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prolo gue

zimbabwe’s last hangman retired in 2004. As the nation drifted 
towards abolition, no determined effort was launched to find a re-
placement. However, the discovery of carnivorous flame lilies at the 
Great Zimbabwe monument triggered a spirited search for a new 
executioner. Those who know why this discovery energized the re-
cruitment effort refused to talk.

The frantic attempts to find a new hangman were impeded by the 
lack of suitable candidates. Well-placed sources confirmed that the 
fear of ngozi was a deterrent. According to this traditional belief, 
the spirit of a murdered person torments the killer and his family 
for generations. However, this is only half the story. Several promis-
ing applicants did come forward. None met the minimum require-
ments for the job. The selection criteria were designed to exclude 
the mentally ill, the vindictive, and the sadistic. However, they did 
not rule out the desperate.

This is the story of the aspiring hangman who was obsessed with 
securing the job, the sympathizers who fought to protect him from 
his prize, and the anxious men who believed that emptying death 
row would end their horror before the meat-eating plants constrict-
ed around their necks. 





a b e l 	m u r a n da
       

“I appreciate the gesture, but you don’t have to  
  undress in order to apologize.”
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the	firepro of	candle

the bus ride from the village of Gwenzi to Harare takes fifteen 
hours. When it rains, massive swamps prevent vehicles from 
passing through. When it is dry, the sun bakes the earth into a 
rock-hard platform that consumes the barefooted like a candle lit 
from beneath. 

Abel Muranda could not afford the bus fare, so he made the 
journey on foot. He did so during a year of severe drought. He had 
brought a pair of shoes with him, but kept them tucked away in his 
bag. He needed to save them for a destination where their protec-
tion would be wasted on the cold floors of a government building, 
and yet, protocol expected them to be worn.

Abel Muranda’s journey had taken three weeks. He spent the 
first two battling a scorching landscape where gnarled trees hov-
ered on the verge of death. For days, he swatted tsetse flies the size 
of small mice. He fought off furious red ants with mandibles that 
could cut through a miser’s padlock. When he appeared from the 
arid zone, Abel Muranda was plunged into impatient rivers that 
emerged without offering a courteous transition from the dryness. 
On two occasions, he nearly drowned. The first time, a strong cur-
rent almost dragged him away. The second time, a crocodile nearly 
pulled him under. But on the morning of the third Tuesday, he made 
it to Harare’s city limits.

Abel Muranda was tired, haggard and hungry. A powerful smell 
from his armpits confirmed that he needed a bath. He did not know 
anyone in the city, so he found a secluded spot by a stream. He care-
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fully unwrapped a small bar of soap and applied it to the parts of 
his body that were causing the most offence. 

Abel Muranda immersed his naked body in the water and dug his 
feet into the river bed. He extended his hands in front of him and 
leaned into the current like a fish trying to swim upstream. The arches 
of his armpits ruffled the water’s gentle flow.  An angry foam erupted 
from the soapy meshes of hair. Abel Muranda stepped out of the river 
when the last plume of lather disappeared downstream.

After days of hoarding moisture, Abel Muranda’s towel had been 
dyed green by an infestation of mold. Using the towel would only 
encourage an alliance between the fungus in the fabric and the col-
onies that were already irritating his armpits. To dry himself, he 
shaved off the large droplets from his body with his massive palms. 
He then stood akimbo beneath an acacia tree and waited for the 
breeze to expel the smaller droplets that were unresponsive to ag-
gression. He could afford to dry at leisure. It was only ten o’clock 
in the morning. His interview was in four hours. 

Abel Muranda stroked the puncture wounds that the crocodile’s 
lower teeth had gored into his chest. The pain from each one ex-
tended far beyond the perforation. Though they hurt, he was more 
worried about developing an infection.

As he dried, Abel Muranda examined his special blue shirt. For-
tunately, it was still in good condition. Only an eye determined to 
find fault would notice the three tiny holes that the crocodile’s up-
per teeth had pierced into the left armpit. The force of the snap-
ping jaws had squeezed moldy water out of the towel. The fluid 
had pressed light green stains into the perimeter lining of the holes. 
Apart from that, the shirt had been protected by the layers of plastic 
that his wife had wrapped it in.

Abel Muranda fought to control his nausea. The memory of the 
attack was threatening to eject his empty intestines out through 
his mouth. Crocodiles are known for using a technique called ‘the 
death roll.’ After gripping their prey, they spin around continuously 
to rip off a limb, or to quicken the drowning process. 

Few people ever live to describe the misery of dying in the froth-
ing waters of savagery. But throughout his ordeal, Abel Muranda 
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The Fireproof Candle

had only experienced one emotion: defiance. He had fought off 
death by sinking his thumbs into the eyes of the beast. Not even a 
hungry reptile was going to interfere with his quest to secure gain-
ful employment. Whatever happened at two o’clock that afternoon, 
only one outcome would be acceptable. Abel Muranda had to get 
that job. How life would change if his interview were successful.
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the	interview

the chairman of the interview panel opened the windows when 
Abel Muranda walked into the room. Though he insisted that this 
was meant to counter the poor circulation, everyone, including 
Abel Muranda, knew that the candidate’s stench was the culprit. 
His bar of soap had fought in vain.

