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That Famous Athlete Was My Husband 

[Short Story]
By Stanley Onjezani Kenani
He was smiling from ear to ear, anyone could see that even from afar. He put down the bag of buns, still grinning, and sat next to me. ‘I had a strange experience today,’ he said. ‘Very strange.’

I looked at him and smiled back, although not exactly sure what the smiles galore were all about. There is this thing about smiles – they are infectious. ‘Did you meet Angel Gabriel?’ I asked teasingly.

‘You could say so,’ he said. He took out a bun, tore it in the middle and passed the other half to me. ‘Are you going to pay for that?’ I asked. ‘I hate to eat into the profits.’ He ignored my caution as his big, white teeth sank into the half of the other half. ‘There is this man who sees me run to the bakery to order these buns every morning,’ he said, explaining the smiles, ‘He says every time he sees me, he sees a marathon champion. He thinks I can win.’

‘The way you are smiling, Upile, one would think you have already won,’ I teased him again.

‘Mbumba, you don’t realise what this means for us, do you?’ he said seriously. ‘The man I am talking about is the national athletics coach himself! Think about it: I could become a world champion! Do you see what that means?’

‘I see,’ I said unconvincingly. Winning athletic competitions meant nothing to me. I won many hundred-metre sprints back in my school days, but it did not translate into anything financial. I received nothing except some useless metallic discs everyone called medals, which I lost a long time ago. What would his world champion medals do to us, assuming his theory worked? Would we stop selling buns to earn a living? Would I stop working as a domestic help at Mrs Phiri’s? Would it mean moving away from the noise, the dust and the smell of dry fish of Senti Village?

‘Don’t think about it the way we do it here in our schools,’ Upile said as if reading my mind. ‘This is money. In the international competitions, they give a lot of money to the winners. Don’t you smell success?’ He smiled again broadly.

‘There are too many ifs in your theory,’ I said. ‘Call me a doubting Thomas, but I will believe when I begin to notice vestiges of progress.’

* * *

Things began to take shape more quickly than we had anticipated. Very soon the national coach, known to us only as Mr Mwiyo, formally invited Upile to training sessions. We were told that in a few weeks, there was going to be a competition to choose two best athletes, one male and the other female, to compete at an international event somewhere in America. 

Everyday for two weeks, Upile spent the whole day away from home, coming back only in the evenings. ‘I have learnt a few tricks of the game,’ he told me with confidence one evening, ‘and I think I can do well.’

On the day Upile participated in his first most important marathon, I waited with our two children, Pansipao and Nyamazao, and hundreds of other spectators, next to the finishing line. We had seen the athletes off at kick-off, and there were a lot of them, maybe more than one hundred. Now two hours had elapsed and the tension was rising. My heart knocked against my ribs. Would Upile make it? Would he qualify for the marathon in America?

Just before my patience reached breaking point, we saw them bearing down at great speed from around the corner – about two hundred metres away. My eyes easily picked him out, in his red shorts and blue shirt. He was among five people struggling to be ahead of each other. With the children, I stood somewhere I thought he could see us. ‘Upile!’ I shouted as much as I could repeatedly. I spurred him on. ‘Go! Go! Go!’ I chanted. The children joined in.

Incredibly, he eased past two people in the last hundred metres. There were two people in front of him. Almost everyone appeared to be cheering the man in front. They shouted ‘Jetu! Jetu! Jetu!’ But I did not give up. I shouted harder! In the last fifty metres, Upile outran one of the men in front of him. The way he ran, it was not as if he was running for something, for a prize, but it was like he was running away from something, probably poverty. In the last twenty metres, he ran shoulder to shoulder with the man in front. The two of them had opened a two-metre gap from the third man. I was mad with happiness. I had never seen him run that fast! And then, like a dream, his feet crossed the finishing line first!

I rushed to where he stood gasping for breath. I took out my chitenje
 cloth and started fanning to cool him down. All the sweat I had seen on his body in the six years of our marriage could not make half of the sweat on that day. Someone passed bottles of water to me. I picked one, a very cold one, opened it and poured it on him. I opened another, and another, until he said it was enough. His breathing had now resumed to normal.

When they formally announced that Upile had come out first, the handclapping was not surprisingly subdued. No-one knew him anyway. You could see it on their faces – they thought it was what in boxing they call a lucky punch. But knowing Upile, I knew it was not a chance victory. He had looked forward to this day. On the calendar of his life, it would go down as one of the most important days. 

To us, it was not important that the money he got as a prize was only enough to order one more carton of buns for sale. What was important was Upile’s victory. Our victory.

Upile, my Upile, was on his way to America.

* * *

Upile went to America.

