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Introduction

Butholezwe K. Nyathi

We are delighted as the British Council Echoes of Young Voices youth group to be involved in this publication of a collection of short stories and poems by young people from Zimbabwe’s second city Bulawayo. This book combines the pieces in English from the two publications in Zimbabwe, Echoes of Young Voices: Identity and Diversity Beyond Scribbled Words, which was nominated for a Zimbabwe National Arts Merit Award, and Silent Cry: Echoes of Young Voices II.

Echoes of Young Voices is part of the British Council’s international Identity and Diversity project, which aims, using the arts, to encourage young people to challenge and address stereotypes, prejudice and negative perceptions in order to develop mutual understanding between young people.

Literature is a powerful medium of communication. It enables the reader to view the world from the perspective of others. Literature can invoke different emotions in the reader, of joy, of fear, of sadness, of empathy. It allows the imagination to run wild. Creative writing particularly engages the mind; it is the product of a fertile imagination and encourages free thought and expression.

There is a need for literature by young people for young people. There have been few opportunities for up-and-coming young writers to be published in Zimbabwe and even fewer for their voices to be heard outside of the country. The book enables the young writers to tell their stories, stories that have meaning for them, stories that should be read and enjoyed by young and old alike.

I, on behalf of the Echoes of Young Voices youth group, would like to thank British Council Zimbabwe for their support of the project, all those who helped in the publication of the book, and all those young writers who submitted stories and poems for consideration.





Glossary

Al-salãmu alaykum – peace be upon you

Amangqina – cow hooves

Amahewu – traditional beer

Baba – father

Burg – town/city

Ekhaya – rural home

Enkomponi – compound, the ghetto

Hijab – the headscarf worn by many women in Islamic countries

Ingagara – people of higher status

Ingwebu – opaque beer

Iwe musikana, wuya pano – hey young girl, come here

Izinyoka – snakes

Lobolo – bride price

Mafikizolo – Johnny-come-lately, newcomer

Malokozana: daughter-in-law

Malume – uncle

Mealie-meal – ground maize

Mfana – boy

Mkhweyana – son-in-law

M’zambiya – wrap of material from Zambia

Muti – medicine

Omalayitsha – cross border transporters

Omatshay’inyoka – unemployed people who hang around street corners (literally, people who beat snakes)

Sadza – mealie-meal porridge

Salalas – people of high social class, who are presumed to eat salads

Samp – chopped maize

Sekuru – uncle

Umgaxa – lazy dog

Umkhemeswane – a local fruit

Ungabi le pressure – don’t worry

Uyahlanya kanti – are you crazy

Uyangikhafulela – you are spitting on me

Wena – you

Windie – commuter omnibus conductor

Xahu-xahu – a local fruit





Part One:

Identity and Diversity 
Beyond Scribbled Words





Just Trust Me

Bongani Ncube

I am a street kid. Don’t ask me why I speak the Queen’s language better than the Queen herself, just trust me: I am a street kid.

I’ve seen broomsticks thicker than my arms and the look from my eyes calls for the invention of a new word. The sight of my dirty face has cracked many mirrors and even more hearts. I am a street kid.

But don’t pity me, it’s all good. I mean, I am freer than most of you; no restrictions, no parents to hassle me, I can do whatever I want. No school, no work, no obligations, no strings attached. I can roam the world whenever I choose, wherever I choose, with whoever I choose, as I choose.

I am a nomad in a desert. Only I know where the best food is to be found, where the best takings are to be had. Only I can make a living from the streets everyone else just passes by. At night, when the rest of the world has retreated in fear to the safety of their homes, only I have the courage to continue prowling.

This is the life! It’s life on a permanent holiday. I sleep anywhere as long as my body fits. I’ve become adaptable, evolved into a new and higher species: homo sapiens urbanus.

In the morning, woken up by the first rays of the sun caressing my face, I scrounge around for food. Bakeries, restaurants and shops throw out as much food through the back door as they sell through the front. But don’t tell anyone, that’s our little secret.

From then on, it’s anything I want. A spot of begging, a sniff of glue, or a round of ‘borrowing’ items from shops and flea-markets. I think you might call it shoplifting, but that’s such an ugly word.

And I am a beautiful person. Underneath all this dirt and grime, this tough talk and vulgarity, there is a really beautiful person. It’s just that sometimes he’s buried so deeply, even I can’t find him. But that’s the thing to remember, there is a beautiful person… I hope.

Who am I trying to kid? If I was such a beautiful person, would my mother have dumped me as a baby? Wouldn’t she have nursed me and held my hand when street urchins like me stared enviously at us? Where is she now? Am I that ugly?

Am I that unfortunate, condemned for the rest of my life to sleep under stormy skies and blazing suns? Did I say the sun caresses my face? Oh please, it slaps me senseless. Adaptable my foot, concrete is concrete and whichever way you look at it newspapers aren’t really cut out for a career in acting – they make lousy blankets.

