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I Am An African, Am I?
[Short Story]
 by Mzana Mthimkhulu
‘Your white masters must be delighted with you!’ Mark hissed into my ear as we filed out of the general manager’s office into the wide corridor.

‘What for?’ I frowned, tilting my head away from his rasping voice. He caught up with me and we walked side by side. 

‘As if you don’t know,’ he chuckled.

‘What for?’ I repeated in a raised voice.

‘For being un-African in the meeting. For hogging all the limelight at everyone’s expense.’

I abruptly stopped, grabbed him by the wrist and stared him in the eyes. The rest of the 

managers went past us and hurried down the staircase.

‘What the hell are you talking about?’ I demanded.

Mark shook his greying head. ‘You should have listened to yourself in there when you 

announced that you had not used all your monthly fuel allocation. The pride in your 

voice was sickening. Worse was to come – Mr Wilson applauding you.’

Mark mimicked Mr Wilson’s deep voice and his habit of shaking his head from side to side when talking. ‘Well done, Tim. That is the sort of responsible behaviour I expect from my managers. Conserving fuel is a service not only to the company but also to the country at large. Fuel is foreign currency and foreign currency is to our modern economy what oxygen is to a living thing.’ 

 Mark shook his head again and sighed. Now speaking in his normal voice, he 

continued. ‘No doubt, you can’t wait to assemble the wife and kids at home to tell them what a good boy you have been.’

I squeezed Mark’s wrist and dragged him down the steps. Ignoring his protests, I pushed 

him into my office and closed the door behind me. Four telephone messages were on 

my neat desk but I had a more urgent matter to deal with. ‘Listen Mark,’ I growled, 

wagging a threatening finger.

‘There you go. You know my name is Makaziwe but, like your white masters, you find it a chore to pronounce African names, so you rename me Mark.’

‘Don’t run away from the issue. The issue is behaving responsibly. There is nothing un-African about me using only the quantity of fuel I need to. The trouble with you and your kind is that you see racism under every desk and chair. In the process you conveniently dismiss responsible behaviour as un-African.’

Hands thrust in his trousers pockets, Mark gazed at me with a mixture of surprise and pity. ‘Don’t you have relatives in the townships and in the rural areas?’

‘Of course I do,’ I snapped. ‘But what has that got to do with…’

‘Everything. A true African visits relatives as a matter of routine. But not you. You spend your weekends behind high walls in the leafy suburbs watching satellite TV. Then, like a dog running back with the stick thrown by its master, you come wagging your tail – “master, I have conserved your precious fuel”.’

I snorted. ‘I suppose driving to a bottle store 40 km away from town and braaing steak and sausages with your small house as you often do is the proper African way of spending weekends?’ It was an open secret slim Susan at accounts was his small house. 

Mark scowled and peered past the venetian blinds at the coal truck driving past. He slowly turned round to glare at me. ‘Very unlike you who fritters away your weekends reclining in the sofa and listening to Mozart?’

‘You know I can’t tell Mozart from…who is the other one…Beethoven. Reggae is my music. Is that also un-African?’

The bottle store jibe had deflated Mark. He had no desire to continue the argument. ‘I am expecting a visitor in a few minutes,’ he claimed, glancing at his watch. I was pleased to see him leave.

Try as hard as I could to concentrate on my work, Mark’s criticism gnawed at me. Was I not a true African? True, I had not visited a relative in the past two months. How could I when I was busy? Busy doing what? Well, the economy was in a mess and this turned  my job as purchasing manager into a nightmare. In spite of the nationwide shortages of almost every item the company needed and of our cash flow problems, I was expected to buy all requirements in time. 

Impatient colleagues virtually camped in my office, chasing me to chase their urgent orders. Chasing me, as if I was a rabbit and they were hounds.

As a child, a myriad of taboos was drilled into me. Never walk backwards, for your mother will fall into a calabash. Sit not on a road or path, for boils will grow on your buttocks. Woe unto those who whistle in the house, for snakes will rush into their houses. Now at work at a beer brewing company, one taboo reigned – never do, or omit to do, something which will result in the factory stopping, for instant dismissal will follow. Day and night, weekend and public holidays, I was kept on my toes to ensure 

that the company machines kept turning.

Was it then a sin then that on Saturday afternoons, I relaxed by playing golf at the club? Afterwards, I would joke over drinks with peers. On Sunday mornings, I attended a high-class church in the city centre. Who in my profession does not know the importance of networking with suppliers and transporters? With all due respect to my hoard of relatives, which one of them could give me tips on how to survive in this hostile work environment? Yet that Mark had the nerve of accusing me of….Nx. Why waste time debating with that village idiot? I had some machine bearings to chase.

I phoned Sandra at City Bearings to find out the latest on the bearings that she kept promising me. ‘Did you not get my telephone message?’ an excited Sandra asked. ‘I have your bearings and was about to leave for a supermarket where I have been promised five 10kg bags of mealie-meal. It’s more than my requirements. Would you want a couple at the controlled price?’

