[image: image1.jpg]@@ BRITISH
®® COUNCIL



[image: image2.png]



[image: image1.jpg]
[image: image3]

Broken Wings
[Short Story]
By Batsirai Easther Chigama 
He is like a wound that refuses to heal, a cake of pain flaking now and then bringing that itchy kind of pain embalmed in my bones.  When you ask me, ‘what is love?’, I would say ‘Seretse’.  He is the definition I would give to you: no rosy words; no meaningless ‘I love yous’ void of emotion, no castles in the air and promises of Neverland, just him unadulterated, pure and simple, Seretse.

Mother, you don’t understand.  I will not marry anyone but Seretse.  Yes he is gone, I lost him to the diasporic feat and the other woman but I am married to him too.  I carry the unborn child, our love in my womb.  The unborn child I keep in a house that I have built on nothing but memories.  My womb I caress endlessly, wishing it was his hands there, loving as always, feeling this life that gives me life grow inside me. 

I saw father at the growth point when we went shopping with Sr. Mary for the convent supplies, haggard and lost, drunk from kachasu and mother, you blame that on me?  I think father loves his beer and I will not let you blackmail me into coming home to get married to your sahwira’s son.  I will not marry to make anyone happy but myself and right now I think God is keeping me too busy enough, so leave mother, if you have nothing else to say to me, please go and tell father I am not going to change my mind.

I don’t understand mother.  Wasn’t she a girl once and in love?  She fights my wars not for me but to please father, to think that I thought this was the age of sista-hood!  My best friend thinks I am going crazy, that I am denying myself some happiness by hanging on to the past she says.  ‘You are digging old and buried bones that should remain buried’, she says.  But, Elsy, what do you know?  Always jumping from one man to the next and always telling me you are in love.  I don’t understand how one person can fall in love a thousand times in a lifetime. I don’t understand how even my mother can look in my eyes and fail to feel what I feel.

Sometimes I feel like my little Ronaldo goes on half-time for too long for nothing steers.  I caress my womb then I pounce with my fist. No! My little Ronaldo cannot die, not after all the nine months are past due.  I shake and make the dance of life.  I get a lazy email from Seretse asking me how I can stand routine and he knows how restless I get cooped in one place.  He is sympathetic and tells me he is happy and trying to act the good husband.  ‘Act’, the catch word that tells my hopeful mind all is not well.  But that is it, another long half-time.

Aunt Muriel comes to the family home every time she hears I am there, tries so hard to dissuade me from my vocation.  She sits there looking at me with her marijuana-reddened eyes, enveloped with the stale and nauseating odour of seven days’ beer.  Her throat-clearing habit irritates me. ‘Grrrrr, grrr,  Matiridha Mwana wehanzvadzi, grrrr’, she will start.  She can’t tell I am not interested in her pleading and cajoling and sometimes threats. ‘Do you want varoora vako to run around for a mouse to bury you with when you die without a child?’ Aah, from the corner of my eye I see mother winking at Aunt Muriel.  I am not surprised these two are in cahoots. Feeling betrayed by my own mother I leave the kitchen hut and take a walk to Chirinda Falls where the calm flowing waters assuage the irritation and the doubt creeping in me.  I must hold myself together for the past not to bury itself within the echoes of their voices telling me I am going crazy.

I wish grandma were here.  She would understand me.  She would listen to me and not ask too many questions.  I had not asked too many questions when I discovered an old picture of another man behind grandpa’s portrait.  Grandma had caught my perplexed look and kept quiet.  Days later, she called me in her bedroom and told me the story of  Fanuel, her beloved who had gone to the war and never returned.  She had kept the memory of him hidden, the photograph a constant reminder and the only connection with him she had left.  She would understand now, understand that I am not crazy.

Seretse, the measured treasures of our life do not look safe in conundrums of yesterday now lying under dust of years of neglect.  Once it was a journey, enthusiastic and robust filled with discovery and adventure, now there is an emptiness that wafts with bleak nothings, like everything is buried and forgotten, the distance of the sea has drowned little important gifts we gave unsparingly, all the memories of happiness we shared.

Remember our trip to The Cellar, braai kwaMereki?  Remember the drive to Nyanga, the day we almost got lost in the woods?  Our trip to tete Monica’s and the vows that seemed to bind us, remember?  The tears before the British wings uplifted and carried you to a place I can never reach you?  I feel your absence etched in all places we used to go and written on the face of my life is a sadness no one can define.  Seretse, do you know you   cut off one of my wings now I am forever perched on the ground?    I used to cry my pain away but now embedded in my bones it has become a part of me, with half-plastic smiles for the world that’s too busy to see and care I trudge on but still am hopeful…

Matilda, why?  Why did you act so casual, refusing to even embrace me at the airport?  Telling me in a distant voice to call you and tell you I had arrived s.  Stoicism is for the bloody ancient heroes’ girl.  I hated you for making me lose my head, wondering if this was the end all the way to Heathrow.  Waking up in the middle of the night, reading and re-reading the poetry you wrote for me. I didn’t know it was what they call love until I had left you.  I have picked the phone several times, put it back, afraid that you would tell me you didn’t want to talk to me or that someone would tell me you were married and that would break my heart, I can hear you saying, ‘selfish bastard’.

It was cruel of me to invite you to my wedding knowing how it was between the two of us.  I saw you dancing with my brother, all smiles and happy.  I longed to come and dance with you, just be close to you to say hi and … I didn’t trust myself.  Remember that day we danced in the rain?  That was our song they were playing and big brother Jerry swept you off for a dance – he adores you, did you know?  Always tells me I am a fool.  Even after the wedding he told me that.  Now I am back in the outback surfing to fill the long hours and bam, I see your story. Feels like I have been hit by lightning. This is about us, right?  Silly of me to even ask, why there is my name in it and it just feels like you and me.

What do we do my love?  I am a thousand kilometers away and I am tied yet you still carry the torch on your own.  I can’t bear that fate could separate us this way, that we were both fools not to hold on to each other because we were both afraid.  Guilt will kill me Marty and this revelation to come through after a million people have read your story. Aah  Marty!

I remember everything Marty, waking up to the sound of your voice on the telephone. The aroma of cooked sadza ne mazondo on Sunday afternoons follows me everywhere I go. Remember you almost killed us that day we went to tete Monica’s house, obstinate thinking you were a better driver than me? The way your face would light up every time you saw me, aah Marty, I hold that smile in my heart’s mind always.  Tears flow as I do this thread on your story.  I hope you don’t mind.  I never was a writer – you know that so keep this to yourself. I wish there was a way.

Tu amor

Seretse
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