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Chapter One: Dust and Hunger

In which a man measures a miracle by the spoonful and finds his pockets lighter than his promises

Bulawayo wears its afternoons like a secondhand coat: a little frayed at the cuffs, a little shiny at the elbows, but serviceable if you stand proud and pretend you were born to inherit other people’s sleeves. Heat trembled over the tin roofs, and the dust rose with the dignity of retired ancestors, settling upon everything that made the error of not moving, which included one Tendai Ndlovu, late of honest intentions, early to hunger, and perpetually undecided where to hang his hope.

Tendai had discovered a principle of physics unknown to Isaac Newton but well understood by the poor: the heavier the stomach feels with emptiness, the lighter the wallet grows with nothing. On that afternoon, his wallet was so light it could have floated to heaven, if only heaven accepted donations of lint. He stood by the bus terminus with a face that suggested the Almighty had mixed him from equal parts patience and bewilderment, and he watched people move with purpose, which is to say they moved as if they knew where money took its tea.

“Ah, Bulawayo,” he murmured, attempting a smile that did not owe anyone rent. “You are the kind of aunt who hugs you and steals your coins during the embrace.”

He leaned against a sunburnt pole and counted opportunities with the precision of a baker measuring air. Men pushed wheelbarrows of mangoes, women moved with baskets like small planets orbiting their hips, and a boy sold miracle chargers that claimed to make a phone battery last until marriage, which, if true, would doom romance forever. Tendai had tried everything: mending shoes until the shoes shamed him, hawking sunglasses until customers saw through him, and briefly joining a pyramid scheme which turned out to be a ladder with only the bottom rung.

Now, between the cracked pavement and the cracked idea of the future, a sound rose—sweet, insistent, and sticky with promise. It was the call-and-response of a street preacher two corners down, a man whose suit shone like the dashboard of a new bus and whose smile had been ironed flat every morning. The preacher’s voice bounced off the walls with the agility of a goat on market day.

“Brothers and sisters, can I hear an amen?”

The crowd gave him an amen that could have purchased bread if amen were legal tender.

Tendai drifted closer, not out of piety but economics, which, in hard times, often disguise themselves as cousins. He had discovered long ago that a sermon was a reliable shelter from both sun and thought. Standing at the edge, he listened, and the words poured like oil onto his curiosity.

“Today,” said the preacher, “the fountain of favor is open, and the tap is calling your name.”

Tendai wanted to ask whether the tap also took IOUs.

The preacher moved with a choreography of sincerity—one hand lifted to heaven, the other extended like a fisherman testing the waters for donations pretending to be fish. His band, four fellows and a drum that looked frightened by its responsibilities, punched the air with hallelujahs. Behind them a tarpaulin banner declared, in letters so large they needed passports, SEASON OF SUDDEN SURPRISES.

Tendai’s stomach, which had been auditioning for a thunderstorm, growled. A sudden surprise of sadza would have been welcome. He watched the show—because it was a show—and he noted the little things, the timing, the swelling music that told the heart to stand and the brain to sit. He saw a woman limp forward, her leg dragging as if it still owed debts in another neighborhood.

The preacher leaned in, a general addressing a trembling soldier. “Mama, what is your name?”

“Ruth,” she said, with the minor defiance of the respectable poor.

“And what holds you, Ruth?”

“My leg, Pastor.”

“Today,” the pastor declared, “your leg will remember its job.”

He slapped her forehead, a gesture somewhere between a blessing and a reboot. The band struck a chord that suggested the sky had just agreed to a contract. Ruth trembled, or perhaps the ground did, and she took a step as the crowd inhaled the future. Another step—and then, as if the afternoon had finally conceded to drama, she walked.

The crowd burst like a ripe pomegranate. “Hee! Jesus is Lord!” cried a man who had come to sell boiled eggs and now considered switching industries. Money began to rain. Small coins. Larger notes. The basin filled with the obedience of gullible metal.

