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Munshi Ya Bed!
 [Short Story]

 by Ellen Banda-Aaku
The big white bus started rolling away just as Tiseka reached for the door handle. She knew it would leave without her. It always did. Her screams at it to stop singed her throat but didn’t escape. Frustration ballooned within her, making her bigger, heavier, slower. 

Tiseka’s father popped his head out of the window from behind the steering wheel, he smiled and waved.

 Her shoe was slipping off her foot; she gripped it with her toes and dragged it along. While her right arm groped for the bus door, her left one tried to find its way through the tangled sleeve of her blouse. 

The bus gathered momentum. Her mother and grandmother waved at her from inside the bus. Smiling, they staggered and swayed to and fro, to the bus’s jerky motion, seemingly unperturbed by the pace at which the bus hurtled down the hill.

Tiseka’s silent screams drowned in the roar of the engine and the cloud of red dust that engulfed her.

 The smell hit her even before she remembered where she was. It wafted through her nostrils and sent a jab of pain searing through her heart. 
Had anything changed? She listened. The clock was still ticking. The sound of laboured breathing, laced with a soft whimpering moan still whistled through the air. 

Tiseka opened her eyes. A cobweb still dangled from the metal bar, almost touching her forehead. The pale yellow stain on the green and white checked mattress above her was still there. It was an old stain. She remembered it from a time not long gone, when to escape the blaring sunshine and the hubbub of the household, Tiseka would sneak away to lie on the cool cement floor. The stain was shaped like a crooked Africa. Tiseka would try and pinpoint where on her map of Africa she was. 
Those were days when the room was rarely occupied in the daytime. Days when Tiseka seemed to have more space to move around, without worrying that she would hit her head against the metal bars that held the spiral springs in place. Days when cobwebs were non-existent and the smell of lavender-scented floor polish, mixed in with freshly ironed linen, filled the air. Carefree days when Tiseka would enjoy her peace until her mother inevitably asked.

‘Where is Tiseka?’

The younger children usually playing in the compound, would scramble into pairs, clap their open palms against another’s and chant in rhythm to their claps; ‘Munshi ya bed! Munshi ya bed! Munshi ya Bed! The children would betray Tiseka. 

Instantly approaching light flapping footsteps would sound, and Tiseka would feel herself being yanked out of her sanctuary. 

With an exasperated sigh her mother would ask, ‘Tiseka, how many times have I asked you to stay out of here?’

By the time Tiseka escaped her mother’s wrath and chased after the children, they had scattered to a safe distance, from where they continued to chant,

‘Munshi ya bed!’

Those were the days. Gone were the days.

Tiseka wiped the wetness trickling from the corner of her mouth with her palm. Then she rolled onto her side and cushioned the side of her face on the back of her hand. She felt her heart drumming against the cold hard floor. And smelt the musky scent coming from the dark half-moon patches she felt in her armpits. She hoped her smell wasn’t strong enough to counter the odour that filled the room. An offensive, damp odour, around which one would expect to see flies. The smell terrified her. Made her keep her head down when she finally mustered the courage to squeeze through the door and crawl across the floor. Having spent the previous evening planning how she would enter the room, to satisfy the curiosity that gnawed at her like a full bladder, Tiseka didn’t look. She couldn’t. Because she sensed that if she looked, her flickering hopes that her fears might be unfounded, would fade to darkness. 

Fears that had started to grow in Tiseka halfway through her first term away at boarding school. Bringing with them a reoccurring dream of a white bus that always left her behind. Letters from her mother stating all was well at home did not allay the tight knot that sat in the base of Tiseka’s stomach.

The sound of approaching footsteps cut through Tiseka’s thoughts. Footsteps light across the floor, belying the heaviness of the heart inside the body they carried. A whiff of soap floated in as two feet in black plastic flip-flops appeared before Tiseka. Slim, shiny, brown calves peered from beneath pink polyester pleats. The pleats lowered and the mattress sunk expelling a puff of cold air in Tiseka’s face. A painful lump formed in her throat. She wished she could reach out and touch the feet. So near, yet so far. 

Despite her pain, Tiseka didn’t want to be anywhere else. The feet and the sound of life brought comfort, albeit unreassuringly. 

The edge of a thick red blanket obscured Tiseka’s view. Still she pictured the room she was in. A big, brown, mirrored dressing table sat against the window, covered with a blue crocheted doily. Two big wardrobes, matching the dressing table, lined one side of the wall, one with an unhinged door resting on the floor at an angle. Blue oil paint coated the bottom half of the wall and lighter blue emulsion on the upper half. 

Movement caught Tiseka’s attention. A beige, transparent gecko scurried across the floor towards her. Tiseka froze. She held out her hand and wriggled her fingers in its path. The gecko stopped; close enough for Tiseka to see its blue insides, then it turned and slithered away. Tiseka watched it slither away and disappear into a crack in the floor. 

Car tyres sounded crunching on the gravel outside. A car door slammed. 

The sound of approaching footsteps, a familiar heavy dragging across the floor. Tiseka’s heart lurched up into her throat then plunged to the bottom of her stomach. The mattress squeaked. Tiseka sensed the tension in the feet before her, she turned away to stop herself reaching out.

