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PART 1 

 

Dear Father 

You’ve been almost dying for two years now. 

I’ve watched you deteriorate. Watched your muscles, once toned, atrophy and cling to your 

bones. Your voice has lost all its edge; a pleading tone shapes your words where once there 

was a sharp cruelty. 

I watch mother take care of you in the ways that I refuse to. And, as we orbit around each 

other, the weight of your unsaid apologies forcing you into a limp, I think of how things 

were different when I was younger. 

There’s a story that you used to tell us, about the time a giant ball of fire chased you 

through a field of reeds when you were ten and living in Mfuwe. You always told the story 

the same way. Always for the same reasons. 

It always started with a click. After that, a quick blanket of darkness would fall over us. 

What followed then is the eerie non-sound of pupils dilating, wanting to take in…something. 

Fleeing the endless stretch of pitch-black nothingness, we all shifted into the living room; 

our phones rendered useless in the ceremony of a routine power cut. We expected this, and 

yet we hit refresh over and over again, the blue light from our touchscreens glowing onto 

furrowed brows. Hunched over to the point of snapping, it is only when you cleared your 

throat that we looked up and the room would still into the silence of a story about to be 

told. 

“Did I ever tell you about the time I was chased by a ball of fire?” you’d ask. 



“No,” we’d lie. 

“Kale, zaka zambili kunali…” you began. 

(and so, the story goes…) 

 

  



PART 2 

 

Mfuwe, Zambia 

Kamoto Village 

 1967 

 

The day Jumbe Primary School played against Kamoto Mission; the sun set quickly. I 

watched from the margins as all the other boys passed an old ball around. Their feet 

shuffled and their knees bent while the rest of their bodies collided into sharp elbows and 

violent shoves in an effort to steal the ball away and score a goal. When the clouds of dust 

raised in the middle of the field took on a blood-orange hue, I knew I’d stayed too long and I 

began to panic. 

On an ordinary day, the stroll home would have been uneventful. A group of us would jog 

along the great road. The one made of gravel. The one that started all the way in Chipata 

and went past the Kamoto Mission Hospital, past the council offices and past the small 

grocery store where we stopped to buy frites and ice on days when the sun was white hot 

and scalding. One by one, everyone else would disappear down the different paths that lead 

them to their homesteads; leaving me alone to run the rest of the way. On an ordinary day, 

I would have gone straight past the Agriculture Research Centre, down the slope of a valley 

and through the reeds where I would cross Musandile River and arrive on the other side, 

drenched but in Kamoto Village where I lived with my grandmother.  

Because this was no ordinary day, the path in front of me was quickly swallowed by 

darkness. I thought of the sugarcane plantation to my right and the hunting leopard that 

might be hiding between the thick purple stalks, its jagged teeth sinking into my twig of a 



neck and I gulped. Having petrified myself, I decided to take a detour into Mukondwe 

Village. After the Research Centre, I took a sharp left off the gravel road and made my way 

through the drying veld towards the village. This way, even though it would take longer to 

get home, I could loop around the main road, avoid a flashingly violent death and emerge 

on the other end, right before the slope that would lead me to the river and then 

eventually, home. 

By the time I got to Mukondwe, the fires they had started earlier were reduced to greying 

coal. I zigzagged through the huts in a hurry, passing children being ushered into them by 

their parents. As I neared the edge of the village, Ŵa Catherine, my mother’s friend, called 

my name.  

 “Timusunge, is that you?” 

 “Yes, Ŵa Catherine it is me. Good evening”. 

 “You’re really late, aren’t you?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Why don’t you sleep here tonight? It’s really dangerous out there when it gets this dark.” 

I imagined my grandmother then. Her face painfully creased in worry as she paced around 

the circular walls of our hut. I couldn’t bare it. 

“I can’t Ŵa Cathrine, my grandmother is waiting.” 

I left on that note.  

As the village behind me went to sleep, I ran some more. 