Tendai watched, and in watching he learned. He learned that the miracle had begun when the band had tuned their instruments to the key of compassion and had ended when the offering bowl had risen to the key of rent. He learned that a miracle is a story in which the conclusion is always, “Give.” And he learned, with a quietness that surprised him, that he could tell such stories too.

“Brother,” said a voice at his shoulder, “you look like a man whose pockets are fasting.”

Tendai turned to find a thin fellow with eyes like apostrophes—curved, suspicious, and always waiting for the next clause. The man wore a tie the color of an optimistic bruise and shoes that had never forgiven their maker.

“They are very spiritual,” Tendai said, patting his pockets. “They have renounced material things.”

The thin fellow chuckled. “You have the mouth. Come tonight. Corner of Fort Street and the alley with the broken light. We have a little fellowship. We deal in… upliftment.” He lowered his voice. “Visitors often leave feeling lighter.” He produced a card. On it, in zealous capitals: LIGHT OF THE TRUE FIRE MINISTRIES—EVENING REVIVAL.

“True Fire?” Tendai read. “Not the counterfeit kind?”

“God forbid,” the man said, with a face that suggested God had not been consulted. “We only use the real fake.” He winked. “I joke. But come. You will hear things that make your stomach forget it is single.”

The fellow melted into the crowd. Tendai stayed a moment longer, watching Ruth walk as if learning the choreography of relief. He could not tell whether the miracle had stepped out of heaven or out of rehearsal, but he knew this: money had obeyed the result, not the method. People paid for closure. For hope dressed in an expensive suit.

He drifted away, past a vendor who sold verses painted on bottle caps and a boy carrying a box that announced USBs OF DESTINY. In a doorway, a woman counted coins like a fortune teller counting years. Tendai’s feet took him home, which was not home so much as a stubborn address. Two rooms, one window, and a door that believed in privacy only during elections.

Inside, the air smelled of yesterday’s porridge and tomorrow’s uncertainty. Memory, his wife, sat on the bed, patching a school shirt with thread that had already resigned. She looked up and gave him a smile that had survived every disappointment and learned to pay its own bus fare.

“You have returned,” she said, as if the city had a habit of keeping husbands as collateral.

“For strategic reasons, yes,” said Tendai, attempting a float of humor on a river of worry.

“Strategic husbands buy mealie-meal,” she replied, in the calm tone of a woman who had argued with fate and won on points.

He kissed her forehead. “How was the day?”

“I sold three tomatoes to a man who looked guilty,” she said. “Either he had no wife or two.” She knotted the thread. “And you?”

“I learned the market rate of miracles,” he said. “It is paid in advance.”

“Then go and charge heaven,” she said, not unkindly.

They sat a while, letting the silence cool. Outside, a neighbor scolded a rooster that refused to honor curfew. A child rehearsed the alphabet with the urgency of a courtroom confession. Tendai’s eyes traveled to the corner where a small Bible lay, its pages splayed as if gasping for breath. He had grown up on those pages. His mother had read them with the trust of a ticket holder at a bus rank that never failed to send something—if not a bus, then at least a rumor.

He picked it up, thumbed the edges, and felt the old warmth. The verses still knew his name. But faith, like any currency, requires circulation, and his had sat too long in a drawer with his dreams.

“Tonight,” he said, “there is a gathering.”

Memory’s needle paused mid-stitch. “Church?”

“Revival,” he corrected, as if theology were a suburb with better streetlights. “I will see what they revive.”

“Revive money,” she said, threading another hope through the fabric. “The landlord comes on Friday with the face of a prosecutor.”

At dusk, the city softened its complaints. Street vendors counted the day’s sins, taxis argued about tomorrow, and the moon rehearsed its entrance like a diva who had negotiated her contract. Tendai walked to the corner with the broken light. He found a cluster of figures and a drum that survived the beating by filing a complaint with the night. A man in a pale suit—pale not by design but exhaustion—stood under the streetlamp’s wounded glow, and announced himself with a voice that could have sold thunder to a storm.