The panel had three interviewers: two men and one woman. The 
chairman was a Mr. Kuripa. He was stout, friendly and endowed 
with the demeanour of a man who had been destined to become a 
bureaucrat. He was educated, intelligent and deferential to author-
ity, even when he disagreed with his superiors.

To his left was Mrs. Sibanda. She was in her late forties. Her 
sharp grey suit and gracious smile enhanced her confident presence. 
And yet, her eyes glimmered with calculation. They could impreg-
nate a trivial question with the impression of a hidden agenda.

To the chairman’s right was the largest man that Abel Muranda 
had ever seen. He had the muscular definition of a man who had 
spent his life restraining elephants in heat. Each of his sleeves looked 
like a python that had swallowed prey larger than the snake was 
elastic. The garment was losing the fight. The man’s size was not his 
only striking feature. He also had a massive moustache that looked 
like a scruffy kitten had nestled above his lips and fallen asleep.

The man’s name was Mr. Gejo. 
Though he wore civilian clothes and sat with the bureaucrats, 

one fact was clear: Mr. Gejo was neither a civilian nor a bureaucrat. 
Abel Muranda did not know what to make of this man. How could 
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he warm up to anyone who punished his own clothing? How could 
he relate to a man who hid his mouth behind a hedge of hair? Could 
such a person be trusted? 

After the introductions, Mr. Kuripa opened the interview.
“Mr. Muranda, welcome. This interview will be in Shona. I trust 

that works for you?”
“Yes, Mr. Kuripa. My Ndebele is poor. I know some English 

words but not enough to carry on a conversation.”
“Then Shona it is. So how was your journey?”
“Good. Thank you.”
“How did you get here?”
“I walked.”
“Were you followed?” asked Mr. Kuripa casually.
“I do not believe so. If anyone tried to follow me, they must have 

perished along the way. The terrain between Gwenzi and Harare is 
unkind. I barely survived.”

“Ah, a sense of humour! So, your village is named Gwenzi?”
“Yes.”
“Where is that?”
“Near Hambakwe.”
“Where is Hambakwe?”
“Not far from Rukukwe.”
“I am sorry, Mr. Muranda, I do not know where Rukukwe is 

either.”
“About two days from Makwere.”
“Oh. I see. Okay. So how did you hear about this job?”
“I sold my last goat to a man. He was visiting relatives near my 

village. He told me he lived in Harare. We spoke for a while. As he 
was about to leave, he asked me whether I had ever considered a 
job in the city. I told him that I did not know how to go about it. 
I had never been to the city before. I think he noticed my poverty 
and decided to help me. He told me that upon returning to Harare, 
he would ask around on my behalf. He would then send word if 
something came up. Seven months later, here I am.”

“I see,” said Mr. Kuripa. “So this person told you to come to 
Harare for an interview?”
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“Yes. A few months later, he sent a message to tell me that the 
interview had been arranged. He gave me the date, time, and direc-
tions to this building.”

“So you did not formally apply for this job, then?”
“I did not know I was supposed to apply. I just followed the 

instructions.”
“But we have an application letter in your name. You did not 

write it?”
“No. I can neither read nor write, Mr. Kuripa. But I compensate 

for this shortcoming with my enthusiasm.”
“Well, enthusiasm is usually appreciated in most jobs. However, 

it is not something we encourage for this particular position.”
“Of course, Mr. Kuripa. My enthusiasm is not for the process of 

executing people, but for the privilege of serving the state.”
“That is better, Mr. Muranda. That is what this job is about. 

National service. No more. No less.”
Mr. Kuripa shuffled some papers with a great sense of self-impor-

tance. Never is a man more proud than when he shuffles paper in 
front of an illiterate person.

“Well, before we go any further, I will tell you more about the job. Af-
ter that, each of the members of this panel will ask you some questions.”

“That sounds good to me, Mr. Kuripa.”
“Excellent! So, this vacancy arose in 2004. As you will under-

stand, we are taking our time in choosing a replacement. We need 
to find the right person.”

“Of course.”
“Officially, the post pays a part-time wage. Nevertheless, we are 

considering a full-time salary. However, a bonus is out of the question. 
As you can appreciate, it is difficult to prove that you deserve a bonus 
in a job where you have no peers to provide a comparison. It is also 
impossible to place the duties along any spectrum of performance that 
can allow us to measure degrees of competence. Either the condemned 
will die or they will live. There is no room for achieving intermediate 
results. Besides, you would only work a few days each year. At most, 
a total of two weeks between January and November. We will never 
schedule work in December. It’s Christmas time, you see?”
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“I see.”
“Good. Now, if you get the job, you will live in a government 

house. It will be in either Mbare or Kuwadzana. That is still to be 
decided. Either way, the house will have five rooms and a chicken 
coop in the back. The full-time salary will be about twelve thou-
sand dollars a year. We also pay fifty percent of your children’s 
school fees.”