On an ordinary day the sound of corn crickets would have cracked into the night air, a sign 

that not everything around me was dead but because this was no ordinary day the silence 



was particularly loud.  Heaving, my bones shuttering under the strain of swift strides kept 

going for too long, I came to the dip where the valley began. I took a deep breath and 

inhaled the sharp scent of my sweat. Before me was a sea of reeds, their razor green 

sharpness obscure in the darkness. 

I felt I wasn’t alone then and caught a light flicker in the corner of my eye. I turned to face 

it. 

It glowed; its naked flames licking the dark space around it. It spun as it hovered above the 

rust-coloured ground and as if realising that I had seen it, it froze. Caught wide awake in a 

nightmare, a cold sliver shot through my spine and as the hairs on the back of my neck 

rose, the ball of fire charged towards me. 

I dove into the reeds, running blindly through the sharp smacks of leaves. The fire was 

relentless, its heat reaching my aching shoulders. On an ordinary day, my feet wouldn’t 

have buckled so easily under my sudden sprint but in my desperation to get home, I’d worn 

myself out. Thinking on my sore feet, I turned right suddenly into the thickness of the reeds 

and collapsed into a quiet, unmoving heap. The fire continued on the trail and in its glorious 

red glow, flashed past me. I remained still and hidden, my eyes following the orb, keeping 

watch. 

When the fire, in its assumed sentience, realised that it was no longer chasing after me, I 

watched it stop dead in the path and begin to make its way back, like a child retracing its 

steps, looking for a lost coin. I began to slowly inch backwards, trying hard to shrink, to 

disappear. I shut my eyes, feeling the dry heat of its flames on my face, bracing myself for 

whatever would become of me once the fire found me. I had been waiting for my death for 

a long time before I opened my eyes. The fire had floated right by me it seems. I scurried 

forward towards the path, my heart beating in what seemed like my throat.  



When I got to the foot of the makeshift path, in a painfully slow exercise, I turned my head 

to the left in search of the fire. Sure enough, at the edge of the reeds, the fire hovered as if 

it were taking one long disappointed look at the reeds it had lost its meal to. It lingered 

before finally disappearing over the valley slope. 

Still afraid, I crawled towards the Musandile River, following the sound of its slow flow. 

When I got to the water, I dipped my body into its rippling current, praying to the gods that 

I’d make it to the other side. When I emerged on the river bank, finally in Kamoto Village, I 

turned to look at the road I had travelled and thought I saw a glimmer of a hot red light 

staring back at me in the distance… 

*** 

“Grandmother!” I shouted, pounding my closed fists on our hut’s door, “Grandmother!” 

The door flew open, “Timusunge, where have you been? Hurry up, come in!” 

As I sat to tell my grandmother the story in the warmth of our hut, my breath barely caught, 

my skin soaking in my wet clothes, I watched her face oscillate through a myriad of 

expressions. First, anger turned to worry which shifted into concern and then by the end of 

my story, intrigue. She handed me a cup of water. 

“Timusunge, don’t look so scared eh! Those were just your ancestors escorting you!” 

“Escorting me? Really?” 

“Yes! They just wanted you to get home safely so, they scared you a little bit. Made you run 

faster!” she chuckled. 

Now that I come to think of it, my grandmother probably said those things just to calm me 

down. I took her word for it back then and that night, I fell asleep on my mat quickly. 



I forgot about the day the fire chased me the way children often do. Moving from one big 

moment to the next, never really sitting with the gravity of things. 

One day however, weeks after the incident, I met Ŵa Catherine again. 

“Ah, Timusunge! How was your trip back home the other night?” she asked, a flicker of 

something mischievous in her eyes. 

“Very good Ŵa Catherine. My trip was very good!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART 3 

Dear Father 

I have made peace with the fact that you’ll never tell us this story again for we are no 

longer children and I fear you may not have the strength to sit up once more.  

So, I’ll leave your story written here for others to find. 

 



 

 

 


