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Tichafataona Sleeps

[Short Story]
By Blessing Musariri
I am listening for the sound of stealthy footsteps in the night, but the house is silent.

The bed is empty beside me, as it has been for the past three years since Cornelius woke up one morning and with a heaviness in every word he spoke, told me that he was leaving and wouldn’t be back.

‘I can’t cope anymore, Eustina. I must go otherwise one morning I will awaken and never leave this bed again. It’s all I can do to keep breathing.’ 

There was nothing I could say. I felt the same way but I couldn’t leave. Tichafa’s deeds chained me to this house.

*

When my brother first returned home from the war, he slept for three days without waking. On the fourth day he awoke with a hunger so enormous it threatened to swallow even us, along with the platefuls of sadza and stew he devoured. He filled his stomach that day with the chickens my mother killed but the hunger never left him. It burned deep holes in his eyes and made his body shake at night so that he couldn’t sleep. The war had left him in a prison from which he could not escape. 

‘Tichafataona’ – ‘When we die, we will have seen many things.’   I like to think that the expectation in his name was of great things, but as it turned out only grave things came to pass.

I cannot remember the last time I slept through the night. It seemed like I had just weaned my youngest child when Tichafa came to live with us and brought his pain and sleeplessness to become ours as well. There was nowhere I could send him; both our parents having passed away, there was nothing for us in the rural areas any more; an uncle had taken over the homestead and with a family of six to provide for, there was no room for a grown man haunted by nightmares in broad daylight. Besides being his closest living relative I owed Tichafa my life: it was the least I could do to help him find a semblance of one.

It was in 1976, when I made what I always think of as my brief foray into war. I left home one dark night to attend a pungwe nearby, only to return four months later in a different state. Fired up by the revolutionary zeal of the comrades I volunteered to go to Mozambique for training. I had not told my mother or my father because I knew they would have tried to dissuade me. 

A month into training, our camp was attacked by enemy scouts. We had been drilled on what to do and where to go in case of such an attack, but I was wounded and soon lost the strength to keep running. I crawled under some bushes and waited to die. Time passed as I lay on the hard earth beneath me, drifting in and out of consciousness, believing I was beyond fear, when I heard thrashing in the undergrowth. The sound of feet and heavy breathing. As weak as I felt, my heart gained some sudden strength and began to knock hard against my ribs, as if trying to drum loud enough to sound the alert. Saliva prickled metallically in my mouth and I had to hold my lips closed with my hand for fear of giving myself away with my suddenly loud, unsteady breathing. Worn brown boots stopped at my feet and an AK parted the foliage that concealed me. To reach the zenith of fear is to fear no more. It cuts through muscle and bone like a laser, leaving you numb and resigned to your fate. I decided then that I would die looking my enemy in the eye and so I turned my gaze upwards. There is no way to explain the unpalatable mixture of fear, confusion and relief. My stomach heaved and I vomited the bitter contents that remained, after a day or two without food. Tichafa’s voice came to me from far, far away.

‘Eustina ! What are you doing here? Amai cannot eat for wondering what has happened to you. You must go back home.’ 

What an unbelievable thing! I remember thinking that it was just a dream on the way to dying, that of the hundreds of people moving around in the secret underground of the Mozambican veldt, my brother would be the one person to find me. That is all I can remember until I woke up to the sight of my mother’s anxious face. Tichafa had single-handedly carried me back to safety. I left home two years later when Cornelius asked me to be his wife and I went with him to the city. I’d had my taste of war. I would never be able to rinse it from my mouth.

‘Sons of whores!’

This loud roar usually announced the arrival of Tichafa’s demons. They came to us through him but now they live in a dark cave inside me, where a chill wind whistles without reprise. Its low and persistent tunelessness keeps them in a state of lethargy but I never forget that they are there. I will never forgive them. I’m holding them to a ransom that can never be paid. 

In the new free and reconciled nation, we moved from the high density area of Mufakose to the suburb of Mabelreign in 1985 and we were pleased with our new three-bedroomed house with room enough for lawn, trees and flower-beds in the front yard, and a sizable vegetable garden out back. By that time, my son Alois was five years old and his sister Sekai was almost three. A year later, Tichafa came to live with us and I made him at home in the small cottage next to the vegetable garden.

One night, about a month after Tichafa had moved in, I woke up to a furtive tap-tapping at the window. Cornelius had heard it too and was cautiously peeling back a corner of the curtain to see who was there. He exclaimed softly, stood upright and moved to open the window.