Mr. Kuripa paused when he noticed Abel Muranda’s confused 
expression.

“‘Fifty percent’ means half, Mr. Muranda. We pay half of your 
children’s school fees.”

“Right,” said Abel Muranda. His nodding head dispersed the fog 
of innumeracy.

“Further, we will provide you and your family with free health care.”
“Free health care? Really?”
“Yes, Mr. Muranda. Really.”
“Does that mean my family can see a doctor? Like the ones who 

wear white jackets?”
“No. Your family will only have access to Doctors of Philosophy. 

Of course, such doctors are free to wear white jackets, but the only 
treatment they can prescribe is mind-bending – as they say in Eng-
lish – ‘postulation.’”

Mr. Kuripa cast a smug smile at his colleagues. He was so proud 
of himself.

“I am sorry, Mr. Kuripa. My English may be terrible, but if I 
understood that final word correctly, I must protest. I only need 
health care for my family. I want nothing to do with mind-bending 
‘prostitution.’”

Mrs. Sibanda buried her face in her jacket. Her shoulders trem-
bled violently as she tried to suppress her laughter. Mr. Gejo simply 
sat back in his chair. Deep creases formed at the corners of his eyes. 
Mr. Kuripa laughed nervously. He was not sure whether his col-
leagues were laughing at him or at Abel Muranda.

“It was just a joke, Mr. Muranda. Prostitutes are not a benefit of 
this job. Mind-bending or otherwise.”

“So my family and I will be able to see real doctors then?”
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“Yes. The ones who wear the white jackets and carry stetho-
scopes ...”

Mr. Kuripa waited for Abel Muranda’s relief to set in. Before it 
could, a fresh cloud of confusion drifted across Abel’s face.

“A stethoscope is a long pipe with two splitting trunks that 
branch off into the doctor’s ears ... Doctors use it to listen to a 
patient’s circulation? ... How many doctors have you ever met, 
Mr. Muranda?”

“One. He saved my life. I do not remember him using the object 
you described, though. Anyway, I do not care if a doctor pounds me 
on the head with a wheelbarrow. If he went to doctor school, and 
he wishes me well, I will trust him with my health.”

“Naturally,” replied Mr. Kuripa. “Well, though I am not a doc-
tor, I feel compelled to assure you on behalf of the profession that 
pounding patients with wheelbarrows would not be therapy. It 
would be assault. Besides, not many of our doctors are built like 
Mr. Gejo. Lifting a wheelbarrow for such a purpose would cause 
more injuries among the doctors than the patients.”

Mr. Kuripa laughed and slapped Mr. Gejo on the shoulder. The 
camaraderie did not extend beyond Mr. Kuripa’s portly frame. The 
big man remained expressionless, unreadable behind his massive 
moustache. Mr. Kuripa quickly moved on.

“We also provide a ‘spiritual travel benefit.’”
“What is that?”
“It pays for your expenses if you need to go away to a quiet place 

for spiritual recovery. But we only provide it when the year has 
been ... especially busy. We do not set a minimum number of days 
you need to work before you can claim the benefit, but the Budget 
Office has placed one condition. You can only use the funds if you 
work at least eight days a year. That said, we are flexible. Your men-
tal health is our priority. However, try not to use the benefit if you 
work less than six days a year. At that level, our superiors will begin 
to doubt your fortitude. Maybe even your work ethic.”

“That sounds good, Mr. Chairman. I am sure that working six 
days a year without a break for spiritual recovery will not place an 
unbearable burden on my soul.”



– 21 –

The Interview

“Well said, Mr. Muranda. But remember the unwritten rule. 
Eight days is the unofficial minimum. Budget cuts. Every depart-
ment is struggling with them. Still, if you work eight days a year, 
you will have 357 more to enjoy your spiritual recovery. Unless it is 
a leap year, in which case ... Never mind.”

Mr. Kuripa placed his plump forefinger on the bridge of his 
spectacles and slid them towards the tip of his tubby nose. Peering 
over the frames, he looked straight at Abel Muranda, eyeball to 
eyeball. Mr. Kuripa always did this when he wanted to stress an 
important point.

“Do not underestimate how much time you need to spend on 
spiritual recovery, Mr. Muranda ... Spiritual recovery is very im-
portant.”

Abel Muranda realized that expressing wisdom gave the chairman 
a profound sense of self-importance. It was Abel Muranda’s first in-
terview, but his instincts told him it was wise to embrace a recruiter’s 
cherished values. The aspiring hangman nodded respectfully.