Sometimes it’s too hot, sometimes it’s too cold. Sometimes people notice me, most often I might not exist for all they care. I don’t know who I am. I’m so sad, there’s a blank space in my heart.

According to the United Nations, there are almost a million blank hearts in this country. Blank hearts that have had to watch their friends jailed, watch others die of AIDS. Blank hearts with no identity. Their suffering is played out like the deathly notes of a violin – ‘Somebody help me’.

The state bought four hundred million dollars worth of new weapons. They might as well shoot me first – only a few dollars would buy me a square meal. Otherwise everyday the violins keep on playing, and I listen, along with a million others, waiting for my violin to play the last notes and announce my ultimate glory – death.

I apologise. I lied to you in the beginning. I who can count my IQ on one hand, who am I to mislead an intelligent reader such as yourself? The truth is, my short life is agony. It has been since I was born, the birth pangs of my mother echoing throughout the rest of my existence.

I am a street kid. I suppose that’s just the way it is. Don’t ask me why. Just trust me.





My Tribe

Bubelo Thabela Mlilo

Am I Shona?

My mother’s grandfather was Shona

But he grew up in Matabeleland

And married an Ndebele woman.

Then am I an Ndebele?
 Maybe.
 My mother’s father grew up
 as an Ndebele but he
 married a Sotho woman.
 So perhaps I am Sotho.

No I can’t be, because my

mother was brought up as

an Ndebele.

But then again am I Xhosa?

My father’s mother was Xhosa
 and her father came from
 South Africa a long time
 ago. Mtotobi Mlilo also came
 from South Africa long back.

My father was brought up as an
Ndebele, so that makes me an
 Ndebele.
But my mother’s family calls my
 father a Kalanga because he
 comes from Kezi.
 
So what am I really?
I think I should be
simply called a
Zimbabwean.





Scattered Hearts

Novuyo Rosa Tshuma

The first thing that Nqabutho saw when the door hurtled open was the ugly head of his father’s knobkerrie. It had a deep crack in it, permanently crooked into a malicious smile, as though relishing the task to which it had been assigned.

He winced - he could never rid himself of the memories of that knobkerrie and the damage it had done to his buttocks as a child. The old man came charging into the room behind the knobkerrie, his sagging belly swaying wildly from side to side as he swore through short, furious breaths. He skidded to a halt by the sofa on which Nqabutho sat and swung the knobkerrie savagely at his son’s temple.

Nqabutho ducked in terror into the arms of the young man seated next to him. The club whooshed past his right ear and thudded into the sofa. His mother’s delayed shrieks stabbed the air as she stood helplessly by the door behind her husband, clutching the colourful doek that decorated her head. But John D. Nleya was deaf to any pleas. He took another swipe at the two young men clinging to each other, they dived to the floor, and once again the helpless sofa took the punishment. Swearing profusely, the old man loomed over the two, his rage refuelling. That his own son, a man, should insult him and his ancestors by daring to bring into his home this…this… accursed thing that was squirming beneath him, was an absolute abomination.

Spurred on by the ferocious roar of its master, the knobkerrie again swiped through the air. Screams erupted from Nqabutho who only stopped yelling when he realized that he did not feel any pain. It was then that he looked into the face of Batsi beneath him, and saw that a black bruise had been depressed on it by the fist of the knobkerrie. With an irate cry, the boy attacked his father, forcing him down onto the sofa in his attempt to throttle him. For a moment the elder man could not comprehend what had just happened, so shocked was he that his son would dare to pounce on him like that. This time, Mrs Nleya was bold enough to take action.

“Heh, Nqabutho, have you gone mad! Let your father go, let him go!” The robust woman enveloped her son in her huge arms and dragged him to the floor. It took a while for the old man to get up and retrieve his weapon. The next moment, he was looming over his son, poking his face with the butt of his club.

“I do not have a son who is a woman, do you hear me!”

“I am not a woman,” Nqabutho intoned, each word pronounced slowly and precisely, as though explaining a difficult concept to a child.

“I do not have a son who loves another man as he should a woman.”

Nqabutho shut his eyes for a moment, trying to quell the flames that now threatened to overwhelm him.

The old man dashed to the television set, pointing at the grey screen. “Is it this ugly box, eh, this ugly, stupid, talking machine?”

Without waiting for an answer, he heaved the television set with all his might and it crashed to the floor.

“Baba, baba, please I am begging, stop!” But Mrs Nleya might as well have been talking to a deaf man.

John D. Nleya leapt to the little radio, smashing its front. “Is it this singing box, eh, that fills your mind with rubbish, eh? This brainless thing that causes your ancestors grief in this way?”

