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Liberation Theology
It's just too much. Jim has to get away from the frenzied traffic and parching sun of Samora Machel Avenue. Down two steps, beyond the flyer posted door, he's in the radical bookshop. There a lulling sonata patters from hidden speakers. He draws the sweat from his brow as he pulls off his baseball cap. Close by the doorway there are tables of cooperative artefacts, scavenged and ingenious. Jim assays a plump, clay guinea fowl in the palm of his hand, then turns a stand of arty postcards until he spots the shelves of struggle literature across the room. As Jim reaches the narrow aisle marked 'Fanon – Gramsci', the woman at the counter, who's paid him no attention so far, puts down her book and splays it open. She strides towards him.
"So, are you looking for anything in particular?" Her hands are on her hips; her expression is bolshy. Jim guesses her clothes might be described as 'combat chic'.
He avoids her gaze. "Oh no, just something light to read on holiday." He turns again to the rows of earnest titles.
"OK," the woman says, "tell me, then, which are you, priest or revolutionary?"
"Must I be either?" Jim likes to think of himself as both. "Maybe I'm something else altogether."
"You could be, but, in my experience, only priests or revolutionaries hang around so long in 'Fanon'. So, what's your bag?"
"Liberation theology–" Jim says, "–both."
"Ha. But we're already liberated here, didn't anyone tell you?"
"Actually, I'm on holiday. I work in a mission in Cape Town."
She makes a show of looking him up and down. "Undercover?"
Jim remembers his baggy t-shirt and khaki shorts: "Oh yes." He smiles. "It's a bit hot here for a dog collar."
"I suppose so." She's still frowning, checking him out. "The Rhodies, you know, they sometimes come in here to intimidate us. They dress just like you. Normally they wait till I'm alone, then they shout something horrible, or push over a bookshelf. One even, um, relieved himself in 'Feminist literature'. A bit strange, that, I thought." She bites her lip. "But you, you look OK."
"Thanks. So, I'm going up to the Eastern Highlands for a few days, can you recommend anything?"
"Yah, watch out for landmines."
"I mean to read."
"Sure. Anything by Marechera – he's the best. The House of Hunger. It's brilliant. I always tell people to start with that."
The woman's expression melts to girlish, and Jim thinks she might break into a skip as she leads him to local fiction. He can sense her behind him as he flits through the thin book she's picked from the shelf. Despite the long bladed fan that throbs high in the ceiling, the room is stuffy, and the heat lifts the odour of ink and glue from books and pamphlets. But, through the gummy smells, Jim detects something flowery: it must be her perfume. It's strange how this woman in her Ché Guevara t-shirt and camouflage pants, with her short spiky hair should give off the rich scent of flowers. As she comes close to look over his shoulder, her breasts are momentarily sensible against his back. But Jim feels nothing more than the physical fact. In Africa, with so much flesh bared without intent to titillate, and almost always the crush of people, surely this meeting of bodies is just an accidental touch?
Jim doesn't read serious fiction as a rule. "Great. It looks very interesting," he says, although he'd prefer some contextual theology or a Dick Francis.
"It is. He's brilliant." Her cocky tone wavers. "Was brilliant. He's dead, of course, now. I met him once. At a party, up at the Uni. Some Rhodies crashed it. They beat us all up, for fun, I suppose."
"OK," Jim says. He'd like to touch her shoulder, to console her, but he holds back. "I'll take it – and do you have the Guardian Weekly?"
"Only for historical purposes." She holds her head slightly to one side, ready again for a fight.
"Sorry?"
"It's a bit out of date by the time we get it," she says, enunciating as though he's slow-witted.
"But not censored?"
She raises her eyebrows. He might as well have asked for an unexpurgated Playboy.
"Political censorship," he adds, too late. "Down south, they're just ripping anything out they suspect might be subversive." He's fumbling. "They pick on the strangest things."
"How do you know they're strange if they rip them out?"
Jim could explain, but she's flustered him enough already. He pulls his cap back on, and she lets the conversation end.
Jim follows the woman as she sashays to the counter in her combat boots. She lays the book on a sheet of red tissue paper like a new born for swaddling. Jim notices the long lashes of her downcast eyes as she wraps as carefully as she might a last Christmas present. Too much sun has freckled the bridge of her nose; the skin of her fingers is already papery and puckering at the edges of silver rings; her nails are bitten. The process of lining up the layers of carbonised paper and zip-zapping his credit card is slow and laboured. A muscle rises in her tanned forearm as she performs the ironing motion. There's a ripple across the breasts that emboss the Saviour image of the revolutionary. Perhaps the pink tip of her tongue moving along her lips in mimicry of the machine aids her concentration.
