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Yours Faithfully, Yogi
Story
By Ellen Mulenga Banda-Aaku
Yogi jostled through the crowd. The sun was directly overheard; its rays bore down mercilessly, creating a mirage off the tarmac walkway into the atmosphere. Yogi’s feet baked in his worn trainers. He coughed to dislodge the smell of ripe tomatoes, blended with human sweat that caught in his throat.

Eye contact was out of question. Yogi knew the moment his eyes met another pair of eyes, he would buckle down and stand aside to give way. So he peered around him from under his navy, Nike baseball cap. 

His best friend Henry had warned him about the congestion in the market earlier in the day. 

‘You can’t afford to loose any time Yogi. Remember that everyone in the market is in just as much a hurry to get to their destination as you are to get to yours. If you make way for them, they’ll take your courtesy for granted. Just use your big body and walk looking straight ahead then they will be forced to give you way.’

It made sense, Yogi tried to heed his friend’s advice, but somehow he found he couldn’t get himself to force others out of his way. The obstruction was either too old, too young, carrying a small child or heavy load. Yogi just didn’t seem to find anyone he could justifiably, shove aside. 

He hated the market. Crowded places made him feel lost, disoriented and very conspicuous. Even from under his cap, he could feel the eyes and sensed the questions in their minds. They asked if the big cheeked, black, bespectacled figure that walked past, was a child or an adult. They probably asked what size trousers he wore, or wondered where he found a pair of trainers big enough to fit his feet.

Reaching for the back pocket of his faded jeans Yogi pulled out a crumpled handkerchief, he removed his spectacles and wiped the sweat from his face. He stuffed the damp hanky back in his pocket, placed his glasses back on his nose, and forged on. Past boxes and baskets stacked high with fruits and vegetables. The traders called out to one another, all at the same time. Yogi couldn’t make out who was buying and who was selling. Bells of varying tones rang from different directions; cyclists asking to be given way, vendors, to draw attention to potential customers, and jingling bells attached to the wooden trolleys used to transport merchandise from one point to another. Crying babies competed with blaring radios tuned in to different frequencies. 

Yogi took a deep breath, tensed his muscles and tried to move faster. He had to see his grandmother otherwise –. Yogi abruptly stopped his thoughts. He wasn’t gong to think about otherwise. He was going to see his grandmother and his plan was going to work. Full stop.  

The office of the Market Women’s Association, where his grandmother worked, wasn’t too far away, Yogi reminded himself. All he had to do was get to the bottom of the walkway and cross the main road to reach his destination. 

He glanced at his watch….

‘Look where you are going,’ a shrill, female, voice rang out.

Yogi turned in the direction of the voice and ducked away. Too late. His shoulder made contact with a woman balancing a basket filled with tomatoes on her head. He winced helplessly as the basket toppled over, sending hoards of ripe tomatoes plummeting to the ground.  

‘You see what you have done!’ a skinny woman with big eyes and thick red lips, creased her face in anger and goggled at him.  

‘I’m really...’ Yogi started to apologise then stopped himself. Picking up tomatoes in the crowded market would take forever. Besides, they had collided into one another, so she was just as much at fault as he was. 

‘Don’t give in. Don’t give in,’ Yogi chanted to himself.

‘You’re also…..I mean, I didn’t…you bumped.’ The words to support his thoughts escaped in an incoherent stutter. His opponent took advantage. In a high pitched voice, waving her empty, straw-woven, basket around, she narrated her misfortune to the crowd.

‘He knocked my tomatoes off my head.’ She stabbed her index finger so close to Yogi’s face, he went cross-eyed. ‘All my tomatoes have fallen to the ground, they’re squashed.’ 
She dropped her basket, clapped, and with increased tenor exclaimed, ‘my stock is all gone. My children will go hungry tonight!’ 

The crowd cooed sympathetically.

Yogi hoped his heart couldn’t be seen thumping up and down through his tee shirt. He also hoped the wet patches he suddenly felt in his armpits weren’t visible.

‘I want my tomatoes!’ 