The crash of the radio as it hit the floor was the only answer the old man wanted. He swung his club at the dusty set of wine glasses on the cupboard shelf, at the china, a gift from Mrs Nleya’s mother, at the family portrait housed in a ceramic frame, at the twirling, crystal swans that Mrs Nleya had bought before her son had been born, at his own favourite mug that he used to drink amahewu and displayed proudly to his friends, at Nqa’s twenty-first birthday key made of glass. All these items that had built the cupboard into a monument of family history and beauty crashed to the floor, and lay broken and spent, forming a shimmering carpet of broken glass and ceramic, the perfect mirror of the scattered hearts that thudded painfully in the sitting room.

Silence, save for Nleya’s heavy panting. Then Mrs Nleya’s stifled sobs.

The old man stared at his son, the son stared back. Nleya’s eyes refused to acknowledge the boy lying next to his son, writhing in pain. It served him right, Nleya thought. He was glad to have inflicted the pain. Surely it was incomparable to the deep hurt that surged through him at that moment. It was numbing enough to have to think of the kind of serious help that Nqabutho needed. One could not just play with the ancestors like that. He had seen a boy once, a little younger than Nqabutho, back in his rural home, who had suffered the same affliction. His family did everything they could to convince him to stop his cursed ways before it was too late. But the stupid fool would not listen. Even one of the elders warned him, but a fool does not always know that he is a fool. Within three days of the warning, poof! The boy fell sick. He could not remember to what false malady the hospital had attributed his death, but it did not matter. Everyone knew the true cause of his death -one simply did not play with the ancestors.

Slowly, the old man nodded, his sagging jowls dancing rhythmically. “Tomorrow, you and me, we are going ekhaya. Tomorrow. You have insulted the ancestors. They must be appeased.”

But the boy shook his head firmly. “No, I don’t care about the ancestors. What I care about is… is us, my family…” he paused, “and Batsi.”

Nleya trembled visibly. “Tomorrow, we go. The elders will know what to do. Whatever has possessed you can be removed from your being.”

It was then that Nqabutho decided to let the hammer fall. “Batsi… Batsi and I are getting married in South Africa. We are allowed to get married there.”

His father’s features were twisted by rage once more and Nqabutho was afraid that he would attack them again but he didn’t. Nleya simply stood cemented to the floor, staring at his son, his only son, his only child.

“And who will be the malokozana, eh?” he demanded, his voice coated with contempt. “Who will be the mkhwenyana? Who will pay lobola? Who will be the head of the household? Who will bear the children, eh, Who! Who!”

“We are getting married, and we would be happy if you could be there to share our joy.”

The old man’s body tensed. How could he make this stupid boy realise the absurdity of what he was saying? It simply could never work; African culture could not allow it. Instead, he, Nqabutho, and the rest of the family, would be a laughing stock. The shame of the city.

“Look,” he said to his wife. “Look at your son. Is this what you taught him?”

Mrs Nleya turned to her son, tears still pouring from her puffy red eyes. “Please Nqa, please, this is a sin. You are offending God’s Holy Spirit …”

“Just shut up! Shut your mouth! Now I see. This is all your fault! All along I have tried to be the true black man, committed to his roots, while you poison my son with that white man’s rubbish! God this, God that, God what!”

Silence. Then Nqabutho’s voice sailing softly through the air. “Don’t blame yourselves. I don’t want you to do that. This is simply how I am. It’s just difficult to explain. You see when I look at Batsi… I ... we … I just love him…” He stopped. He stopped because his father’s eyes were brimming with tears. In all his twenty three years he had never seen his father cry. The old man let go of his knobkerrie. It landed on the floor with a dull thud, and rolled aimlessly for some distance, now totally powerless, harmless. A tear spilled from his left eye. Pursing his lips, he turned away from his son, and dragged his feet across the glass-littered floor, oblivious to the pain as the shards stabbed his flesh. The fury was gone, the rage had evaporated. In its place was shame, shame that his seed had produced such a social misfit. He disappeared through the door.

Nqabutho swallowed hard. He wanted to cry. He was tempted to deny his feelings, but remembering the past strengthened his resolve. He remembered the unease he had felt in the company of girls, not the giddy excitement that his friends professed to feel. He remembered the fear and the confusion. What if his father’s ancestors paid him a visit, perhaps cut off a limb, or if his mother’s God sent a never ending storm of hell fire to scorch him. And yes, he had been ashamed at first, but he wondered, did anybody understand what it was like to live a lie? He had not deliberately chosen this. It was him. This was what made him happy and being with Batsi brought him real joy.



A year ago he had been banished by his parents when they discovered that he was gay. He had returned to try to gain acceptance back into his family, to make his parents understand him and in the end he had made his father cry. Guilt rapped at the doors of his heart.

When he first arrived, alone, a few hours earlier, his parents had hailed his return, berating him for having been silent for so long.
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