Back home, radios and newspapers rubbished the decision to send what they described as ‘an inexperienced athlete’ to such a high-profile international event. ‘Jetu should have been the one to go, although he came out second,’ one radio presenter argued. ‘Moreover, on the day this man Upile was picked, he ran barefoot,’ a newspaper wrote. ‘An athlete who doesn’t feel comfortable running in shoes – can anything positive be expected from him?’

Mrs Phiri, the lady I worked for as a domestic help during the day kept showing me a lot of such newspaper cuttings. Some of the cuttings, especially those with Upile’s photos, I asked for permission from Mrs Phiri to take them home upon knocking off. In the evening, I looked at them under the light of a paraffin lamp. 

I had my fears, a lot of them. Upile had never been outside Malawi. Would he cope with flying thousands of kilometres? Would he cope with climatic conditions in a country where rumour had it that the air froze like it had been put in a refrigerator? What kind of food was in America? Upile had known and liked no food other than nsima
 all his life. 

But one day, Mrs Phiri suddenly called me as I prepared food in the kitchen: ‘Come here quick!’ I ran to the living room right away. ‘Look! Look at the TV!’ I was just in time to see Upile cross the finishing line. ‘Your husband has won the marathon in America!’ We hugged each other and jumped up and down. Anyone walking in at that time might have thought Mrs Phiri and I behaved like kindergarten kids!

Later that evening, I learnt that he had won thirty thousand dollars. I had to ask Tayub, an Indian grocer in the neighbourhood, to know how much kwacha that translated into. He looked me in the face and said, ‘Madam,’ the first time he addressed me so, ‘your husband is a millionaire!’

The following day several reporters traced me at Mrs Phiri’s. They asked me questions about how I felt now that my husband was a marathon champion. They also asked many other ridiculous questions, some of which I did not like because they dwelt more on my husband’s poverty before the victory. What were we going to do with the money? Was I going to continue working as a domestic help? How much profit did my husband make from selling buns per day? At last I ran away and locked myself up in one of Mrs Phiri’s rooms.

* * *

‘I came back last night,’ Upile told me. I was in Mrs Phiri’s living room, five days after his victory, our victory. He was talking to me on Mrs Phiri’s ground phone.

‘Why didn’t you come home?’ I asked.

‘The coach said we should proceed straight to camp in Kasungu,’ he explained. ‘I am in Kasungu now. We are preparing for another marathon in Switzerland.’

‘Surely you should have popped in, no?’ I pressed. ‘Moreover, we have run out of vital supplies at home: maize flour is very low, there is no soap for washing clothes and for bathing, there is no salt . . .’

‘Ask Mrs Phiri if she has a bank account. I will deposit some money to her account. Banks these days are online, she can withdraw the money and give . . .’

‘Hold on.’

Mrs Phiri gave me an account number. I passed it on to him. 

* * *

Another week passed. Upile did not come home. We just spoke on the phone, and that was only twice. The last time he called, he told me they were passing through Lilongwe to Blantyre, where they would leave for Switzerland.

In Switzerland he came out second, and he received good money too. When he came home, the trend repeated itself. Apparently there was another marathon in Bahrain. The coach had advised them to stay in camp.

When he came back from Bahrain, still he did not come home. He did not mention another marathon, nor did he mention another camp training. He also stopped calling altogether.

Pansipao was sick. I needed to take her to hospital. I had no money even for the public transport. But Upile, my husband millionaire was not there. I had to borrow from Mrs Phiri to make it to the Kamuzu Central Hospital, where she was diagnosed with malaria.

That was when the rumour reached my ear. He had bought a house in the exclusive suburb of Area 9, where he stayed with the girl athlete he went with to America. He had also bought an expensive car, a black Mercedes Benz with tinted glass.

Desperately, I once tried to go to Area 9 to look for the house, for Upile. But Area 9 is very big. I soon got tired and went back home.

Every night, I ended my day crying into my pillow. What devil had entered into my husband’s head? What happened to the abundant love he had always shown me? My husband, please, come home! I said to myself many times.

But Upile never came.

* * *

Today, I walk with my eyes down. I am afraid to look anyone in the face. Maybe with the exception of Mrs Phiri and my children. I am particularly allergic to men’s eyes.

Yesterday I was standing next to the lights of the road that slices through the City Centre. A big black car stopped when the lights turned red. The driver’s eyes and mine met. Next to him was a girl whose face I saw in the newspapers. She leaned across and kissed him on the left cheek. As I stood there watching, the window glass rolled up, and it was tinted. I saw nothing else as the car sped off.

The man was Upile.
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� A piece of cloth worn by Malawian women around the waist on top of their dresses


� Thick porridge made from maize flour eaten with meat, vegetables etc
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