“Brethren,” the man cried, “we are gathered not because we are rich, but because heaven owes us interest.” The crowd murmured. “The world promises installment plans for misery. We are here for the once-off payment of joy.”

Tendai felt his lips twitch. The preacher had the rhythm of a comedian and the vocabulary of a politician. He strolled through parables like a man showing visitors his fruit trees. He promised change. He promised elevation. He promised that if they sowed a seed at this critical junction—this junction, not the next one—the windows of heaven would swing wide like doors in a cheap action movie.

A basket circulated, empty as a holy threat. People put in coins that remembered better days, notes that winced to leave, and a bracelet that had overheard too many arguments. Tendai watched and learned the choreography again: the swell, the hush, the well-timed testimony of a cousin whose asthma had been cured with a prayer and a discount on an inhaler.

After the music stalled and the promises took a tea break, the pale-suited man beckoned Tendai with two fingers that had written contracts with opportunity. “Brother,” he said, “the Spirit says you have a calling.”

“The Spirit has excellent reception,” Tendai replied. “Everyone else struggles to reach me.”

“You have the face,” the man said, as if God had outsourced recruitment to cosmetics. “Not too handsome. People trust a face that life has edited. And you have the tongue. It moves like a snake with a work ethic.”

Tendai tried not to smile. “What does the Spirit say about salary?”

The man’s eyes shone. “My friend, no salary. We operate on the higher principle of harvest. Harvest is salary that forgot to stop growing.”

“And how does one plant?”

“With courage,” the man said. Then, dropping the heavenly accent, he leaned closer. “Also with planning. We do not waste miracles on slow days. We build season. We locate testimonies. We prepare the ground. Brother, let me not speak in riddles. We stage the first miracle. After that, faith does the marketing.”

Tendai considered the audacity. It was both simple and terrifying, like discovering your landlord prays for you and also owns your dreams. He looked at the crowd: faces turned to the loudspeaker as moths to a borrowed moon. He saw need simmering in their eyes, need that would forgive any foolishness if it arrived wearing hope.

“Will I be required to—” he paused, searching for diplomacy “—to misrepresent?”

“My brother,” the man said, spreading his hands like a generous waiter, “we are not lying. We are accelerating. Faith is a train that sometimes needs a push from behind.”

“And if heaven disapproves?”

“Then heaven should have arrived earlier,” the man said crisply. “We are doing overtime.”

Tendai’s mind performed mathematics with variables called hunger and rent and ambition. In that calculation, sin was a rounding error. He thought of Memory’s patient hands, the landlord’s prosecutor face, the quiet Bible that had begun to feel like a relative who only visited on holidays. He thought, too, of the preacher in daylight and the coins that had behaved like raindrops obeying gravity’s pastor.

“Very well,” he said. “Let us accelerate.”

The man grinned as if a prophecy had just remembered itself. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we meet at the hall behind the barber shop. Wear your best regrets. We will turn them into testimonies.”

On his way home, the moon climbed and the city exhaled. Tendai walked with purpose now, which is to say he walked as if chased by a small, eager future. He rehearsed lines in his head: the pauses, the lifted hand, the strategic tear like a politician’s indoor rain. He reached the door, which opened with its usual reluctance, and found Memory asleep, the mended shirt folded like a prayer.

He stood a long moment and looked at her. Love is a stubborn accountant. It keeps records even when the economy collapses. He wanted to wake her and say, “Tomorrow the famine changes its surname.” But he let her sleep. The night did not need another promise.

He lay beside her and stared at the ceiling, where cracks negotiated borders like naughty countries. Somewhere a dog considered the ethics of barking. In the thin space between hope and fear, he whispered a quick prayer, the kind a man says when he wants results without responsibility.

“Lord,” he said, “give me a chance. I will… I will manage the details.”

Sleep came carefully, as if unwilling to be fooled. In his dreams, he stood before a crowd that breathed like a sea, and his words became nets. The people walked toward him, carrying their needs in both hands, and he felt—for the first time—that need could be a ladder.