The door creaked open. Two brown canvas shoes, covered in a film of light brown dust, appeared in Tiseka’s face. A green plastic basket was placed on one side of the feet and aluminium, red and green floral bowl on the other. Steam escaped from the bowl and the smell of Vicks rub filled the room stinging Tiseka’s eyes. The feet moved towards the window and a shadow fell over the room. 

‘Keep the curtain down,’ a voice croaked. ‘People can see inside.’

‘He needs air,’ came the soft response.

An emphatic grunt was followed by screeching metal. The dusty feet reappeared with four metal chair legs. They sunk heavily, punching four holes in the straw mat. A heavy sigh escaped, and the dusty feet moved to within inches of Tiseka’s face. Two wrinkled hands reached down and pulled the canvas shoes off. A deep line cut into the upper flesh of both feet, demarcating the dust from the dust free zone. Small black toes sat far apart from another as though they had not been given much opportunity to get acquainted to shoes. 

A crackling cough rustled through the air. Tiseka covered her mouth to stop any sound escaping. Both sets of feet moved to the head of the bed. The basket rustled about on the mat and a white plastic bottle top bounced to the floor. 

‘Hold his chin up.’ If Tiseka didn’t know the hoarse voice she would have thought it belonged to a man.
Slurping sounds were followed by spluttering.

We must take him to the hospital.’ The soft voice came from behind Tiseka.

A white flannel splashed into the bowl. ‘Hasn’t he been to enough hospitals already?’ The wrinkled hands reached for the cloth and wrung it vigorously, Tiseka held her breath; the voice came so close she could smell the snuff in its breath. The flannel flapped with a loud popping sound sending a spray of drizzle through the air.

‘I have come to take him home with me. There’s a traditional healer back home, he will cure him.’

A gasp escaped the soft voice. ‘He’s too weak to travel. He needs a doctor to …’

‘Do you think I can’t see that?’ The coarse voice interrupted. ‘I am taking him to get cured.’

Tiseka smelt the snuff again as the hands reached down, cranked the canvas shoes open and forced the feet in. The hands disappeared, reappeared with a red handkerchief that briskly wiped the dust off the feet. The dust tickled Tiseka’s nose, squeezed it hard and opened her mouth until it settled. Sweat oozed through her pores; it stuck her dress to her body. 

‘He needs treatment urgently.’ The statement was acquiescent.

‘That is why I’m taking him to a traditional healer.’

A low, shaky, male voice spoke, ‘Leave me here.’ 

Pain exploded in Tiseka’s chest. She curled up into a ball, her knees pressed painfully into her ripening breasts.

The male voice continued, ‘I’m a tired man. I need to rest …’ 

‘You see? He’s too weak to travel.’ The soft voice was shaky. 

‘I see a sick man who needs attention now. Not tears,’ came the gruff response.

‘I know what I need …’

‘Shhhhh … Don’t talk!’ The hoarse voice interrupted.

‘You’re too weak to speak. I know what is good for you!’

‘He needs a doctor,’ the soft voice quivered. Tears close by.

Tiseka stuffed the sailor collar of her dress into her mouth. She felt her heartbeat tempo quicken.

The male voice came again, ‘Allow me to sleep.’

‘The medicine I have just given you will give strength. Then I will take you home.’

‘This is my home, let me …’

‘We should … we should get him to a doctor.’ The words came between sobs

‘I need… I want my children.’

Tiseka’s head started throbbing. 

‘The traditional healer is very good. We should leave soon.’ The chair bopped off the mat, then screeched out of Tiseka’s sight. 

‘Soon? The man can barely walk.’ The crying was getting hysterical.

‘Please listen to me, I am tired.’

The basket lifted off the floor.

The croaky voice was defiant, ‘I know what’s best for him.’ 

The painful lump in Tiseka’s throat started to melt, giving way to tears.

The two female voices: hysterical blabber against a hoarse, cold rasp, muffled in Tiseka’s mind. The voices drowned out the male voice that Tiseka wanted to hear. She tried to make out what he was saying.

‘Please… don’t fight… peace. So I can…’

Why won’t they keep quiet?’

‘Please lis….’

Why won’t they keep quiet? Why won’t they listen to him?

‘My children… Tell…’

‘LISTEN TO PAPA!’ The words escaped Tiseka before she could stop them. 
She wriggled out from beneath the bed and jumped to her feet.

‘WHAT ABOUT WHAT PAPA WANTS!’ Tiseka screamed. In a glance she took in her mother’s tear-stained face, the fire burning in her grandmother’s eyes and the helplessness in her father’s unlit eyes. Then Tiseka spun round and dashed out of the door. 

Suddenly a strong sense of familiarity settled on Tiseka. She knew what was going to happen next. What was happening to her had happened before, in another time, another place. Except this time Tiseka knew she was going to board the white bus. She stumbled over a stool and her premonition lifted away.

Tiseka burst out of the house into the glare of the dry October sun. The children in the back yard scattered in different directions, giggling and shrieking. Through the sound of her pounding chest, Tiseka heard her mother calling after her. 

She also heard the children’s clapping and high pitched chants;

‘Munshi ya bed! Munshi ya bed! Munshi ya Bed! 
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