‘Who is it, Cornelius?’

‘It’s Tichafa. What is it, sekuru?’ I heard him ask from within the curtains.

‘Open the door man. I have important news.’

Before he could answer, Tichafa had scuttled round the house to wait at the kitchen door. My heart was rolling around like a loose rock on the mountainside. What could it be? My first thought was that there was something wrong with the children, but how would Tichafa know? I went to check anyway. They were fine. Then I thought that perhaps Tichafa had interrupted burglars, so I went to the kitchen to hear the news and was surprised to find it in darkness, but I could hear hushed voices. I switched the light on and Tichafa leapt on me before I could move away. Shoving me aside, he plunged us back into darkness.

‘Do you want to get us all killed comrade?’ he whispered angrily. ‘Old man Shoko’s bull has been lowing outside my dwelling for the past fifteen minutes. Something is happening. We must move. Comrades ! Now!’ he said.

His urgency was such that even had we entertained the thought that he was joking we were quickly convinced otherwise. He grabbed Cornelius’s hand and pulled him through the door.

‘No time for shoes, comrade, or we will all perish this night.’

He either forgot about me or assumed that I would be following but he did not return to grab my hand and pull me after him. I watched their shadowy figures darting from shrub to tree, Cornelius being relentlessly pulled along, until I couldn’t see them anymore. I stood there, throat tight, eyes dry and burning, my fist gripping the neck of my nightgown, not knowing what to think. In that brief moment of light I had seen a fierce, unwavering look in Tichafa’s eyes, that told me without doubt, Tichafa was in another place. A place that had come and gone in our lives, but whose ghosts had returned to claim him. I thought for a moment that I should call the police, but what would I tell them? That my brother believed he was back in the bush, fighting for freedom and had taken my husband hostage in the garden? What would they do? Nothing, I’m sure, just as I did that night, standing at the kitchen door waiting, not feeling the numbness creeping into my legs. Not feeling the pain spreading through my lower back or the gradual reddening of my eyes as the night ceded to light.

Cornelius staggered up to the house, drenched in sweat, fighting for breath. He looked up at me, hand now around my throat, questions in my eyes and shook his head, before bracing his hands on bent knees to catch his breath.

‘We ran,’ he finally managed. ‘and ran. Around the neighbourhood, running and hiding … and then running again.’ Again he shook his head then, dropped on to the top step, with his back against the door, head in his hands.

Cornelius, slightly younger than Tichafa, had not seen much fighting as he had spent most of his time working for the railway in the city, moving up and down only when required to carry messages back and forth between the operatives. When the war intensified, he was arrested and held in detention for allegedly collaborating with terrorists. They released him a month later when they failed to find evidence against him. He returned to the village and later, married me and we both returned to town. Cornelius had his own demons, but they were kinder in giving him accumulated periods of peace. This, I think, is why he recognised Tichafa’s ghosts and knew not to fight them. They were not his to challenge.

The diagnosis was paranoid schizophrenia, given along with medication to tame it. We could only trick him into taking it for a while, before he began to avoid mealtimes. Cornelius joked that he was becoming fit from the midnight long-distance sessions but I could see that he was tired. Just as I came to the decision to have Tichafa committed to a psychiatric facility, he was transformed. As suddenly as darkness falls in the winter-time, it disappeared from Tichafa’s life and he was lucid again. My children were overjoyed, they loved their uncle but had always been wary of his sudden changes. Peace was a guest in our home for two short weeks, but like every well-mannered visitor who desires recurring welcome, she did not overstay.

It was an afternoon in September, four years ago exactly to this day when Tichafa tied a rope around his neck and tried to hang himself from the jacaranda in our back yard. The rope snapped and he survived. He couldn’t eat for days, his throat having been so abused. He was wasting away, his gaunt cheeks hidden behind his wild man’s beard. His eyes were big and red-veined in his weary face.  Cornelius chopped the tree down saying that he did not want the ngozi of the Mugadzi clan being visited upon his children. 

I wished my mother were still alive. She would have known what to do. I tried to talk to him but the things he said were incomprehensible and most times he was talking back to people only he could see. One day, in what I thought was a moment of clarity, he looked right at me and said, ‘Handzvadzi, this place is not safe for us. They will come and slaughter our children so they cannot bear arms against them when they are grown men and women.’  

How could I have possibly known that it was a warning of what might happen next?
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