And in the last sliver of night, as the moon clocked out and the sun yawned on its way to work, he heard a distant drum from a forest he had never visited. It beat once, twice, like a heart practicing deceit. He did not know it then, but the drum had taken note of his name, and somewhere beyond maps a road had already opened, green and wet and hungry, waiting for the man who would mistake power for permission.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two: The Sermon in the Rain

In which opportunity wears a wet coat, a barber’s hall becomes a cathedral, and a man volunteers to hold the ladder while another climbs to heaven

Morning arrived with the punctuality of a tax collector and the mercy of a parking inspector. Clouds gathered like aunties at a wedding, whispering judgements and leaking opinions upon the city. Tendai woke to the drum of rain on the tin roof, a music that is beautiful in other people’s houses. In his, it auditioned for the role of indoor plumbing.

Memory had risen early and was negotiating with porridge—a negotiation in which porridge almost always loses its case but wins public sympathy. She slid a bowl to him with the solemnity of a judge passing sentence.

“Eat,” she said. “We will appeal to the Supreme Court of Lunch later.”

He ate with the gratitude of a man who understood evidence. “This evening,” he said, “there is a meeting at the hall behind the barber shop.”

“Which barber?” Memory asked. “The one who believes hair is a rumor or the one who gives every head the same sermon?”

“The democratic one,” Tendai said. “Equal results for all citizens.”

She studied him. She was a woman whose eyes kept books. “You look like someone who has decided to do something clever. Be careful. Cleverness is a slippery cousin. It arrives at the party wearing your shoes.”

Tendai lifted a spoonful and considered the ceiling. “I am going to try this preaching thing properly,” he said. “Organization. Lighting. Music. The whole miracle economy.”

Memory did not blink. “Ah. So we are opening a branch of heaven.”

“With competitive pricing,” he said.

She set down her cup. “Just don’t bounce any cheques in paradise. I do not want angels calling here at night to ask about arrears.”

He kissed her cheek and promised a universe. Promises are cheap; only delivery charges ruin them. Then he wrapped himself in a jacket whose ambition exceeded its fabric and set out into the rain.

By afternoon the city had given up on dignity and taken to puddles. Every second person carried an umbrella that had retired from being an umbrella but still attended out of habit. Tendai arrived at the barber’s hall behind two schoolboys who were late for something important and therefore immortal. The hall was a long room of wooden benches and longer echoes, scented with hair oil, ambition, and the ghost of Saturday weddings.

Brother Liberty—the thin fellow with apostrophe eyes—stood at the front counting problems. Beside him hovered a man in a suit of uncertain theology: half deacon, half nightclub. He introduced himself as Pastor Obedience, which was a name so direct it skipped negotiation.

“Tendai,” Liberty called, “our new brother with a cooperative tongue. Welcome to the production.”

“Service,” Pastor Obedience corrected softly, in the way a banker corrects your math while confiscating your calculator. “We do not produce. We facilitate the arrival of the inevitable.”

“What is inevitable?” Tendai asked.

“Offering,” said the Pastor.

They toured the sacred machinery. There was a keyboard with three faithful keys and a drum that had been baptized by repeated beatings. There were two microphones: one spoke with a whistle, the other with a cough. A tarpaulin banner drooped behind them announcing, with extravagant optimism, OPEN HEAVENS REVIVAL – THREE NIGHTS ONLY – MIRACLES GUARANTEED. Someone had added terms and conditions apply in small biro at the bottom, which suggested either honesty or sabotage.

“We work in phases,” Pastor Obedience said, hands clasped as if negotiating with oxygen. “Phase One: Atmosphere. The band plays in the key of compassion. We dim the lights to hide disappointment. We tell the story of a widow who out-gave her poverty and now owns a small plot in Tsholotsho.”

“Does she exist?” Tendai asked.

“She exists in the future,” Pastor Obedience said. “We are simply catching up.”

