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What Am I?

              Short Story

          By Christopher Mlalazi

I sit alone amidst plenty in a luxury bus, sipping a coke.  It is sunset, and the bus is droning incessantly along the tarred road into the drought stricken country side.  An overheard colour TV is showing a boring rumba music video over and over again.

Out side the dark tinted window, the setting sun is a sick bloodshot disc which flits behind the ragged gaps in the msasa tree tops that serenely embower the serpentine road in a dusky hue, as if chasing after the bus to see where its spinning wheels are rolling it to, and why.

I am bored stiff, because I am going for my first day at a new boarding school, yet again.  One of many that I have been to in this tumultuous voyage of my secondary school education. 

This is my third year at a secondary school, but I have already been through six boarding schools – more secondary schools than my years in them.  From this one to that one.  I do not know how my father does it, but after I have been kicked out of one school, make sure that in  few days time I will be headed for another one, as if nothing unusual happened.

My father must know somebody highly placed in the Ministry of Education, that I am more than certain of.  Nothing  is impossible for him, or should I say his very fat wallet, the magic of whose contents few men can resist, especially poorly paid ‘evil’ servants - that’s what mama calls civil servants.  She was once one of them, working at customs at the border.  She left the job with two luxury cars and lots of gold jewellery, things which her salary could not have bought.

There is something wrong with my father.  I don’t like the way he rules home.  He has such a heavy hand, and does not hesitate to lay it on mama or me if he feels some of his house rules have been broken.  One is not even given the chance to explain, because, as he always says, we know nothing.  He is so repressive, yes, I think that is the right word, what with my little education and all, but this word is always in the newspaper these days, especially the independent ones that father likes reading, and I think it also best suits him.  

Of course after every expulsion I have to contend with father’s  expensive crocodile skin belt. I hate crocodiles.  I sometimes wonder if he bought the belt for his trousers, or me.  The weal’s across my back and legs are scarred into my mind like bright flashes of lightning that linger in the eyes after they have split apart a heavily clouded dark night sky.  The dark sky of my mind.

And he has got such a big stomach, just like the Ministers I always see in the news on national TV.  

I am absent mindedly watching the bloodshot disc, its beardless chin dipped into the western horizon, flitting behind the spring tree tops like a flaming torch held aloft in some victorious witch’s hand.  Above the treetops the sky has been tinged pink.  I take a moment to wonder to myself.  What more power does nature still hold locked in her vault that is still incomprehensible to man?  Like the sun, now turning purple.  How does it manage to change its hues, the ravings of modern science put aside, if it does not possess a life of its own?  Or maybe it does, yeah, who knows, and that sun life is conscious of its origins, unlike poor man who, with his puny earthly ruses he invents and uses everyday to dominate everything in sight for selfish gain, is still in darkness about who he really is inside the kernel of his name after zillions of ages.

Or maybe the sun is ill, because the eye a healthy man is always clear, and once it changes colour, it is an indication of an illness within, just as the leaves of a dying season will turn yellow, or an ill man’s  hair wispy.  This AIDS, where did it come from?.  But who am I, a school drop out, a failure at age thirteen, to be able to come up with assumptions that can find a receptive ear in this life that often bases the worth of a man, what ever that maybe, on the type of car he drives, or a crappy piece of paper issued by a dubious examinations board. 

I wonder how it is going to be like at this new school.    Obviously the same, an esoteric, and perpetually solemn faced, head teacher, cheeky stressed out clerks, an array of glaring or sly faced teachers, always borrowing money from students, grounds staff with ever cast down faces ‘killing’ innocent grass with wickedly bladed swinging slashers, and hawking joints to students …

But I have to say that my father is a very clever man.  In a space of five years, he has managed to create a business empire by taking advantage of the chaotic political situation in the country, so I hear him sometimes boasting to mother when he has had a beer or two.

‘If this had not happened,’ he always tells her. ‘I don’t know where we will be today.’

  He used to work for a wholesale as a manager, and he would bring scarce commodities home and sell them at black-market prices.  Soon he left his job and opened a shop.  This shop also specialised in scarce commodities like sugar and cooking oil at thrice  their normal price, bought through the backdoor at his old wholesale, where he still had a connection.  
It is the third week into the new school term, and I have just about had enough.  The sickness is heavy unto me again, and nobody in sight possesses the remedy I crave for.

