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The Ties that Bind
Short Story
by Phillip Chidavaenzi
Your picture, the one taken on your graduation seven years ago, still hangs on the wall. There is something about it, something about the smile lingering on your face that gives me the strength to hold on. 

Your elder brother, Gondo, was here last week, blazing. He has the tenacity of a lifelong gambler. He never gives up. He hired some hooligans to take away the property. But I would not let them in. Gondo insists he’s going to take everything because he is your brother, so it is his right. I phoned the lawyers who got a restraining order from the court. But he only left after I had threatened to call the police.

Gondo talks a lot. He talks about things he doesn’t know, saliva drooling at the edges of his big mouth like a hyena. He wants the house in Alexandra Park, the Mercedes Benz and the funeral business. He tells anyone who cares to listen I killed you, that I poisoned your food so I could have everything to myself. But he was there at the hospital when you passed on. He was there with me when the doctor said the cancer had spread throughout your body like lava pouring from a volcano and it was too late to do anything. 

I had a feeling Gondo had already started canceling the dates off the calendar, having set his eyes on our property. He had moved all the way from the village in Mt. Darwin, so that he could be – as he lied – ‘close to you in your moment of need’. I knew you wouldn’t have welcomed his presence, but of course I could not bring myself to tell him so. Doesn’t he always accuse me of having turned you against your family?

I do not like the way he looks at me, as if he is stripping me naked with his blood-shot eyes. I know he has never liked me, especially after I refused that he becomes the musarapavana. I can look after Panashe without his help. Settling for another man after you would leave me with the feeling I believe assailed Judas when he threw away the thirty pieces of silver. Gondo, who has ruined every woman who had been foolish enough to love him, cannot hold a marriage. He has been through four of them in eight years. His ‘no-good’ friends ended up calling him Human Resources Manager, with special responsibilities of hiring and firing.   

He was by my side throughout the funeral – playing the good, compassionate brother-in-law. But my sixth sense told me it was all a façade. I felt as if he was already staking a claim over me. His eyes constantly held mine in a hard, predatory gaze, as if seeking to subdue me. He makes me sick sometimes, with a bulging ego, like his masese-bloated stomach that appears as if it would fall to the ground as he walks.   

Panashe is five years old now. He was only a year old when you gave up on this world. Since then I have tried to be a good mother to this sweet little boy in whom I still have so much of you. He’s growing up to be like you in every way. My only wish is that you could have stayed a little longer to watch those endearing traits he got from you.

Your passing on broke my heart, yes, it shattered so many dreams and slashed so many hopes. I still remember our last day together. I had that sinking feeling of one who watches everything they had treasured slowly slipping away through their fingers without being able to do anything about it. 

I heard your young brother, Marko, talking to your uncle, Mabhara, two days ago as they wolfed down the breakfast I had made them. I had only allowed them in out of respect for your uncle, whom I think was carved from a different rock from all the others. Marko said I had never liked your family. He said I gave you muti so that I could twist you around my finger. He said I chopped off your balls and packed them into my bra before I sacrificed your life for the success of the business because times are hard. By the time you embarked on that journey to your final resting place, the business was already roaring, what with AIDS devouring people like ants. But that I can understand. Your brothers had never been bright in school. 

Once, you tried to help them set-up a bottle store so that they could have something to live on. And what did they do? They gambled away all the money at Machirori Township! You sent Gondo’s children to school but he pulled them out so that he could use the money for gambling, after which he married off Mazvita – his bright daughter with a promising future – to his sahwira for ten bags of maize!   

Gondo and Marko may say whatever they want. But you know I could never have poisoned you because I loved you. I miss the stories and laughter we shared and those precious moments when we would sit in contented silence, gazing into each other’s eyes. And there were those times when we would sit together at sunset, watching the birds flying back to their nests for the night. We would marvel at the glowing sunsets, linger over a blooming flower in the garden and watch Panashe gurgle his first words and make the first few tottering steps. 

Yes, sometimes we had flaming rows. But would I have killed you just for that? No. If anything, I miss the fights too. I long for those bruising fights we had and for days on end we would not talk to each other. We would turn our backs on each other in bed. But our victory was that when the anger subsided, as if in the aftermath of a storm, we were able to reach out to each other and talk. 

Gondo is still angry with me. He phoned me this morning, snarling at me. He thinks I paid off the lawyers to help me ‘doctor’ the will. But the court said it was authentic. He wants to reap where he didn’t sow. Yes, he wants to take over everything, including myself. It’s hard sometimes. It’s hard to be alone, watching the empty space on your side of the bed as I try to sleep at night. 

We fought over your burial too. They wanted to bury you in your village. But I would not have it that way. I insisted that your wishes – clearly spelt out in the will – had to be fulfilled. They sulked and went back to the village without burying you. And I would not let them prevail over me.  You taught me to stand for what I believed in, to create space for myself despite the overbearing crowds around me. I buried you alone, with the help of your friends. But your young sister, Nyaradzai, who comes after you, is an understanding woman. She’s the only one who stood by me through it all.    

I was scared of what I had done. My fear was such that you could have touched it. I even got a tongue-lashing from my mother. How could I bury you without the blessing of your family? For two weeks, I couldn’t sleep. What if your restless spirit returned to torment me?  

Sometimes I see you in a busy and crowded street during the lunch hour rush. I race after you, only to discover the man wearing your favourite blue-stripped shirt and black suit, carrying that attaché case in which you carried your business papers, is somebody else. There are times when I’ve mingled with so many people – at work, business functions and parties – and yet I’ve felt so alone.  

There are times, too, when I feel like giving up. It is so I hard to lay down my burdens. But when I look at Panashe, I realise I have to hold on. I still remember what you always told me, that disillusionment should not be a lifelong grievance.  

So many times I battle to hold it all together, inspired by how you would have acted when things got bad. I will bear the loneliness for, like you told me as we struggled to set up the business, sometimes it is necessary to crawl through the passage of darkness before one can walk tall in the light. Every time I register a few successes – like securing a lucrative contract or giving to charity – I always wish you were still around to share my small achievements. I feel so lost without you. No matter how much I tell myself your spirit is watching over me, I can’t help but feel empty. And yes, the tears have started flowing again.     

After all his scheming had failed, Gondo tried to take away Panashe. Marko said I was a stranger and Panashe was their blood. He said I would kill him just like I had killed you. But I saw through it all. They had hoped that by taking over Panashe, they would be entitled to everything else. But the courts turned round the wheels of justice.   

But I do not hold anything against your brothers. You always told me life was too short to be wasted nursing vendettas. It’s amazing they didn’t know you. But you had so many layers nobody could have peeled them all off even in a lifetime.  

Sometimes when I look at your picture, I feel a familiar ache in my heart, like the pain caused by a thorn stuck between a speechless baby’s toes. The passage of time has not healed the wound in my soul. It had only brought my loss closer. It has been hard coping without you. I miss your inspiration, your strength and the best friend and loving husband I had in you.        

Glossary 

1. 
Musarapavana….guardian (usually the deceased’s brother) to the family left behind. 

2. 
Masese…………opaque beer 

3. 
Sawhira…………family friend
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