but small scar, like a star, just above his left eye.  

‘The doctor said it was a hopeless case,’ chipped in Nelson. ‘So we had to bring him back.’ 

‘They said maybe he could recover quickly here, with his family.’

‘What’s the problem?’ Kundai finally asked in a broken voice, like the quacking of a chick caught up in a storm.

‘The people at the hospital could not tell us,’ Nelson said, looking away from her piercing gaze.

Kundai had a gut feeling that there was something the two men were not telling her. ‘When did this happen? And why wasn’t I told?’

Nelson coughed – a dry, papery cough.

Moses cleared his throat. ‘Well, he – Julius – he, he didn’t want us to bother you, so…’ 

Kundai had already turned her back on them and was walking into the kitchen, but they caught her words, ‘I thought you were his friends -’
She heard them slamming doors, the car spluttering into life before driving off. She covered her husband with a warm blanket before lighting the fire to cook him some porridge. From the movement of his dry, cracked lips, she could tell he was trying to say something, like an actor’s attempt to recall his lines on the stage, but failing. She opened his small suitcase, which Moses and Nelson had brought. There were a few old, faded and torn pieces of clothes. Kundai wondered what could have happened to all his clothes; all those expensive designer suits, the silk ties, the shoes…

Their two children, Shylet, six, and Brian, four, who had gone to fetch vegetables at the garden down at the river, returned. They were shocked when they saw the stranger lying on the reed mat in a partially dark corner of the kitchen.

‘Who is that, mama?’

‘Shh -’ Kundai placed her finger on her lips. ‘It’s your father. He’s not feeling well.’ She turned to Shylet, ‘Now, go and call Tete Mapako and Sekuru Kizito.’ 

The young girl dashed out of the kitchen and soon afterwards, returned with the elderly couple. ‘Is everything all right, muroora?’ asked Tete Mapako.

Kundai slowly shook her head and, with silent tears streaming down her cheeks, pointed at the partially hidden, coughing burden, ‘There’s Baba Shylet…’

‘What is the matter with him?’ Tete Mapako could not mask her shock as Sekuru Kizito shook his head.

‘I don’t know,’ Shylet said. ‘His friends who brought him this afternoon did not say.’

‘Ah,’ Sekuru Mapako slowly shook his head. ‘What could have happened to him?’  

They tried to talk to Julius but could not extract anything meaningful from him. It was like his voice – now just a faint murmuring echo – had been lost somewhere in the mists of time. Something seemed to have died inside him during that lengthy spell alone in the city.

‘I think someone has bewitched him,’ mused Sekuru Kizito. ‘I’m sure there’s someone in this village who was not happy with this boy’s success. I’ll go to Mukanda, the medicine man, and find out who did this.’

‘I don’t think we have to rush, sekuru,’ said Kundai. ‘Let’s give him a few days and see what happens.’

‘I agree,’ Tete Mapako said. ‘Meanwhile, Mai Shylet, why don’t you go back to Harare and see what the situation is like there?’

Late that night, the children having retired to sleep, Kundai sat alone with her silent husband, watching him through a veil of tears as he coughed ceaselessly in the half-darkness of the guttering candlelight. Deep inside her, there was a vague longing to be closer to Julius even in his moments of wretchedness, to be closer to this sick man she had always known and loved, but seemed to have lost in the course of what was supposed to have been their life together. 

It had started the day he had brought Moses and Nelson home in Kambuzuma two years ago, saying they were his friends. He had started coming home late most of the times, drunk. They had begun fighting over his pay. So Kundai had decided to come to and live in their rural home in Chiweshe with the children. The first time she had visited him in Harare, he had beaten her. ‘Why do you come without notice?’ It was so bad that she had to be hospitalised for two weeks. She never visited him again. 

‘I’ll not go there until he asks me to come,’ she had told Tete Mapako. Now, looking back, she regretted her mistake. Perhaps if she had gone back, they could have talked. But they could not turn back the hands of time now.    