“Mr. Chairman, I will value every second I spend on spiritual 
recovery.”

“Perfect. Another benefit you will enjoy is twenty-four hour ac-
cess to the prison chaplain. He has a cottage on the grounds of 
Mazambuko Maximum Security Prison. That is where death row is 
located. You can consult him in person during regular hours, but at 
night, you can only access him through his cell phone. Just to let you 
know, the chaplain is a truly pious man. The previous one was ill-
tempered when contacted in the early hours. However, you should 
have no problems with Father Masuku. Still, as with all resources, 
after-hours access to the good Father is limited to three days before, 
and five days after any given workday. Outside of those times you 
must wait until the morning.”

“That sounds reasonable. Even priests need a break for their own 
spiritual recovery.”

“Exactly. Now to the substance. I will ask you the first ques-
tion,” said Mr. Kuripa, scratching his chubby cheek with his fancy 
pen. The muscular Mr. Gejo leaned forward with great interest. 
His shirt was quickly losing the battle to remain intact. He still 
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had not spoken a word. Even Mrs. Sibanda had greeted Abel Mu-
randa and offered him a glass of water when he walked into the 
room. Maybe the big man could not talk and punish his shirt at 
the same time?

The chairman placed his pen on the neatly stacked papers before 
him. His eyebrows curled and huddled around his eyes. He was 
about to ask a critical question. He needed all his powers of con-
centration to process the answer.

“Why do you want this job, Mr. Muranda?”
“First, I am a hard worker. Second, I believe in justice. Third, I 

need the money. The drought in the countryside has been cruel. I 
lost ten cows. I had to kill all my chickens. As I mentioned before, I 
also sold my last goat to the man who led me to this interview. My 
goat’s name was Hurudza.”

“Like the lawyer?” exclaimed Mr. Kuripa.
“What lawyer?”
“Never mind. I am sorry for the loss of your livestock. Particular-

ly your goat. He must have been special to deserve his own name.”
“He was the best goat in the world. Gwenzi goats are known for 

their hardiness.”
“Ah! Now I know why your village sounds familiar. It is the land 

of the invincible goats. Those creatures are like cactuses in the des-
ert. Walking biltong! Dried meat with a beating heart!”

“They are, Mr. Kuripa. So when they start to die out, you know 
the situation is desperate. Hurudza was close to death when I sold 
him. Anyway, my livestock are no longer an issue. Taking this job 
will provide my family with good food and health care.”

The panel members listened attentively. Only Mr. Gejo did not 
write any notes. It was not clear whether he had a sharp memory or 
whether he would never forget the answer to such a question. He 
just sat there, constipating his shirt.

Mrs. Sibanda was next. “Mr. Muranda, are you not afraid of 
ngozi?”

“I do not believe in ngozi, Mrs. Sibanda.”
“So you do not believe that if you kill a man, his spirit will tor-

ment you and your family for generations?”
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“I am not a superstitious person, Mrs. Sibanda. Besides, even if 
such a spirit were to rise from the corpse of a man I executed, I am 
sure it would understand that I was acting on behalf of the state. The 
spirit will have to take its grievances to the people you represent.”

Mrs. Sibanda and Mr. Kuripa scribbled furiously. Mr. Gejo sim-
ply stared. Apart from the occasional twitch of his giant moustache, 
he remained motionless. The chairman turned to see whether his 
hulking colleague had any questions. The big man shook his head. 
Mr. Kuripa continued.

“Let’s discuss hanging protocols. Would you have any difficulty 
executing someone who is not wearing a hood?”

“I do not understand, Mr. Kuripa. Why would the prisoner wear 
a hood?”

“Well it’s tradition, I guess. Every vocation has its traditions, you 
know? Through the ages, many cultures have chosen different ap-
proaches to the death penalty. Some have used firing squads. In this 
approach, a group of men all shot the prisoner at the same time. 
That way, no one knows who fired the fatal shot. The burden of 
killing is distributed across many shoulders.”

Mr. Kuripa patted his own shoulders to mark his point. Secretly, 
he was congratulating himself for his knowledge of the subject. Se-
cretly, everyone in the room knew that this was exactly what he was 
doing. He continued sagely.

“A diffuse guilt provides for diffuse consequences. If you can 
spread the guilt over enough people, the repercussions could be di-
luted to a harmless moral shortfall. When everyone is guilty, no one 
is guilty. At least that’s the rationale behind the firing squad. Ev-
eryone sleeps a little better at night. But note that this method was 
more commonly used in Europe and the Americas. It is relatively 
foreign to the African continent. I guess we like our killings to be 
up close and personal.”

Mr. Gejo flinched imperceptibly. The vibrations rippled gently 
through the room. Only Mr. Kuripa did not feel them. He contin-
ued his monologue on execution protocols.

