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Loafing Blues
[Short Story]
By Kondwani Kamiyala
I CAN’T take a bath this morning. Neither can I have breakfast. I don’t want to be late. Being late is one thing I never tolerate. Getting to the Labour Office and hearing that my comrades had found jobs because an employer was there earlier than me is not one of my cherished dreams. In fact, that is the worst thing I can dream of.

I just wash my hands and face, put on the black shirt and dark green pair of trousers I have been wearing for the past week and walk out of the house.

When I arrive at the Labour Office, five comrades are already at the verandah. I share pleasantries with them, before sitting in their midst. 

‘You know, that politician must be stoned, really. He had the cheek the other day to say he will be chasing the hawkers off the streets. Mind you, that’s a thousand people being denied a lifeline. Is it not their constitutional right to engage in economic activity?’ one man, always keen on politics, picked up the conversation after my interruption.

The others nod. The man’s eyes gleam with satisfaction.

‘I tell you, they will fail,’ he continues, saliva showering from his mouth, ‘if not now, then at the next elections. It is difficult for us to find jobs, and now they make it harder to make money.’

‘Yes, a government must care for its people. They ignore us. They only think of us when it’s polling time. God knows which oppressor we will be putting at the presidency at the next polls,’ thunders another man.

The man was clad in blue overalls, a uniform for a state-owned utility company he used to work for before it was privatised and several hundreds were relegated to the streets and rendered jobless.

Presently, a blue Toyota Hilux pick-up arrives. Out comes a heavily bearded Asian in a white robe and turban and a pair of black sandals. He walks into the Labour Office, from where he emerges moments later with the Labour Officer.

‘Mr Jussab seeks to employ five gardeners. Who is willing to come?’ the Labour Officer announces, looking self-important.

The thumb-rule for us is: first come first served. That is how the chance seems to slide through my fingers.

‘Maybe I could help sweep around the compound,’ I beg with the Indian when my comrades embark the vehicle.

‘No, man. We need five and five we take. Are you crazy?’ he asks.

He gets into the car, revs the engine and drives off. The trail he leaves behind settles into my eyes. I shed a tear, to let the dust out, I assure myself.

*

The siren from the timber factory not far from the Labour Office announces that it’s five o’clock. I can hear the lions roaring in my stomach. I did not have lunch.

The Labour Officer, with whom I have been on talking terms lately, calls me as I prepare to leave.

‘Some foreign businessmen are setting up a travel agency here. Since you studied Marketing Management, I thought you would be interested,’ he says, not looking away from the papers he is working on.

For the past two years that I have been frequenting the Labour Office, there has been no such an offer. All the jobs people have been getting here are those for waiters, gardeners, cooks, office cleaners and messengers. I jump in jubilation.

‘But my youngest son is ill and I need five thousand kwacha to get him to the hospital,’ the Labour Officer says, rather off-handedly.

That, as far as I understand, is his way of telling me to oil his palm. I silently walk out of his office.

Next to the Limbe Labour Office is the Magistrates’ Court. As I walk in the parking lot, a car hoots at me. I walk aside, but the driver beckons me to his side.

To my surprise, it is Patrick Mandoro, a former secondary school classmate. Unlike me, he had made it into the University of Malawi where he studied law. It’s been seven years since I last saw him.

Not beating my own drum, I was more intelligent than him and everyone wondered how he made it into the university. It was said his uncle was a lecturer at one of the constituent colleges of the university.

‘Time flies indeed. Seven years and look at you! You indeed wash the shame off our faces. You do us pride,’ I say, pointing to his BMW.

‘You are still a flatterer! You know I am the empty din you taught Maths in school but never really got to grasp it at all,’ he says, smiling.

We talk for some 20 minutes, filling each other up. I learn, for one, that he has just been appointed magistrate at the Court after a stint at the State Advocate Chambers. At the end of it all, I tell him the quagmire of unemployment I am stuck in, the job offer and the K5,000 demand. He dips into his pockets and gives me a crisp 500 kwacha note.

‘I am sorry I can’t give you the 5,000 you are asking for just now. But good luck all the same,’ he says, and drives away.

At least, I think, tonight I shall eat.

*

It must be close to midnight. I roll on the reed mat, trying to sleep. The floor is hard and the room is pitch black. Thoughts somersault in my mind. Where would I get five thousand kwacha by next morning? Would the Labour Officer still assist me if I convince him I would sort him out with my first salary?

Loud music tears through the night from The Night Groove, one of the bars in the neighbourhood. Sleep, with such noise, is not easy to come by, especially when there is a lot on your mind. I rise from the mat, and light the tin kerosene lamp.

I unlatch the door and walk into the black as pitch starless night. Crickets are chirping. Somewhere, a frog is croaking, even above the rumba music from The Night Groove, where I am heading.

The bar is well patronised. Some men are at a game of snooker under a bright light. Some girls are on the dance-floor, gyrating their waists to the rumba beat and from time to time, some of them wink to the male patrons, an invitation for a free dance and God knows what else, at a fee of course. The serious drinkers seat in groups of four or five on empty crates or plastic chairs. The social drinkers are perched on high stools next to the counter, casually sipping through their drinks, as they watch a football game on the big TV screen.

I walk towards the counter. This man next to me smells of money. That Pierre Cardin jeans shirt and matching trousers must have cost him a fortune, so much that I wonder what he must be doing here in my slum. And that perfume of his seems to kill the ghetto stench.

He offers me a beer, maybe to quell my intuition. Or is it his drunken stupour that causes him to be friendly to one and all, even strangers? That is beyond my power to fathom.

‘Thank you very much,’ I say, nonetheless.

‘Hush… you know it’s nothing,’ he says.

I pull a stool and sit next to him. The barman passes me a bottle of Carlsberg. Two bottles of this beer, I know, is all I will need to get better sleep.

