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	The Neighbourhood Watch – Rem’y Ngamije 
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Setting 
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The narrative is set in the suburbs of a modern city. The ten districts mentioned in the narrative – from Katutura and Hakahana in the Northwest to Klein and Eros in the Northeast – place the setting in Windhoek, Namibia’s capital. These districts are used to suggest that the Neighbourhood Watch roams ‘all over the city’ stressing the hardship of their way of life – and the apparent callousness of the rest of the populace who see them all over but ignore them. The central characters are street people – the kind that is increasingly becoming a menace in African cities. The action moves from the suburbs to the city itself where the characters scavenge from hotel dustbins. 
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Plot 
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A street family of Elias, an old man, Lazarus, Silas, Omagano and Martin, barely a kid, wakes up under the bridge in the outskirts of the city. They wash their faces with scanty water then Elias, Lazarus and Omagano go to the city to forage for food. Silas and martin head elsewhere to forage for other things. They meet up late afternoon, have lunch brought in by the food crew, then plan to visit Auasblick that evening. The story flashes back to ‘days past’; it reviews Elias and Lazarus’ meeting and the teaming up, their finding a baby thrown away and resorting to abandon poor districts since ‘poor people have nothing left to throw away but themselves’. (80). The story flashes back Amos’s death, a colleague to Elias and Lazarus, apparently knifed to death after a drinking brawl; it reviews events before and after his murder. Elias and Lazarus ran before the police nabbed them and beat them. The death made them abandon Khomasdal in fear the killer might think they are there for revenge.

Fridays and Saturdays see the Neighbourhood Watch stay at ‘home’ under the bridge – which Elias calls headquarters. They do not venture out because the police are out too. On Sunday, they visit the rich districts of Eros and Klein Windhoek. They visit the kind Mrs Bezuidenhout. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Conflict 
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Several conflicts run parallel. One is between the rich and the poor – the haves and the have-nots. The Neighbourhood Watch represents the latter. It takes great pains to remain anonymous so as not to assault the sensibilities of the haves by attracting attention to itself. There is evident conflict between the street people and the law. The police take assume they are criminals and treat them as such. When Amos is murdered, both Elias and Lazarus are tortured to admit knowing the killer or accept blame. The police scapegoat them for baffling crimes. Conflicts for territory reign amid street gangs.  

Internal conflict is suggested too. Each member of the Neighbourhood Watch has an internal struggle while the group has a common conflict. Elias is sick. He also struggles to keep the group together and ensure their survival. Omagano struggles to retain self-respect against the overriding circumstances which demand that she lets herself be sexually exploited to save the group. Mrs. Bezuidenhout who takes pity on the street people and helps them as much as she can but she cannot afford to take them in.
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Characters 
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Elias 

The oldest of the five, he is old and sickly as he coughs often and spits blood but situations force him to shrug it off. He is rational about his disease arguing that blood is part of life and death – which shows his acceptance of fate. He is realistic, protective, wily and caring. He bribes the guards to access the fenced off bins. He cuts his hair just the right length not to attract unwanted attention. He is a knowledgeable group leader. He knows the streets, where to get food and most of the kitchen staff in hotels and restaurants. They know and respect him too, calling him Soldier or Captain. Elias is a quiet man except when he has had a drink. He is battle-hardened having participated in the jungle battles during the Cassinga massacre which has also left him with constant nightmares. He is an astute leader who has mastered the art of street survival. 

Lazarus 

He is described as ‘alert’ with ‘leathery limbs’. He scans his surroundings without seeming to and doesn’t miss a thing. He is threatening and keeps danger off the gang. He is a jailbird but he doesn’t volunteer information about his jail stint, making him quite secretive. 

Omagano 

She is the only female in the gang. She is thin with ‘collarbones shining beneath her spaghetti-strap top’. She is a symbol of female sexual exploitation; she if forced to bend to sexual advances of people who demand sex for food. She is sensitive when the gang talks about children, suggesting that she might have undergone sexual exploitation even before she joined the gang. 

Silas 

He is a risk-taker and a kleptomaniac. He steals things in spite of the warnings from Elias. He too accepts his fate; when he is caught and beaten, he argues he ‘had it coming’. He is cunning with ‘a cocksure walk, an impish grin, eyes that never look away’. He is encouraging. He teaches Martin the ropes and assures him he will get used. He is wiry. It is apparent he keeps a weapon in his pocket and keeps a hand near that pocket to warn any attackers off. 

Martin 

The youngest of the group, he is naïve, not as streetwise as others. He is positive, favoring the bright side of life. When Elias and Lazarus suggest that the skilled workers are foolish to sit at pavements waiting for jobs rather than scavenge like them, Martin says that sometimes they can find a job.  

Mrs Bezuidenhout

She is an old lady who the Neighbourhood Watch visits on Sundays. She is caring. She keeps food for the gang and old clothes and knits jerseys for them in winter. She is optimistic and encourages them to read by giving them books. She encourages them to pray by giving them rosaries. She is concerned and asks them about their well-being when she sees them. She is inspiring; it is suggested the gang prays to and for her at night
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