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Mabambi


[image: ]


It is said that there is no lovelier place in the whole wide world than a little village called Mabambi. If you are wondering where this village lies, then I invite you to come with me into the middle of the Indian Ocean, so that we may discover it together. But I must warn you, this story is rather frightenin, for no matter how beautiful the village may be, dark shadows have gathered over it. So, if you are afraid, now is the time to put down this book and go to sleep, because later it will be too late.

Almost in the middle of the turquoise ocean, foaming waves wash against the shores of a small island with only three villages. One of them is Mabambi, the second is Mumpalanga, and the third is Maramonga. They are inhabited by the warriors of the Tukaitawa tribe, who broke their arrows long ago and now live peaceful, sleepy lives beneath the sky of the southern seas. The days pass almost exactly alike while the children play peacefully and without a care beneath the crowns of the tall palm trees all day long.

Anyone who drops anchor in the Bay of Mabambi and leaps barefoot from the deck of a ship onto the fine white sand can already see from that very spot a cluster of semicircular huts with roofs made of palm leaves and reeds. Each one resembles the next, almost identical, with no windows, only an opening for a door and walls made of white clay. The sun blazes down, but a gentle breeze from the ocean carries away the heat, along with the scent of salt, seaweed, and alluring tropical flowers. Although it is nearly midday, children’s shrieks can still be heard beneath the palm crowns.

„I was the one counting just now, and now it is your turn, Kinza!“ says Zazu.

Besides Zazu, the whole group of boys was staring at Kinza.

Zazu, who was the loudest of them all, began walking up to each of them in turn and touching them on the chest with the palm of his hand: „So far, Matondo, Chivanga, Luali, Matuda, and Kingoma have all counted.“ Then he stopped and stared at the small boy.

Kinza shrugged. It made no difference to him, because sooner or later his turn would have come anyway. Although every one of them preferred hiding to seeking, it was still unavoidable in that game. He walked over to one of the curved palm trees whose crown bent far away from its roots, almost above the snow-white sand washed by foaming waves. 

There he covered his eyes with his hands and rested his head against the trunk, then began to count: „One, two, three, do not fall asleep! The place around me does not count, so hurry and find a hiding place!“

As soon as they heard that the counting had begun, the crowd of bright-faced children scattered at lightning speed in every possible direction.

„Do not you dare peek!“ Chivanga called to him while his eyes feverishly searched for a new hiding place.

„I am not peeking!“ the boy protested rather angrily, then continued counting.

„Six, seven, eight, nine, ten! Ready or not, here I come!“

Then he removed his hands from his eyes and looked around. There was no one anywhere, apart from the wild foaming waves washing against the shore and the palm leaves trembling with every gust of wind. Kinza noticed an old man with sun-scorched skin sitting on the sand behind his brightly painted boat. He sat at ease with his right leg bent, as though he had all the time in the world. With dry, darkened hands, he was slowly pulling a fishing net from his boat and mending its torn meshes. He was so skilful that he scarcely needed to look at what he was doing, but passed a worn little piece of wood threaded with a thin cord through the net with nimble, even movements. Kinza ran from bush to bush, searching in every direction and peering into every hidden and familiar place.

Then something struck him as suspicious, and he began creeping forward on tiptoe. From two metres away he spotted someone’s leg and his face lit up: „Matondo, I caught you!“ Then he turned and began running as fast as he could back towards the palm tree.

Matondo frowned because he had been found first and charged after him at breakneck speed, but Kinza was a second faster.

He swiftly touched the tree trunk with his fingertips and cried triumphantly, „Found you! No one can escape a tracker as swift as me!“

Matondo sat down on the sand and remained there waiting while Kinza set off searching again. The other boys squeezed themselves into their hiding places, trying to become as small and invisible as possible, and every now and then they even held their breath so that he would not discover them. It was not long before Kinza came running towards the tree with Luali close behind him. Once again, fortune favoured him and he was faster. One after another, he found them all, until at last only Zazu remained. They all looked around in every direction, hoping to catch sight of him somewhere, but there was no trace or sound of him.

„I am going to find Zazu too. Stay here, I will be back soon!“ he said, then headed down towards the village. 