“Our hangman will not have access to a firearm. If this was the 
case we would have recruited from the army. Neither will he ben-
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efit from the strength of other shoulders to share the load. Only his 
conscience will sustain the piercing pressure of the spiritual needle-
point. The only question is whether a hood will be involved or not. 
One approach is to place the hood on the prisoner. That way, no 
one at the execution sees the face of the condemned man before he 
dangles from the rope of justice. Another alternative prefers that 
the executioner wears the hood. Some systems even require a com-
bination of the two. This latter option is known as the ‘mutual 
anonymity approach.’”

“So how can a hangman see what he is doing if his head is cov-
ered?” asked Abel Muranda.

“Well, in those cases, the executioner’s hood has holes punched 
in the front. He can see without revealing the rest of his face. This 
arrangement allows him to escape the wrath of the prisoner’s 
spirit, while protecting his reputation as a cherished member of 
his community. This protection is vital where executions are per-
formed with an axe. The public can excuse a man who pulls the 
lever of a gallows, but they cannot summon affection for an ex-
ecutioner who beheads with a blade. The differences between the 
methods are irrelevant, if you ask me. But visuals are everything. 
The dramatic flair of an axe can overwhelm our satisfaction with 
the underlying justice it delivers. That is probably why axes have 
lost favour in many systems.”

“That is comforting to hear, Mr. Kuripa. I would reconsider my 
interest in this job if I had to use an axe.”

“Wouldn’t we all? Let’s return to a more civilized subject. Can 
you hang a prisoner without either of you wearing hoods?”

“Well, to be frank, that was my expectation when I came here. 
I knew nothing about the different approaches to the death pen-
alty. Now that you have informed me of the hood option, I must 
confess that I do not like it. I believe that if you are going to kill 
someone, you must be willing to look them in the eye. If you can-
not do that, there is no justice in your motive. No justification in 
your conscience.”

Mr. Gejo’s eyes sparkled at the response. A subtle spasm in one of 
his biceps alarmed a fly that had nestled on it. The insect fled towards 



– 25 –

The Interview

the open window. Mr. Kuripa hardly noticed the reaction. His intel-
lect was formulating a mind-bending postulation of its own.

“You make an interesting point about motives and justifications, 
Mr. Muranda. But many brutal killers can murder their victims 
while looking them in the eye. Some even enjoy it more that way. 
Does that justify their motives?”

“Maybe not their motives, Mr. Kuripa. A hangman’s justification 
lies in the authority granted by the state, not the pleasure they may 
get from the act of killing. I would also like to add that on a per-
sonal level, I do not think highly of such people.”

“Neither do we, Mr. Muranda. It is comforting to know that you 
will enjoy no gratification from looking into the eyes of the prison-
ers you will execute.”

“There would be no gratification on my part.”
Mr. Kuripa scratched his cheek as he regarded Abel Muranda 

with curiosity. He made a brief note and continued the interview.
“Mr. Muranda. Let me present you with a scenario. Suppose you 

had to execute a man you thought was not guilty. He is protesting 
his innocence as you strap him to the gallows. He is only twenty 
years old. Let’s say he was eighteen when he committed the capital 
offence. The boy looks like your son. He is crying. Would you be 
able to go through with the execution?”

“Yes.”
The panel waited. The expected elaboration never came.
The interview lasted another forty-five minutes. Only Mr. Kuripa 

and Mrs. Sibanda asked any questions.
Did he have any trouble sleeping?
Yes. But only when he worried about money to feed his family.
Did he find it easy to forgive people who wronged him?
Yes. Unless they wronged his family.
Was he a religious man?
Yes. But only when his prayers for his family were answered. 

Right now his faith was tentative. The outcome of this interview 
would resolve his indecision.

Did he have any chronic health problems?
Apart from poor eyesight in his left eye? No.
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Did he frequent prostitutes?
No. Had he not made this clear earlier? Besides, he did not know 

of any in his village. Or the next one. There may have been one a 
few villages down ...

How would he handle the guilt of taking a life?
By looking at his family and knowing they had access to health 

care. The guilt would take care of itself.
How many children did he have?
Three.
How many dinner plates did he have at home?
Two. But nowadays, the whole family ate from the same plate. It 

was large enough to fit the food they had.
How many meals did the family eat each day?
One.
How many goats did they have?
None. He sold the last one to the man who got him the inter-

view, remember?
Of course. How about a sense of humour? Did he have one? He 

had shown promise earlier in the interview.
Well, only his children found him funny, but they were young. It 

did not take much to amuse them. However, if a sense of humour 
was a requirement of the job, he would work night and day to 
develop one.

Did he drink?
Always. In better times, he enjoyed goat milk. Nowadays, he 

only drank water.
How about alcohol? Did he partake?
Only if drinking it would increase his chances of getting the job. 

Otherwise he had no intention of picking up the habit. Alcohol 
tasted bad and made people stupid. Abel Muranda did not want to 
be stupid.