Last night, after light outs, I sneaked out of the dormitories, a warren of  dreary, jail cell like cubicles, and jumped over of the school fence, disguised in a pair of baggy overalls and a floppy hat which I always smuggle in a secret compartment at the bottom of my school trunk into every boarding school I go to.

I fearlessly plunged into the solid country darkness, following the sound of a distant drum beat that I had heard earlier in the distance before I left the school.

Nobody has ever been kind enough to offer any help.  Not even my very own parents. They are always too busy with their businesses.  

I walk through the dark bushes, following an invincible path that I feel with my booted feet.  Branches relentlessly snag my overalls, viciously lash out at my face, as if insisting that I should turn back to the school and so called modern sanity.  .

Little animals explode from the silver grass before my determined advance, almost leaving me with my heart in my hands.  At one time, in the distance, above the hypnotic rhythmic thumping of the drums, and the incessant trill of crickets, I hear the frenzied bark of dogs, as if it is the starlit  night herself that has barked.

When I finally stumbled on to the homestead where the traditional ceremony was underway, celebrating what occasion I never had the time to find out, I sat in the ring of dark faces around the big fire in the yard.

When the earthen calabash was passed over to me, I drank thirstily, and deeply.  Then I passed it on to the next pair of hands to my right, and as I wiped my mouth with the back of my hands, my eyes returned to the joyfully leaping flames. After them leaping were leaping dark figures, singing, clapping hands in time to the rhythmic thumping of a drum in professional hands.  

I silently cry to myself, bitterly swallowing all the tears like a man.  A set of hands to my left passes the calabash to me again, and again I drink deeply and thirstily, as if trying to douse the other fire that rages deep within my soul.

The following morning I was picked up just inside the school fence by the unforgiving caretaker, out cold in a puddle of my own vomit. How I jumped over the fence only my ancestral spirits know - maybe they pushed me over come to think of it - but jump over it I did. 

Next, he opened a bottle store, a grinding meal, a bakery, then a big supermarket.  During the time of the land seizures, he quickly acquired a farm, although he is not a war veteran, whilst other people were ridiculing involvement in this ‘stealing’.  He has invested heavily in the farm, built a big modern farm house with electricity and satellite TV.  He specialises in cattle ranching and he has a very large herd of cattle.  

‘I am now a white man,’ he said to me one day when he had just bought a brand new Pajero. ‘And if things go right, in two months I will be having another free farm again.’

‘Don’t they give one per person?’ I had asked, puzzled.

He had winked at me. ‘Yes they do that Fani,’ he had answered, ‘to socialists, but I am a different breed.  I am a capitalist through and through, just like the shefs.  The only thing that I lack now is a private Swiss account, but don’t worry son, daddy is organising that, and the  children of the Minister’s that you learn with at your school will not boast at you about anything.  We also have got it.’ 

Fani is sitting alone amidst plenty in an overloaded chicken bus.  I am going back  home.  It is mid afternoon, and the fiery sun is glaring mercilessly down on the unprotected earth from its ethereal lair.  I have been sent back home to fetch my parents, so they can come and writhe under the glare of the vindictive school disciplinary committee.  This is all mere formality. I have been through it many times before.  It is bye bye for me.  I m not even scared.  When I bring poor papa back to the school with me I will go back home with him with my trick trunk and an expulsion notice.  No school keeps student drunks.  Then at home my father’s crocodile skin belt again.  I must really do something about that belt.  And the scars across the dark sky of my mind. Again I find myself wondering if papa bought the belt for his imported trousers or for me.  And then I spend a few days at an expensive private college in town that belongs to one of his monied friends whilst he gets busy on the pone again.  Then another bus ride into the countryside, and another boarding school.

It is so stuffy in the chicken bus.  I wonder if we will get to the city without having to push it at some point.  And my mother – please God save me from her tears!  I CAN’T READ MAMA.  I CANT WRITE MAMA.  

The teachers say I am dull, that I am a donkey, that I am a waste on my parent’s money – the list is endless.

But what am I?
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