Jim's hand trembles a little as he signs. The woman takes her time comparing the signatures, but he can see she's just teasing. She looks up and hands him the package with a satisfied smile. "Enjoy The House of Hunger," and, reading his credit card, adds, "James R Croft."
"I will." Jim turns to leave.
"When you get back from the Highlands, you could come and tell me whether you did or not."
"Did or not what?" Jim says.
"Enjoy Dambudzo–" She points to the package in his hand. "–Marechera."
"I might just do that–"
"Olivia," she says.
"–Olivia."
#
Father O'Connell had volunteered to drive down to Harare to fetch Jim. It was an implausibly generous offer. Their only connection was a common acquaintance who'd known O'Connell years ago in Ireland. When they meet at the taxi rank in the market place in Mutare, it's obvious, among the milling Africans, who they are. Still, Jim plays jejune, and approaches the sweaty pink man in his quaint cassock to ask him whether he happens to be Dermott O'Connell.
Jim is soon relieved he'd insisted on making his own way this far. O'Connell and his Mark 10 Jaguar are a legend in this part of the country, and rumours he'd played some role in the liberation movement seem to exonerate him from compliance with all traffic regulations. The once swanky car reminds Jim of the upturned hull of a barnacled boat, the way the black paintwork has blistered and ruptured in the sun. O'Connell untwists the loop of fence wire that holds the boot shut and nods to Jim, indicating he should find a space for his rucksack among the loose golf clubs, tape-mended fishing rod, and sacks of maize meal. The back seats too are packed with porous sacks of flour that powder the cracked, red leather upholstery as the car bounces over the potholes of the market square to the road. But the sweet odour of cereal is not enough to tamp the stench of sweat and tobacco.
The knackered Jag labours to a walking pace up the steep hill out of town. Its drooping exhaust ploughs the laterite back roads as they call on settlements to deliver the maize meal. Numberless people wave as the great cockroach passes, then fade to ghosts in its wake of red dust. Jim returns every greeting, but O'Connell seems oblivious to the adulation. Occasionally he lets loose an imperious blast of the horn at a cyclist who's drifted into his path. O'Connell hardly stops talking other than to suck on a succession of Lucky Strikes. He lectures Jim about the war, and the impossible evils wreaked on both sides – or was it more than two sides? He passes on scandal and rumour about prominent locals, as if Jim might know who they are. He tells anecdotes and propagates obvious urban myths, but, remarkably, Jim thinks, not once does he mention God, or his mission. Even with the windows open, and his head as far out as he dares, Jim fancies the tobacco stink is seeping into him, percolating through his skin and into lung tissue.
The long journey, saturation in tobacco waste, so many new people, and O'Connell's insatiable appetite for scandal, all washed down with caustic wine leave Jim exhausted, his head splitting. He makes his excuses and escapes the dinner table. His room has no fan, but French windows lead onto an immaculate walled garden. Beyond this, he can make out the shape of the mission's squat stone church. When he'd asked O'Connell to show him around it, the old man had waved his request away like a fly, and started another anecdote.
Jim goes to bed with the French windows open wide, inviting a breeze that doesn't come. The sky is purple and cloudless, brazen with constellations. Jim hears nothing from the people he knows are all around him – those hundreds to whom he'd been announced, not introduced. There's no noise from the bush menagerie he'd anticipated, and, safe under the cloche of the net, he doesn't even hear the mosquitoes' pizzicato whine. Perhaps, in this superheated stillness, it's hours before he finally drifts off to sleep. Before then, in a halfway state, he relives, moment-by-moment, as he so often does, landmarks in his life: his ordination, delivering a peroration at his father's funeral, being mugged in Cape Town, and, now, curious to him that it should have taken on similar importance, the transaction with Olivia in the bookshop in Harare.
The next Jim remembers is O'Connell bursting into the room, oblivious of the young man's panic to cover himself, to tell him he's already missed the best part of the day. Jim notices a tray with a plate of bread and jam, and a cup of tea by his bed. The tea is cold, probably hours old, when he sips it. He wonders who brought his breakfast and whether they'd observed the naked body of the careless guest beneath the veil of the mosquito net. O'Connell helps himself to a slice of Jim's bread and sits on the bed. "I'm playing a round of golf this morning up at the Lion Tree Hotel. It's being used as a billet for some of the war veterans. They're good lads and I've got an arrangement with them. I collect and deliver their provisions from town, and they watch my back while I play."