He need not worry. Drinking alcohol would not be necessary. 
The job was for the courageous, not the stupid.

And flowers? Did he like flowers?
Only those that grew from food-producing plants. Like sun-

flowers.
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“We have one last question for you, Mr. Muranda,” said Mr. 
Kuripa. “In principle, do you believe in the death penalty?”

“To be honest, I have not given it much thought.”
“Well, now is a good time to do so.”
Abel Muranda looked at Mr. Kuripa with a thoughtless glare.
“Upon reflection, my answer is no, Mr. Kuripa. But I do believe 

in my family. If my beliefs prevented me from pursuing this job, 
I would be subjecting them to the death penalty. So whether you 
hire me or another candidate, people will die. I would rather it 
were not my family.”

“So it is all about your family, Abel Muranda?”
“It is.”
“Let’s say you got the job. What if you found a suitcase full of 

money the next day? Assume the amount is more than you need to 
give your family a good life. Would you abandon us?”

“I always honour my obligations, Mr. Kuripa. I would do the job 
while you looked for someone else. In any event, I do not expect 
to find a suitcase full of money. A wise man once said: ‘If you plan 
your life around the hope of finding a suitcase full of money, you 
will starve to death.’”

“Which wise man said those words?”
“Me. I only thought of them right now. A true survival instinct 

always assumes that starvation is one’s fate. Life is a constant battle 
to change that destiny. Dreaming of unearned riches is foolish.”

Mr. Kuripa and Mrs. Sibanda scribbled furiously. Mr. Gejo sim-
ply stared at him. Abel Muranda ignored him and continued.

“Mr. Kuripa, last month one of my neighbours sat outside his 
house for a week until he died. He had lost two children up to that 
point. At first we, his neighbours, fed him and his remaining fam-
ily members. In the end, it became impractical so we stopped giving 
them food altogether. We had to look after our own families. So they 
all died in agony. The man expired a few days after his last donated 
meal. He abandoned his wife and three remaining children to die in 
his absence. Starving to death is a physically demanding business, Mr. 
Kuripa. You do not have to invest any effort in it, but make no mis-
take: it will invest a lot of effort in you. Hunger works the body with 
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a cruel discipline. Even when it knows that you are beyond recovery, 
it will not loosen its grip. You suffer until the vultures are confident 
that they can start feeding without much opposition. At that point, a 
more interactive pain begins.”

Mr. Kuripa and Mrs. Sibanda glanced at each other. Mr. Gejo kept 
his gaze on the candidate. Abel Muranda paid them no attention. His 
answer had drifted into a vocal account of an internal trauma.

“Those creatures … The ones in my village are hardier than scav-
engers elsewhere. Gwenzi has ‘digging vultures’. They are never sat-
isfied with eating a creature that died in the open. They will watch 
a funeral procession, and after the mourners have left, those birds 
will descend on the grave and start digging. If the corpse is buried 
less than a meter and a half from the surface, they will get to it. 
Their beaks can peck through an elephant’s skull. Therefore, when 
someone dies, we must bury them under massive rocks to prevent 
this final humiliation. This makes the birds furious. You can hear 
them at night: screeching in rage as their beaks fail to breach the 
tomb. The pecking noises haunt the night. You can feel them mov-
ing up your spine. It feels like they are eating you in advance… 
sending you a warning to say: ‘Pray that they do not leave a gap 
in the rocks when they bury you. If they do, we will pluck you out 
strand-by-strand. Muscle fibre by muscle fibre… Like a ball of cot-
ton that’s wedged in the crease of futility.”

The room was still. Abel Muranda looked towards the panel and 
asked: “How can you tell if a carcass has been eaten by a Gwenzi 
vulture?” 

“How?” asked Mrs. Sibanda. Her voice had fallen to a whisper.
“You can’t. There is nothing left to find. They eat everything, 

including the bones. Those birds are aggressive. Especially during 
mating season …”

Mrs. Sibanda leaned back in her chair and crossed her hands. 
Her eyes remained fixed on the candidate.

“Their cry is like nothing you will ever hear in your life… For 
days, I saw those birds watching patiently over my dead neigh-
bour’s family ... That was a tragic fate for people who were not 
guilty of any crime.”
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Abel Muranda emerged from his nightmare and refocused on 
his prize.

“Beyond my family, I also plan to help others in my village when-
ever I can. So even if only a third of the people on death row are 
guilty, there would be more justice in executing them all than in 
abandoning this job. The salary would save many more lives. It 
would also give my family a new life. And free health care. Surely 
there is a lot of justice in that?”

Chairman Kuripa shuffled his papers with finality. The interview 
was over.

“Thank you for coming, Mr. Muranda. We will let you know 
after we make our decision.”

“When will that be?”
“Well, we have several other promising candidates to interview. 

This is an important responsibility. We want to make sure we get 
it right.”

