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The Harare Hermit
Story
by Tinashe Mushakavanhu
…it is not news that we live in a world

where beauty is unexplainable

and suddenly ruined

and has its own routines. We are often far

from home in a dark town, and our griefs

understood by others.

· Charlie Smith

I am in Harare.

Harare at first impressions is one big insane asylum. It is disgusting. I don’t understand how anyone can ever get used to living with filth and dirt, continuous noise, thickly polluted air, and the people, most of all. Ninety percent of them are rushed, angry or talking to themselves, yellow cigarette butts hanging out of their mouths.

As I melt into the Harare crowd, I become defensive. I take on a Hararean consciousness. Everyone in Harare is a potential thief, not so much by design or want but by some inexorable circumstance. I look at some of the faces. Sad faces. What keeps Harare people going is this bare desire to live, to survive. The Harare crowd silently passes each other, somnambulists seldom speaking, moving in single units like a broken army walking away from war, cheeks sunken, eyes dead with fatigue. Harare faces reveal sickening symptoms of sadness and despair. But a world in which all thoughts could be read would be a suffocating dystopia, and yet to have thoughts we can share with no one is a burden.

Harare streets look dirty, dirty of unattended piles of rubbish and roads full of potholes. Her huge towering buildings stand out of fumes emitted by the streets of feverish traffic. Harare with her petrol scented streets, the fetid stench of hot, hurrying humanity, and over all the grime, grime unspeakable, Harare’s grime, from which there is no escape. 

I keep on walking with no specific destination, unconcernedly taking a palaver with my prostitute Harare.

Harare is the most deceitful lover. She sits like a bitch on heat in Fife Avenue, thighs spread eagled, showing her naked soul. She alluringly whispers, her face hidden, enticing thousands like me, who become victims of her caprice. Some she at once crushes beneath her cruel feet, others she condemns as factory workers, a few she favours and fondles, riding them high on the bubble of fortune, then with a sudden breath she blows the bubbles out and laughs mockingly as she watches them helplessly.

Harare is a little kingdom. No one knows who the king is since he was removed by another king. The state king. It is said of him that he has powers like God. His long hands can fondle the breasts of any women he wants or even castrate the most talkative journalists. Harare.

I see more deep somber faces. I wonder what secret thoughts they hide, secret thoughts swarming, seething, chattering like millions of bats in an underground cave, rustling beneath the surface of the day like cockroaches in summer. Unintentionally, the secret thoughts slip out as people shout, scream, swear and whisper to each other. Harare is bursting at the seams. I keep on walking. 

Harare the city of urgency. People push and shove in a rush, mechanically marching in every direction. Pulling through is what Harare people do. There is a kind of bravery in their lives that isn’t bravery at all. Harare life rattles on mechanically and there is less and less meaning in its motor-hoots and in all the noise, all meaning is drowned. It is automatic and unquestionable.

In Harare no person cares for another person. There are many blind people in Harare, blind parents being led around by their five-year old little girls. There are the disabled who sit on street pavements with begging empty bowls hanging in their limp hands. No one cares to drop alms at them, I don’t care.

Harare life is shallow and unstable; it does not make up any part of the human soul. Culture and religion are elements connected to the land, the earth, the seasons, than to Harare life geared for work and profit. Harare life is casual and precarious, nourished by roots that go deeper than the daily contingencies of living; communalism has been shattered and social bonds broken. Individuals live on their work, coming and going, leaving no room for everyday association. Joseph Conrad’s ‘tangle of unrelated things.’

In George Silundika Ave, a plump woman in a fading green dress boldly written CITY OF HARARE sweeps dirt on the pavement. She has a stubborn monotonous zeal, rapid strokes which pull the street dirt all towards her till she forms a small pile, and she bends, scoops with bare hands, rises, empties into a wheeled, black plastic bin beside her. She pauses.