“Phase Two,” Liberty cut in, “Testimony. We need one dramatic case. A limp. A back. Preferably a leg. Legs are simple to narrate. Everyone understands up versus down.”

He looked around as though legs might be stored on a shelf. “Where is our sister for tonight?”

A woman emerged from the side door with the reluctant gait of a volunteer who had won the wrong raffle. She was introduced as Sister Abigail. She wore a floral dress that apologized for everything and a smile that apologized for apologizing.

“Sister Abigail has—” Liberty consulted a paper “—chronic knee faith.”

“Failure,” Pastor Obedience said.

“Failure,” Liberty repeated. “She will arrive late, slowly, and in sorrow. At the call, she will walk. Not jog. Not sprint. Walk. We don’t tempt physics. We merely persuade it.”

Abigail practiced her limp. She limped like an understudy convinced the lead would recover. Tendai watched, arms folded. The deception made his stomach produce an opinion, but then his wallet raised a counterargument, and his rent called for order. Conscience, when presented with a family budget, often votes with the majority.

“What about prayer?” he asked quietly.

Pastor Obedience smiled the way lions smile at documentaries. “Prayer is our soundtrack,” he said. “We are never not praying. But we also do lighting.”

“Brother Tendai,” Liberty said, “your job tonight is Placement. You will stand near the aisle. At the cue—handkerchief to forehead, second song—guide Sister Abigail forward. If she hesitates, you encourage. If she faints, you catch. Do not let the miracle hit the floor. It sends the wrong message.”

“And afterward?”

“You testify,” Pastor Obedience said. “Your life is being changed. By what, we do not specify. Ambiguity is a generous employer.”

They rehearsed. The keyboard produced three notes that knew each other intimately. The drummer searched for rhythm and in the meantime sent postcards. A young man tested the microphone by saying “Hallelujah” until the word sounded like a brand of shoe polish. Tendai memorized the choreography—the swell, the hush, the call, the cry—and felt the old theater kick in. He had played smaller roles for harsher directors. He could do this. He would do this. He must do this.

Evening came wet and early. The barber’s hall filled with umbrellas, then people, then need. Need has a smell: anxious, metallic, like coins heated in a clenched fist. Women in headscarves, men in jackets the color of yesterday, youths who believed lightning could be taught their names, all pressed together beneath the slogan of the night. A boy sold lozenges labeled Prophetic Mint and a girl wandered with a tray of candles for prayers that preferred good lighting.

The band began. If compassion truly has a key, they played it, then changed the locks. Pastor Obedience took the microphone and spoke as one who had borrowed God’s voice and intended to return it with mileage. He told stories of doors opening, of barren fields flowering, of exam papers corrected by angels with neat handwriting. Laughter at the jokes, tears at the pauses, and the rustle of wallets considering baptism.

Tendai stood by the aisle like a steward at destiny. He felt the crowd’s breathing gather into a sea and realized why men build ships from words. The cue came—handkerchief to forehead—and Sister Abigail appeared at the back, late, slow, dutiful. Her limp had character. It spoke of weather changes and selfish stairs.

“Come,” Pastor Obedience cried. “Come to the place where pain forgets its address!”

The band rose. The hall narrowed. Tendai stepped into the current and became the current. He reached Abigail. “This way, Sister,” he said, pitch low, pace steady, palms open as if carrying invisible eggs.

They moved. People parted, then closed, like memory. At the front, Pastor Obedience placed his hand gently on Abigail’s head as if adjusting a lampshade. He prayed. He thundered. He whispered. He lifted his hand. The drummer misread the moment and added enthusiasm; Liberty killed a cymbal with a look.

“Walk,” Pastor Obedience said.

Abigail walked.

The room detonated. Some shouted in Shona, some in Ndebele, a few in English, and everyone in Relief. Tendai felt the wave hit his chest. For a second he wanted to confess. For a second he wanted to run. For a second he wanted to believe that somehow, in the awkward dance of deceit and desire, a true step had been taken.