[image: ]Because they had been playing hide-and-seek for so long, they knew nearly every possible hiding place by heart, and knowing Zazu, Kinza was certain that he had found a very good one. He peered behind every bush and tree, behind the well, and even behind the haystack, but the boy was nowhere to be found.

Meanwhile, Zazu was quietly giggling inside one of the empty barrels used for collecting rainwater. He had curled himself up as tightly as he could, pleased that he had hidden so well. He was not the son of the chief of Mabambi for nothing, and that was why he had to be the best at everything. But then he tilted his head and saw his shadow peeking out of the barrel.

„Tererai, get back into the barrel at once! Kinza will discover me because of you,“ he whispered to her in a muffled voice.

The shadow quickly slipped back inside, but she did it so clumsily that one leg and her bottom were still sticking out of the barrel.

„Aha, I caught you!“ Zazu heard Kinza’s voice and his face fell.

„Oh, you naughty creature! I lost only because of you. I will never forgive you for this!“ Zazu scolded her angrily, then straightened up and pushed first one leg and then the other out of the barrel.

The boys laughed loudly and pointed at him.

„There, everyone is laughing at me because of you!“ Zazu continued complaining to her.

The shadow casually shook her head, considering it all nothing more than an innocent children’s game. Was there anything wrong with her wanting to play with them too? But Zazu was stubborn, and everything always had to be done his way, so he had no understanding at all for his shadow.

„Who is going to count now?“ Kinza asked.

„I have had enough for today. I am going home!“ Zazu replied, no longer in the mood to play.

„Oh, Zazu! Do not take it so badly. Your shadow only wanted to play. Why are you so cruel to her?“

„What do I care what Tererai wants? She belongs to me, not I to her, so she ought to behave accordingly.“ He waved his hand dismissively and set off down the shore in disappointment.

„Hey, Zazu! Surely you are not truly angry? I cannot believe it!“ Luali called after him.

But the boy did not turn around even once to honour them with so much as a single glance. He walked with his head lowered, kicking the sand beneath his feet, while the shadow behind him fidgeted and pulled sorrowful faces.

The boys gave up playing hide-and-seek because, after this, they too had lost the desire to continue. They were accustomed to Zazu’s selfish outbursts, but they were slowly beginning to grow angry with him.

„And we were having such a lovely time! Now he has spoiled my mood as well. If he carries on like this, I will not be friends with Zazu any longer, even if he is the chief’s son a hundred times over!“ Kingoma complained.

„Neither will I!“ Matuda joined in, his eyes flashing as he watched the boy walk away.

There was nothing else for them to do but stretch out on the dry grass in the shade and gaze at the blue open sea. Zazu continued walking towards the old fisherman, and as soon as he reached him, he sat down on the sand and stretched out his legs.

The old man glanced at him: „There you are, Zazu. Have you grown tired of the game?“ Then he continued mending the fishing net.

„Hello, Ggulu! Oh, do not ask me anything!“ the boy replied irritably.

„That sounds like trouble. Did you quarrel with your friends?“ he asked curiously.

Zazu began watching his sun-browned hands and pale palms turning in the same rhythm between the woven meshes. He did not know why, but he always felt good beside him. He had the feeling that the old man understood him and that, beside him, he could be exactly as he truly was. For that reason, he often came to visit him and could sit there for hours in silence, watching the sea while the old man wove his nets.

„Oh, I could easily deal with them, but this stupid shadow of mine keeps annoying me,“ the boy finally complained.

The old man furrowed his brow and began studying the boy and his shadow, who was clearly downcast and shaking her head in denial, rejecting all blame.

„You know, Zazu, there is something very special about our shadow. We must take good care of it, because a shadow is the reflection of our soul. Our own likeness. A mirror image of ourselves. If we hurt it, it is the same as hurting ourselves. Would you willingly slap yourself or strike your head against a wall?“ he asked, giving him an inquisitive look.

Zazu burst into loud laughter at the question: „Of course I would not! Who would be mad enough to hit himself on the head?“

„There, you see! It is the same with a shadow. In sunlight, it may appear to be only the reflection of your body, but it is much, much more. It is the reflection of your soul. That is why it is very sensitive, and you must take better care of it, otherwise you will lose it forever,“ the old man warned him.

„So what if I lose it? As though that would be some great loss! At least I would finally have some peace, while now I merely drag my own personal traitor around with me.“

At those words, the shadow became deeply offended and planted both hands on her hips.