‘Sure,’ I said just to please her. Although mealie-meal was in short supply, I had hoarded enough to last my family two months.

An hour later, Sandra personally delivered the bearings and two bags of mealie-meal. To circumvent the long security arrangements, I met her at the parking bay. After a bit of small talk, I opened the small box of bearings and checked the contents. I nodded in 

satisfaction and then threw the two bags of mealie-meal into the boot of my Mazda 626. 

Mealie-meal goes bad within three months, I thought as I walked back to my office. Besides, even though isitshwala is often touted as the true African dish, I am not crazy about this sticky, tasteless mealie-meal product. Suddenly, guilt assailed me. Mark would cite my lack of love for isitshwala as further evidence of my un-Africanness.

In a flash, I knew what I had to do to convince Mark and perhaps myself that I was an African. I swirled round at the security gate and headed back to my car. Ten minutes later, I was driving past Mpopoma Total towards Pumula township.  It was months since I had driven in the townships. The vibrancy around me was a refreshing change from the dullness of the suburbs. In spite of the fuel shortage, traffic was busy. Along the roads, schoolchildren in uniforms walked in all directions. Churchwomen in various denominational uniforms reminded me that it was Thursday. 

My aunt was tilling the flower garden when I parked in front of her house. She straightened up slowly to her imposing height. Worry increased the wrinkles on her narrow face as she approached me. 

‘Everything all right?’ she asked, opening the chest-high gate. 

‘Perfect,’ I smiled.

She chuckled in disbelief. ‘Then where did I bath today to be honoured by a visit from 

you? Seriously, what brings you here?’

‘Nothing. I was missing you and so here I am,’ I flung out my hands in a way which said I am all yours.

‘How thoughtful of you!’ she exclaimed, shaking my hand but eyeing me with suspicion. 

Through the kitchen at the back of the house, she led me to the sitting room. Now seated, I asked her how some of our relatives were. She enjoyed updating me on the latest developments to the Mdlongwa clan. 

‘How are our children?’ she asked.

I sighed. At the club we never discussed mundane subjects like children. But here, listening to Aunt talk about my relatives and referring to my offspring as our children, I heard myself opening up. ‘My son’s schools reports are worrying – playful…can do better…has a short attention span…– that’s all that boy ever gets.’

Aunt smiled and nodded slowly. ‘It runs in the family,’ she boasted. ‘Your father was a naughty little bugger. Always in trouble with the teachers. But he changed. You were  yourself not a model pupil. Give my grandson a chance. He is only eleven. We will see what to do if the problem persists into his teens.’

At a quarter to two, a colleague phoned on the cellphone to remind me about a meeting at two. 

‘I can’t make it,’ I snapped. ‘I am seeing an important supplier.’

‘But….’

‘No buts, I could be coming back with the bearings you guys are clamouring for.’

‘So now I am an important supplier?’ Aunt asked, as soon as I switched off the cellphone. 

‘Of course. You are supplying me not only important news about my clan but also information on bringing up a Mdlongwa lad.’

‘If you want more news on the clan, come here on Saturday afternoon for the monthly 

meeting of the family burial society. It’s months since you attended one.’

I ignored her admonishing tone and we chattered some more before finally I bade her farewell.  As we strolled to the Mazda, a short fat lady with a multi-coloured wrapover cloth marched towards us.

‘That is our queen of gossip,’ Aunt whispered to me. ‘We call her Dot-com. Always sniffing around for nasty stories to tell about all families. Hello girl,’ Aunt shouted when Dot-com got nearer. 

‘Is everything all right?’ she asked in a concerned voice. ‘Anything I can do to help?’

A smug smile brightened Aunt’s face. ‘Things have never been better.’

‘Then why the long visit?’ she queried glaring at me.

‘We Mdlongwas visit each other just to keep in touch,’ Aunt shrugged.
‘Oh,’ a disappointed Dot-com grunted. She tried to hang around, but Aunt politely told her that we had some family business to conclude. 

‘You have made my day!’ Aunt exclaimed as soon as Dot-com trudged off. ‘How many times in this neighbourhood do executive cars park at a house when there is neither an important message being delivered nor a function going on?’

I walked round to the back of the car, opened the boot and lifted out one 10 kg bag of mealie-meal. ‘Have this,’ I said. For a moment, Aunt was speechless.

‘Son of my brother,’ she finally said, ‘the spirits of our ancestors must have sent you here. Do you realise we have gone for four days, four days, without isitshwala? Only God will know how thank you enough for me.’

I hurried into the car before the gathering tears in her eyes fell down.

Back on the road, I accelerated, fell back on the seat and roared, ‘Talk to me now Makaziwe, the spirits of my ancestors have spoken to me, my aunt is delighted with me. Come Saturday afternoon, instead of going to the club I will be attending a family gathering – am I not a true African?’
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