Thick throngs of humanity hurry along the clean pavement. I am one of them, rushing to the historic Africa Unity Square near The Herald House – the propaganda factory. I stretch myself on the luscious green grass, and at once someone begins to yell. I turn to look and there is a stout young man, wearing a checkered green shirt, green chinos and black suede shoes. In his left hand is a large open bible. He is shouting. I distinguished on the words Christ Jesus and repentance. I stared at this poor preacher, bringing he thought, God to Harare’s heathen. Harare people do not care less; they never looked at him, they stood on the pavements and some sat on the green concrete benches and the luscious green grass like cows in a field at noon. He was flies. Harare people ignored flies. They twitched their heads and gazed about them. It was lunch hour. I overslept. 

Tired and bored, I picked myself up, ready to go to the designated Highfields pick-up point at the Market Square. My body felt light with hunger. I was dizzy and my vision blurred. I started walking slowly and was nearly run over by a car while trying to cross Second Street. Harare was turning a blind eye on me. It was getting dark and night was already descending like a giant’s eyelid closing. Neon lights blinked.

Market Square was filled with sour-smelling humanity. All sorts of disgruntled ties darted through my brain; the long queues and the shoving savagery of the crowds. Market Square looked like a roving monster, its insides continuously churning, writhing, knotting and distending.

I joined the Highfields queue and waited until the bus came. Rush hour traffic was building up already, hooters bleating loudly and drivers hollering insults at each other. Sitting in the old bus, I looked out through the cracked window to see a long queue of cars moving, slowly. Harare life, which was supposed to be fast paced like the Japanese movies, rested in slow motion. 

As the bus hurtled, moving out of the Central Business District, I could smell Harare, her smell floating in through the cracked window. It was the smell of too many people breathing the same air, of sweaty hopeless lives. The bus was speeding over the regulated 80km/h speed limit and the ride was a torture of numb dread and suffocating despair.

HIGHFIELDS. A signpost reads. The signpost is like any other put up by the Harare City Council to identify different areas. It has a blue background with block white lettering, and an equally impressive Chibuku advert at the reverse side. High fields indeed. The Chibuku advert is a big brown container with frothy beer proclaiming ghetto happiness – munoHighfields tiri bho-o.

A few moments later, Machipisa Shopping Center rushed at us with human faces blurring past. When the bus stopped, I dropped off and walked towards Manjoro Supermarket. I could see queues in almost every corner, every conceivable place, everywhere. Soap queue. Cooking oil queue. Bread queue. Mealie-meal queue. Petrol queue. I was tired.

Harare a city of nightmares, not nightmares of sleep, but queue nightmares. Even in their sleep, Harare’s dreamers have nightmares of queues. Queues make up Harare. Those who create queues seem to think the absence of a queue is a sign of incompetence. They strictly ensure that the queue be seen to be as long as it can be. Without seeing queues, bureaucrats out of their 10th Floor offices seem to think that they have no power. Harare and the making of small dictators.

After buying a few goodies – mabuns, margarine, matemba, jam nemasamba – I moved away swiftly from the crowded shopping center, drifting away, declaring myself. One moment I had been part of the hurrying crowds, the next, walked away nakedly apart, alone. Highfields was now there calling, calling me, first wooingly, then more and more stridently towards her cradle, to rest.

I was exhausted, but what fuelled me to forge ahead was that I was a few meters from my grandmother’s place in the Zororo section, the oldest part of Highfields. I was reaching home. 4596. A deep gulley ran in front of the house. Near the gate was a puddle of murky, noisome water and collected waste matter pooled, still, thick, appalling like foul soup that makes a hungry person nauseous. On either side of the narrow street, moated by these stinking gullies, lived people. I jumped smartly over the trench and walked into the yard and knocked. Gogo opened the door and ecstatically yelled, ‘Titambire, timbare Chiranduwe-e…” I did not manage to reply; my bag slipped on to the ground and splayed my small grocery on the floor, everywhere. A dizzy spell enveloped me. I collapsed into a lifeless heap, silent. 

A loud wail followed.

Harare’s heartbeat did not stop. He was dead, Moscow was dead and life goes on in Harare. Harare might go to sleep late in the night, drunk, violent and rowdy. But in the small hours of the morning, she wakes up, yawns away her hangover and prepares herself for another uncertain day.
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