Yogi scanned the crowd furtively. It consisted mainly of young women, most of them balancing baskets of tomatoes on their heads.  Option less, Yogi faced his opponent.  

Sweat was running down the sides of her black face. At a closer look, Yogi decided her lips weren’t so red. They just looked so in contrast to her charcoal black complexion. Her age was indiscernible. So was the colour of her dress, cream, beige, maybe pale yellow. A multi green coloured scarf where the basket once rested, still sat coiled on her head like a snake. 

She stood with her fists clenched tightly, revealing bony knuckles. With her left shoulder held higher then her right, and her left foot slighter ahead of her right, Yogi noted with consternation that she looked like boxers do before they throw a punch. 

Hasn’t she noticed her skinny body could probably fit into mine thrice? Yogi wondered. Somehow he sensed she wouldn’t hesitate to take him on. Considering his last tussle was about ten years earlier, and his opponent then, was his twin sister, Yogi didn’t fancy his chances. He was going to have to disappoint the spectators.

They had miraculously made space and formed a semi circle around Yogi and his contender. The opening in the circle, led to where the tomatoes had gathered by a curb, in a puddle of muddy water.

Yogi felt like his face was on fire. He wished he had taken the route Henry had advised him to take. But Yogi had avoided that route because it was past the fish monger’s stalls and he hated the smell of fresh river fish. Coming to think of it, the smell and sight of tomatoes was starting to make him feel sick.
Slowly, Yogi started towards the curb. He suddenly felt very small. It felt worse than feeling big. He couldn’t believe he was going to loose valuable time picking tomatoes. He was going to have to pick them quickly and get on his way, otherwise …… Yogi shut his mind off again. There was no otherwise. His plan was going to work.
‘Wait!’ The voice shrieked from behind him.

Yogi stopped and turned back.

‘Here!’ she jabbed the basket in his stomach. Yogi took the basket and shuffled towards the curb. He could feel the hostile eyes boring into his back. 

He placed the basket on the curb, bent over and reached out for the tomatoes slowly, then… ran. 

As he shot off, Yogi’s cap flew off his head. He gasped, lamented, seriously considered stopping to pick it up, and then changed his mind. He ducked into the crowd and elbowed his way through, as fast as his fat body allowed him. The shouts behind him were drowned out by the throbbing of his heart beat.

Why did I run? Yogi asked himself. What if I get caught? Just as well he hardly came to the market. It was unlikely anyone would recognise him as the grandson of the woman who had chaired the Market Women’s Association.

Yogi dived into an alleyway behind a row of stalls made of corrugated metal sheets. He shot down the alley, trampling over cardboard boxes, skidding and squishing on discarded fruit and vegetables. Before he exited the back alley, Yogi took off his glasses, wrapped them tightly in his tee shirt and stuffed the bundle under his arm. Anyone following him would be looking out for a yellow tee shirt.

He walked with his head bowed – missing his cap already. Maybe he should have picked it up. He had others, but somehow they didn’t feel quite as right on his head. 

Yogi tried to hurry, but at the same time tried not to draw attention to himself. It was proving difficult. He could feel the eyes, read their questions. Every now and again, Yogi darted between alleys and stalls to make sure no one was following him.  

Finally, 15 minutes later, than planned, Yogi stood outside the building where his grandmother worked. He pulled his creased tee shirt back on and wiped his face. He stood for a few minutes swallowing pockets of air to put out the fire burning in his chest, whilst wriggling his toes to cool his baking feet. Then he waddled up to his grandmother’s office and knocked.

Yogi opened the door slowly. He knew she would be surprised, or rather, alarmed to see him because she knew how much he hated the market. He walked into the cool spacious office; ready to explain the alarmed look off his grandmother’s face and answer the barrage of questions he knew she would fire his way.

Yogi’s grandmother sat at her desk with her arms folded, she spoke before he did. 

‘I was expecting you.’

Yogi thought he hadn’t heard right. ‘Expecting –’ he cut his sentence short, followed her gaze to the desk, and froze. 

‘I believe you lost something.’ Yogi’s grandmother waved his Nike baseball cap, at him. 
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