The offering baskets flew like diligent doves. Money rained again, shy at first, then brave, then evangelical. Pastor Obedience spoke softly now, like a man closing a deal. “Do not leave your gratitude unemployed,” he said. “Give it a job.”

Tendai found himself weeping. A strategic tear had been planned. This, however, surprised him by being real. The sight of people clapping with both hands and no hope bruised him in a place he had not known could bleed. He turned to Liberty, who nodded with managerial compassion.

“You see?” Liberty whispered. “Harvest.”

After the benediction, which was both a prayer and an invoice, the crowd dissolved into the rain, lighter of wallet, heavier of story. In the quiet that followed, the team counted. Numbers purred. Pastor Obedience stacked notes with the liturgy of men who know their God and their accountant.

He handed Tendai a small wad. Not a fortune. Enough to feel his pocket remember gravity.

“Welcome,” Pastor said. “You have a presence. Words like to stand near you. Tomorrow you open for me. Ten minutes. Tell the people what God almost did to you.”

“What He almost did?”

“Almost is more motivating than finished,” Pastor said. “When a miracle is complete, people relax. When it is nearly there, they pay school fees to push it over the line.”

Liberty clapped Tendai’s back. “Also,” he said, “there is talk of television. A local program. We need a fresh face. Old faces remind viewers of promises they made last year.”

They packed the instruments, folded the banner into a large hopeful rectangle, and locked the hall. The barber next door snored behind a newspaper that insisted the economy was improving. Rain still argued with the pavement. Pastor Obedience lit a cigarette, then remembered his brand and swallowed the smoke like a guilty angel.

“Brother,” he said to Tendai, “here is the rule. Do not outshine the sermon. Shine enough to make people see their pockets.”

“Understood.”

“And pray,” the Pastor added, as if granting permission to breathe. “Not because prayer changes God. Because it sounds good on camera.”

They parted. Tendai walked home through streets polished by rain and neon, with notes in his pocket and thunder in his chest. He rehearsed his ten minutes, tested a joke about the devil defaulting on a loan, and planned a pause near the word “breakthrough,” because pauses collect money the way gutters collect storms.

At the door, Memory met him with the expression of a woman who has counted every hour and found some missing. He placed money in her hand. Her face did not change. Only her shoulders confessed relief.

“It was good,” he said.

“It was rain,” she replied, counting. “Rain is good. What did you do?”

“I guided a miracle as one guides a visitor across a wet floor.”

She searched his eyes as a customs officer searches a suitcase. “And your conscience?”

“It applied for compassionate leave,” he said. “It will return when the rent is paid.”

She nodded once, slow. “Eat,” she said. “Then sleep. Tomorrow will want explanations.”

He ate. He did not sleep at once. The roof drummed. The city dreamt in headlines. In that thin territory between exhaustion and ambition, he opened the small Bible and read a verse at random. It said something about truth setting one free, which sounded excellent but impractical without transport money.

He closed the book and lay back. On the other side of sleep, the forest drum beat again—one-two, one-two—closer now, as if the trees themselves were taking attendance. He turned on his side and faced the wall, which offered no counsel. He did not yet know that every ladder you hold for a liar reaches up to a sky that keeps receipts. He knew only this: tomorrow he would speak for ten minutes, and if God wished to correct him, God could book a slot after the offering

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three: Oil and Smoke

In which the prophet discovers that performance pays better than prayer, and heaven begins to take notes for future reference




Sunday arrived with the politeness of a tax bill — it knocked gently, but it did not ask permission to enter. The rain had rinsed Bulawayo into something approximating cleanliness, the kind that lasts just long enough for dust to reconsider its career. Tendai stood before a cracked mirror whose reflection had filed for early retirement. He adjusted his tie, which had known better decades, and practiced his smile — not too wide (suggests madness), not too tight (suggests debt collection), but exactly the width of hope with a credit limit.

“You look,” said Memory from the doorway, “like a man who borrowed confidence
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