When she got to their house in Kambuzuma the following day, she noticed the small yard, which had not been swept in a long time, spoke of neglect. There were outgrown thistles and the small fence was falling in. The gate was dislocated. Julius’ car was no longer there in the garage.   

‘My God,’ she muttered after stepping inside the house. The lounge was virtually empty. The sofas, the radio and television set were all gone. A few broken chairs sat on the dirty, torn carpet. She looked at the picture frame carrying the photograph taken during their wedding. She ran her fingers over the cracks criss-crossing the glass, wondering how it had been broken. She carefully removed it and placed it in her bag. 

The wardrobe was still in the bedroom, but with one door remaining. There was an unfamiliar skimpy dress inside, and a handful of a woman’s undergarments. All of Julius’ clothes seemed to have disappeared. There were a few rumpled, dirty blankets on the bed and several empty beer bottles under the bed. When she saw a pack of expired condoms inside one of the drawers, the reality of it all struck her with the brevity of a doomsday preacher. She crumbled down onto the floor, weeping and muttering, ‘The least you could have done was use them, my husband.’

When she got up a few minutes later, she dragged herself to the kitchen in search of drinking water. The taps were dry, so she went outside. There was no water too.

‘Ah, Mai Shylet, it’s you?’ came Mai Chambwa’s familiar voice.

She walked over to the fence to greet her next-door neighbour. Mai Chambwa invited Kundai home and made her tea. ‘The people from the city council turned off the water supply and switched off the electricity. Baba Shylet and not been paying the bills,’ Mai Chambwa said. ‘How is he now?’

‘He isn’t talking. His uncle wanted to go for a witch hunt, but with what I have seen in this house, there’s no need for that anymore,’ said Kundai. 

‘He had been fired from work and was in debts. Creditors came and took away the car and the television set,’ Mai Chambwa said slowly shaking her head. ‘Baba Shylet brought a different woman home every night. There was a lot of drinking and fighting too. Once, he was picked up by the police after one of his friends had been found dead in a drainage pipe, with knife stab wounds in the stomach.’

Early the following morning, officials from Julius’ former work place, where he had been employed as a senior accountant, arrived to tour the house. They said they were going to sell it to recoup the company money that Julius had misappropriated. Kundai packed a few pots and bade Mai Chambwa farewell. She securely locked the gate and walked away. She never looked back.

When she got home, Tete Mapako asked her, ‘Did you find what ate your husband?’

‘Yes. Beer, his friends and women of the city.’

With the passage of time, Julius continued wasting away. All that self-confidence of the earlier years seemed to have oozed out of him, and in its place had settled vulnerability, like the fragility of glass. Many villagers made a beeline to see him, and departed shaking their heads, muttering among themselves about the evil ways of the city. What had become of this young man did not make sense to them. Throughout his life in Kanyemba village, Julius had been a winner, everyone said. But the city – yes, the city and its alien ways – had cast him in the role of a loser. Now he had come back home to Kundai like the prodigal son.

+
Every time she looked at her husband, Kundai saw a battered man. She could also tell that, as he silently consumed all those herbs, roots and leaves brought by Tete Mapako, in him was the all-consuming desire to hold on to his life, which was now slowly ebbing away. Kundai was still to understand how Julius could have lost his soul so much that he had become insensitive, almost blind, to the warmth of her embrace. Yet still, Kundai had so much to give: talking, feeding and bathing him.

‘He turned his back on me,’ she told Tete Mapako, tears snaking down her cheeks. ‘We had our differences, we fought and said a lot of things we didn’t mean. But I’ve never stopped loving him. Maybe it’s better if God takes him now. I still need him, yes. But it hurts me to see him going through this pain. I want to free him.
Glossary

Tete


aunt

Sekuru


uncle

Baba


father (father of)

Mai


mother (mother of/Mrs)
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