The old man noticed this, but he did not wish to add fuel to the fire, so he fell silent.

„It is better for me to say nothing. Zazu will come to his senses sooner or later,“ Ggulu thought.

The sun was already setting when Zazu headed towards his hut. But as he approached it, he passed several old men sitting on the ground and sorting peppercorns. 

As always, they knew everything, and they called angrily after him, waving their thin arms: „Zazu, be kind to your Tererai. She does not deserve to be treated that way!“

But Zazu merely gave them a passing glance, paying no attention to their words.

He waved his hand and muttered under his breath: „Annoying old men! Have they nothing better to do than scold me?“ Soon afterwards, he disappeared behind the colourful woven cloth that covered the entrance to his home.

Even then, the old men did not stop discussing him, but called anxiously to one another: „If his shadow abandons him, it will bring great misfortune upon the whole village.“ And so they decided to have a serious word with his father, Chief Mfua.
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Thus, early the very next morning, Zazu was met by his father’s stern face.

„You, of all people, who ought to set an example for everyone, are always the one causing the most trouble!“ Mfua complained.

The thought that his own son behaved differently from all the others weighed heavily on him. Zazu was aware that his father was highly respected, and because of that, he considered himself far more important than he had personally earned the right to be.

„Why do you behave that way towards the other children?“ he asked him directly.

„Ah, I see the whole village has begun talking. Besides, I can do as I please! My father is the chief, and theirs is not,“ Zazu replied mockingly.

Mfua fixed him with a steady gaze, then motioned for him to sit down on the woven mat.

„You know, Zazu, it is good that you are proud of me, but you must understand that every person must earn their own authority and their own place beneath the sun. The fact that I have made a place for myself in the village ought to make your life easier, but of course, you should still make certain to build one of your own. No child should make use of their parents’ position, but should instead create their own place beneath the sun.“

„Build my own place beneath the sun? Why should I search for or build anything when everything has already been given to me?“ the boy asked in surprise.

Mfua frowned, for it was immediately clear to him that his son understood nothing at all. He was not yet ready. He still had no idea how things in life truly worked. The boy took advantage of that brief silence, quickly rose from the floor, and headed outside.

„Where are you going? We have not finished speaking,“ Mfua said in astonishment.

„I am going to play! Why should I sit indoors and listen to your endless lectures?“

Mfua raised his head, and the ring of feathers around it trembled. Although the boy’s words had hurt him, he did not try to stop him, for he could see that any further words would be wasted, and he was not a man who spoke merely for the sake of speaking. Zazu found his friends in the palm-tree oasis, where they were bathing in a freshwater stream. It seemed that yesterday’s quarrel had been forgotten, but Zazu wasted no time before once again beginning to tell everyone what they ought to do.

„Oh, you know what, Zazu? You do whatever you like. I am going home!“ Chivanga waved his hand dismissively and began walking away.

„What is it this time? Why do you become angry at once?“ Zazu called after him.

The boy turned around, but did not stop. Instead, he continued walking backwards.

„Play by yourself, since you always know best.“

„I will tell my father how you are treating me. After all, he is the chief!“ Zazu replied arrogantly.

„You know what? I do not care about you or your father, that foolish Chief Mfua!“ Chivanga snapped in irritation.

„What did you say? Say it again!“ Zazu challenged him.

Chivanga stopped and shouted at the top of his voice:

„You are both fools, you and your father! If you think I am going to do everything your way simply because your father is the chief, then you are badly mistaken. And if he supports you in behaving like that, then he is every bit as foolish as you are!“

At those words, Zazu turned red with rage and charged at him like an enraged bull. When he came within reach, he bent forward and struck him in the stomach with his head.

Chivanga fell onto the sand, and there they began wrestling, rolling over, and striking one another.

„Hey, hey, stop it, both of you!“ their friends shouted, then ran over and tried to pull them apart.

But that was easier said than done, for their arms and legs were tangled together, and between them their shadows could be seen, just as tightly entwined. For a moment, Zazu caught sight of his shadow’s face and noticed the reproach in her expression, which enraged him even more.

„Not even my own shadow is on my side!“ he cried, and began striking his friend even harder. 