“Mr. Kuripa, I may be uneducated, but my desperation has 
sharpened my survival instincts. Right now, I am hungry enough 
to detect a peanut buried at the bottom of a mineshaft. That same 
instinct tells me that you do not have any other suitable candidates 
for this position.”

Mr. Kuripa scoffed out loud. He turned to his colleagues to seek 
support in expressing surprise at such impudence. They ignored 
him. Mr. Kuripa coughed with a bureaucratic dignity before plac-
ing his elbows on the desk and leaning forward.

“That is not true, Mr. Muranda,” he said with a well-practised 
smirk. “In fact, we interviewed a promising candidate just before 
you came in.”

“Yes. I saw him on his way out,” replied Abel Muranda politely. 
“He looked happy. At peace. He also shook my hand and wished 
me well in my effort to find another job. Anyone who emerges from 
such an interview with a sense of promise rather than necessity will 
not be hired.”

Mr. Kuripa cleared his throat again. He had done his best to be 
polite to this peasant. Now it was incumbent upon him to discipline 
his ignorance.
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“Mr. Muranda, my colleagues and I have five university degrees 
among us. I humbly admit responsibility for three of those. One of 
my qualifications is a master’s degree in, what we call in English, ‘or-
ganizational behaviour.’ This credential means that I am an expert in 
determining the human resource needs of diverse work environments. 
It also means that I have spent more than twenty years interviewing 
people for many types of jobs. Given the unfortunate imbalance of 
education and experience between you and me, it is clear that I am 
better qualified to decide what sort of person is best for this job.”

Chairman Kuripa had articulated himself more eloquently than he 
had intended. His forehead was glistening in pride as he turned to ac-
cept the dutiful nods of approval from his colleagues. There were none.

Abel Muranda had listened carefully. Mr. Kuripa was an impres-
sive man.

“Thank you, Chairman. You are right. I know nothing about 
organizations and behaviour. I know nothing about how the gov-
ernment hires people in general. But what I do know is that none of 
you have ever hired a hangman. No qualification can prepare you 
for this. We are all in unfamiliar territory. You, me, your colleagues 
and all five of your university degrees.”

A flash of anger was quickly replaced by a plastic smile on Mr. 
Kuripa’s face. He glanced nervously at his colleagues before shuf-
fling his papers once more. Mr. Gejo was now fighting to suppress a 
fit of laughter. Fortunately, his moustache was large enough to hide 
the world’s biggest grin. But sadly, his constipated shirt was on the 
verge of surrendering to his quaking shoulders.

Mrs. Sibanda wrote furiously on her pad. Abel Muranda was 
illiterate but her unstructured hand movements told him she was 
merely scribbling, rather than committing any thoughts to paper. 
With his plastic smile still glued to his face, Mr. Kuripa looked up 
from his papers and faced Abel Muranda.

“I admit that this is a unique recruitment situation, Mr. Muranda. 
But I must maintain my position. We need to evaluate other candi-
dates. It is this panel’s responsibility to be thorough. This is a job 
in which mental distress and job satisfaction are both discouraged. 
Balancing these competing demands requires a special personality.”
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“Or a special family, Mr. Kuripa. I think it is no coincidence that 
throughout this interview, you have spoken as though I already had the 
job. You constantly used the word ‘will’ instead of ‘would’ or ‘may.’”

“I apologize if I gave that impression. I misspoke.”
“You misspoke repeatedly.”
“Then I apologize ... repeatedly. This is an interview, not an ori-

entation to a job you have already secured. We are merely exploring 
your suitability. This exploration will continue beyond this meet-
ing. It will not be pre-empted by your desperation.”

“Mr. Kuripa, it took me a long time to get here on foot. If I return 
to my village, you may not be able to easily contact me. I have no 
phone. The roads are flooded. Beyond that is a land that is drier than 
a bag of salt. My hope is to return to my village with the knowledge 
that I have earned myself a job. I would then return to Harare with 
my family. I am as desperate for that result as you are to find a hang-
man. Remember the peanut in the mine shaft? It’s punishing my nose. 
Please, Mr. Kuripa. Let’s work together on this.”

“You are an odd creature, Mr. Muranda. I concede that your 
instincts are correct. We need to hire a hangman soon. But please 
realize that the final decision is not up to us. It must be made by our 
superiors. The process cannot be rushed. It may take up to three 
weeks. Can you stay in town for that long?”

Abel Muranda was about to protest when the silent Mr. Gejo 
nodded once. It was barely visible. Abel Muranda could not tell 
whether the nod was instructing him to agree with the terms or 
whether it was validating the panel’s inability to reduce the waiting 
period. Either way, the authority it conveyed was more muscular 
than the man himself.

“Three weeks is too long. However, the poor always live on debt. 
At this point, time is the only thing I still have the credibility to bor-
row. I will wait the three weeks. I have no choice.”