This man is a building contractor, I learn from our talk. He is worried that government is no longer awarding him contracts to build schools and hospitals in the area.

‘The president has his cronies. And those cronies have their own bootlickers. I don’t lick any dirty, old and torn political boots, so no contracts for me,’ he says, forlornly.

A phone rings. These nuisances! 

It rings again, louder this time. A number of patrons touch their pockets to make sure it is not their gadget ringing. It beeps again, even louder. My colleague takes the ringing phone from his pocket, flips it open and speaks into the mouthpiece.

‘Hello. Hold on a bit, let me go somewhere I can hear you clearly,’ he says, as he walks out of the bar.

Two minutes later, he comes back to take his seat. I look at the silver Samsung handset, which he puts on the counter. It could sell for 50,000 kwacha on the streets. I try to drive the thought out of my head.

He buys two more beers for each of us. Absent-mindedly, he excuses himself to go to the toilet. As he staggers towards the loo, I look at the phone which is on the counter. I look around. The girls are still dancing. The snooker game is still on. Nobody seems to care a hoot about me. God gives not by hand. I pick up the phone and slip it into my pocket.

‘Hey barman, look after this beer, am just going outside to get some roast beef,’ I say to the barman, who just nods.

I walk out of the bar, past the men roasting beef and pork, onto the street. I run as fast as my legs could carry me. I only slow down when I see lights of a car coming behind me. The car drives past me, but stops a few metres away.

A police officer toting an AK47 assault rifle comes out.

‘Where are you coming from and where are you going?’ he asks, flashing a torch into my eyes.

‘I am coming from the bar and am going home to sleep,’ I reply, blinded by the torch.

‘Where is your identity card?’

‘I don’t have one; I don’t work.’

‘You are a thief then. Where do you get the money to drink up to this hour?’

Silence. My mouth is dry.

‘Save yourself, or spend the night in a cold police cell,’ he says.

Over my dead body! He is begging a bribe from me!

‘I have no money. I don’t work. I already told you that. I can prove my innocence in court,’ I declare.

He slaps me across the face. And before I realise it, he bundles me into the police van.

*

A pungent smell greets me as I walk past the metal bars into this police cell. This stench is a mixture of sweat and unwashed clothes. It is nauseating. The disgusting odour from the toilet on the far side is so offending.

The inmates are crowded in this cell. They are seated, one close to another. I think this cell must have been made to carry no more than 20 souls, but here are a little over 100 offenders.

I touch my itching nose. I want to sneeze. An inmate looks straight into my eye.

‘Do you mean we are emitting a bad odour?’ he asks, his eyes bloodshot.

‘Welcome to the world my boy. Is this your first time?’ asks another.

There is a commotion in the cell. They want to know why I am here. When am I going to court? Did I really think I committed the crime? The questions shower on me. I wish I had the answers.

One inmate saves my soul. He is dreadlocked.

‘Silence! I call the shots here. Masalimo is my name. Come here,’ he beckons me.

The other inmates give me the way. Honour among gangsters. I walk towards him, and when I get close, he grabs me by the trousers.

‘They arrested me on assault charges. My victim died and now they say I should now answer murder charges. I may spend my whole life in prison, so I am not afraid to commit another offence,’ he says, slapping my face.

He is dressed in a tight blue tracksuit, with two white stripes. It is so tight it outlines his manhood. My heart leaps into the mouth.

‘Do you have any belt on you? Any cash? Give everything to me, I have to keep it safe,’ he says, tobacco reeking from his mouth.

Before I reply, the belt is off my buckles and before I realise it, the phone is taken from my pockets.

*

The courtroom is packed to capacity. I scan the room for familiar faces. There is none.

A bang is heard on the door behind the magistrate’s seat. A court clerk orders us to stand. We follow that order. The young magistrate, who happens to be Patrick, walks in. I smile to myself. You never stone a rat that is on your clay pot. I can’t lose this case.

My case is first to be heard. The Republic versus Tadeyo Banda. A prosecutor loosens my handcuffs and directs me to the accused dock.

‘The particulars of the case are as follows: Tadeyo Banda was found at a very odd hour loitering in the streets. He was arrested by patrol police who were coming from a robbery scene,’ the prosecutor says.

The magistrate, Patrick, ordered me to stand.

‘Accused, you have heard the charges against you. Do you plead guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty my lord,’ I mumble.

‘Where were you coming from at that hour?’

‘From the bar.’

‘And where were you going?’

‘Home, my Lord.’

‘We, therefore, enter a plea of not guilty,’ he says and nods to the prosecutor.

That was the first nail into the prosecution team’s coffin. When I am given the chance to cross-examine the officer who arrested me, I have another smile.

‘Did I have anything to do with the robbery scene you were coming from?’

‘No,’ he replies.

‘Is there a state of emergency here that a curfew has been imposed on citizens of this country?’

‘No.’ 

‘What did you mean when you said I should free myself when you slapped and arrested me?’ I ask.

Silence.

*

I rush to the Labour Office after I am let free. The sun is already up. I walk straight to the Labour Officer’s office.

‘I thought you were not coming this morning since you were looking for the money I asked for yesterday. Never mind, I got other means. The agent for the new company will be coming in shortly,’ he says.

A heavy load is off my chest. The money I could give him if I secured this job would be more than what he was asking for. 

A knock at the door brings me back into the room, from my daydream on what I would buy with my first salary.

In comes a man. His face is not too uncommon to me. He was the man I met at The Night Groove last night. He smiled at me, as he shook my hand. The ground was sinking beneath my feet.

‘I seem to have met you before. Please, I know you will now return the phone you borrowed last night before we can talk of the details of the employment we are offering you. Sorry, last night I lied about being a contractor,’ the man said.
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