[image: ]When they finally managed, with great difficulty, to pull them apart, Zazu stood alone on one side, his face flushed and crimson, while all the others stood behind Chivanga.

„Why are you standing beside him? Come over to my side at once!“ the boy ordered them harshly.

„He insulted me and my father. You saw for yourselves that I am in the right!“ Zazu was convinced that justice was on his side.

But the boys shook their heads.

„You provoke him all the time and constantly order him about, and not only him, but all of us. I no longer feel happy when I play with you. It is not fun at all anymore. From now on, whoever wishes may play with you, but you can forget about me,“ Kingoma was the first to say.

Still convinced that he was right, Zazu called after him: „So what! Go if you want to. No one will miss you. Is that not right, friends?“ he said, and only then looked at the others’ faces.

But he saw nothing there that pleased him. Every one of them stood silent and did not move. Matondo was the first to gather enough courage and step forward.

„I feel the same as Chivanga and Kingoma. I do not want to be friends with you anymore either. I have forgiven you so many times, but this has gone far beyond all limits!“ Then he turned his back on him and began walking down the shore.

The others agreed and ran after him. Zazu remained standing there in astonishment, and as soon as he realised that not a single one of his friends had stayed beside him, he began shouting angrily after them: „Go, every one of you! I do not need any of you! Traitors! I would rather be alone than be with you!“

Zazu still failed to recognise his own mistakes and strode proudly towards the shore as well, but in the opposite direction. He kicked fallen branches, coconuts, and everything else that came beneath his feet. So upset, he sat down on the sand, completely alone. There was no one anywhere, apart from the waves that broke against the shore in the same steady rhythm and soaked his feet. No one but himself and his shadow. Perhaps his Tererai sensed that he was lonely and sad, for she tried to cheer him up. Whatever movement Zazu made, the shadow copied him in every way. Everything he did, she immediately did as well.

„Stop imitating me! You are so annoying! Do you not know how to do anything more sensible than copy everything I do?“

At that, Zazu’s shadow shrugged, letting him know that it was her duty.

„So what if you are my shadow! Being a shadow does not mean that you have to be stupid. What will you do if I leap from a cliff into the sea? Will you jump after me then too?“ he asked, thoroughly irritated.

At those words, the shadow’s face spread into a smile and she began nodding eagerly. Her answer made Zazu even angrier.

„I should never have asked you. I cannot even sunbathe or swim by myself. You follow me everywhere, step for step. Do you know how boring that is, and how dreadful and exhausting besides?“

At that, the shadow nodded quickly five or six times.

„You know what? Do whatever you please!“ Zazu flared up and marched into the sea with long strides through the high waves.

But the shadow was still not angry with him. On the contrary, she giggled every time the foaming waves covered her and tossed her to and fro. Zazu expected that by the following day every one of them would change their minds, for that was how it had always been before, but this time they left him alone. None of them came near him. They even openly hid and moved away whenever they saw him. Because of that, his disappointment grew greater and greater, and he had no one else upon whom to vent his anger except his own shadow. He gathered a handful of pebbles, then turned his back to the sun so that he could look his shadow straight in the eyes.

„Oh, oh!“ Zazu mocked her as he watched her curl up and shield her head with her hands from the stones. „Ah, it hurts, does it not? Now you see what it feels like when someone teases you!“ Zazu laughed with delight, paying no attention to the shadow’s pained grimaces.

Then, as though he had suddenly thought of something, he bent his knees and pushed himself sharply from the ground. Although he truly wanted to leap over his shadow, he could not manage it at all. The moment he pushed off the ground with the soles of his feet, the shadow sprang up by exactly the same amount. How sweetly Tererai laughed at his useless attempts. He tried again and again, and only after some time did he notice his friends standing to one side, pointing at him and laughing loudly.

„Hey, Zazu! How can you be so foolish? Whoever has managed to jump over his own shadow?“ they called to him, clearly amused.

Zazu straightened up and, in a fit of rage, kicked the shadow in the ankle, making her leap from the pain. She searched his eyes for compassion, but there was no trace of it. Pride had overcome the boy, and he cared for nothing except himself.

„Laugh all you like. You will all be astonished when I finally jump over her!“ Then he waved his hand and set off along the dirt road towards the lake that lay exactly between Mabambi and Maramonga.
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