Jim has pulled a pillow over his lap. "Is that protection against lions?"
O'Connell laughs as he eats. "All the four legged predators were shot out years ago. No, it's because of incursions from Mozambique – we're hugger-mugger with the border here, and, when your Renamo fancy a bit of sport, they come over to lay some mines for us." He makes it sound like they're scrumping a neighbour's apples.
#
It's not clear to Jim, as they wind up through thick forest to the hotel, what's intended for him, whether he's to wait around while O'Connell plays golf. Surely the man can't expect him to carry his clubs and listen to his blather as he plays? But, when they draw up at the grand colonial hotel, Jim sees a compact Peugeot, dusty but otherwise pristine, parked in the shade, and O'Connell says, "That's Simon Mpofu's car. I'm playing a round with him today. Now, he's a brilliant young fellow is Simon. Development consultant I think he calls himself these days. Harare has commissioned him to find ways to bring some money into the region." O'Connell leans unpleasantly close to Jim. "His mother was a washerwoman, would you believe? He never knew his father, but to hear young Simon talk, you'd think he'd been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. He went to college in the UK. You'll have a lot in common –you'll like Simon."
Jim does not like Simon. He finds him shifty. His polished home counties accent is dishonest, actually, quite camp. Jim is surprised that O'Connell, with his keen interest in the foibles of others, hasn't picked up on that.
"There you go." O'Connell holds up the car keys. "You can have the Jag for the rest of the day. Simon will drop me off later."
Jim reaches for the keys, but O'Connell pulls them back, as if he's teasing. "We just need to give the lads a hand with the mielie meal."
As they unload the provisions from the car, Jim notes how, despite O'Connell's wheezing, symbolic effort, Simon stands back, no doubt concerned lest flour should freckle the grey of his neatly pressed safari suit. Two young men, eyes cast down, wander from the hotel to help. They're similarly handsome, perhaps brothers, but with parts missing: one an arm below the elbow, another a leg below the knee compensated by a skeletal prosthesis. O'Connell greets them by name. He's friendly enough, yet curiously stern and bossy, snapping instructions in what Jim assumes is Shona. When the men struggle with the sacks of maize meal, Jim moves to help, but, still smiling, they ward him off. The one whose forearm is gone concentrates like an acrobat preparing for a stunt, before heaving the sack onto a raised knee, next, up and across his shoulder. He uses his teeth to secure it, and grins, proud and capable.
Simon leads Jim away. "Let me show you around before you go."
Though Jim burns with discomfort, Simon seems unaware of the war veterans camped out in the grand rooms, and the men – some not long out of their teens – pay little attention to the tourists. Most of the veterans lounge around, listless, all but naked. In a clubby room, its walls a bestiary of game trophies, men crowd round a game of muddy English soccer on a tiny television set. They take minutely measured sips from beer bottles so that a quart of Lion might last the whole game, the last mouthful almost unbearably warmed and malty. Through teak doors left carelessly ajar, Jim glimpses shadowy bodies, men sprawled with prostitutes, slowly copulating away time. What had he expected: earnest comrades debating Fanon and Gramsci, dauntless pioneers mapping the future, female equality? Probably. But he does find it idyllic here in the way these maimed, yet lithe young men are unperturbed by all the hardwood and velvet of this pompous place. They've won – at a cost – and he sees nobility in their indifference to the settlers' version of grandeur.
At last, Simon rolls his eyes at the laxity and high smell of bodies, and leads Jim onto the broad veranda.
"The infrastructure is basically sound," Simon says. "One thing you can say for old Whitey, he certainly knew how to build things to last. Sir Edward Lutyens – he designed most of New Delhi, you know – and the nicer bits of Pretoria, but we won't mention that – was originally commissioned as architect. But, when he buggered off for richer pickings in the Raj, they basically pinched his plans. Not perfectly realised, of course, but not a bad example of restrained colonial pomp."
Jim understands this is a sexual pun but doesn't let on.
They stop at the edge of the veranda. One step further and they'd be out of the shade, into the bleaching light. The golf course show signs of recent mowing and, though blanched and stubbly, the playful shapes and challenges can be made out.
"We're talking to an Italian management company at the moment. So, if we can just persuade Alitalia to stop off in Harare, we can fly European tourists straight here – there's a good landing strip over there." Simon points beyond the scrubby links and colonnade of jacarandas to the dark lee of the mountain. "And just imagine if we could get the Japanese in here with all their lovely yen." He rubs his hands and licks his lips. His tone and gestures are becoming increasingly camp.
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