“No, you don’t,” confirmed Mr. Kuripa with a shake of his head. 
“I must also repeat that we are not guaranteeing that you will have 
a job at the end of your wait.”

“I understand.”
“Good. The interview is over. Thank you for coming.”
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“But I have questions. Are you not supposed to ask me if I have 
questions?”

The panellists glanced at each other.
“Okay, Mr. Muranda. What are your questions?”
“How many people are on death row?”
“About fifty-eight.”
“You’ve had no hangman for eight years. Why are you so desper-

ate to find one now?”
“Because the prisoners have been waiting too long. After being on 

death row for extended periods, they start to crave some closure.”
“I see, Mr. Kuripa. Still, I find it strange that this process is being 

sped up by the emotional needs of the people with the most to lose.”
“Well, it is.”
“Is it true that the government is considering a permanent ban 

on the death penalty? I understand this may happen as soon as 
next November.”

“I thought you said you had no access to newspapers or radio 
waves in Gwenzi.”

“I do not. But this is not the sort of issue that would be publicized 
in either.”

“So who told you this?”
“The man you interviewed before me. The one who declared 

himself the most promising candidate.”
“Well, I don’t know who he has been talking to, but I am not a pol-

icymaker, Mr. Muranda. I don’t know if they are going to get rid of 
the death penalty. No one shares that sort of information with me.”

“Maybe not. But that does not stop you from hearing rumours. 
If I heard if from another candidate, then I am sure you must know 
much more.”

“If I did, I would not be able to discuss such matters with you, 
Mr. Muranda.”

“Fine. I have another question. Who will be the first three prison-
ers to be executed?”

“For a man of no education you are quite clever. But I am also smart 
enough to realize that this question is a different version of the previous 
one. I will answer neither. Does that change your desire for the job?”
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“No. My questions were driven by curiosity. I never let that get 
in the way of survival.”

“Or free health care!”
The chairman laughed loud and laughed alone. After the awk-

ward moment passed, he rearranged his papers and made a brief 
note of no importance.

“Please return three weeks from Wednesday at 2:00 p.m. Ask for 
Rumbidzai at the front desk. She is our supervisor’s secretary. She 
will let you know what the final decision is.”

“I thank you all,” said Abel Muranda with a nod.
“You are welcome,” replied Mr. Kuripa.
“Can I ask one more question? Actually, it is more of a favour.”
“What is it, Mr. Muranda,” asked the chairman.
“I do not know anyone in the city. I have no problems with sleep-

ing under a bridge or in the streets. But it would be nice to buy a little 
food for my family back home. Can I have a small salary advance?”

“No, Mr. Muranda. You have not been hired. No job, no advance.”
“In that case, I ask that you repay my travel costs.”
“We have no such policy. Besides, even if we did, you walked 

here. If you had taken the bus, you could have made an argument 
for the ticket price. But walking is neither a job to be compensated 
nor an expense to be reimbursed.”

“But I also need to buy medicine. I think I have an infection. I would 
not have contracted that infection if I had not come for this interview.”

“Your infection is none of our concern, Abel Muranda. Besides, 
I am surprised you would make such a request. A short while ago, 
you spoke piously about the follies of expecting unearned riches. 
Now you are asking for an unearned handout? Who do you think I 
am? Your neighbour who died to feed the vultures?”

Mr. Kuripa shook his head firmly.
“Tell me something, Mr. Kuripa. Did you also earn a degree in 

being inhumane? If so, I am sure you were the smartest student in 
the class.”

Mrs. Sibanda covered her mouth with her hands. Mr. Gejo 
stroked his giant moustache. The creases at the corners of his eyes 
deepened. Mr. Kuripa was quaking with anger.
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“Listen to me, ‘Mr. Free Health Care.’ Does this place look like 
your god-forsaken village? You are in the big city now. This is not 
a place where you can just walk up to strangers and ask to borrow 
milk for your hungry child. People who do that sort of thing in 
the city are not called neighbours. They are called beggars. Good 
people pity them. Bad people spit at them. No one envies them. But 
if you want a free handout, go outside and sit yourself at a street 
corner. If I pass you on my way home, I may throw a few coins in 
your direction. But as long as you are in this room, you must behave 
like a candidate being interviewed for a very important job: with 
pride and decorum.”

Abel Muranda stood and walked towards the interview panel. 
He stopped within arm’s length of Mr. Kuripa.

“As a man with a hungry family, I can afford neither pride nor 
decorum, Mr. Kuripa, even though I deserve both.”

Abel Muranda placed both hands on the table and lowered his 
face so close to Mr. Kuripa that the chairman felt the aspiring hang-
man’s breath clouding his face like a moist swarm of invisible bees.

“However, the one thing I can afford is to tell you that serious inju-
ry awaits any man who speaks of my children’s hunger in uncompas-
sionate terms. I have a set of muscles that I do not use often. The last 
creature that provoked their anger was a crocodile. That reptile will 
spend the rest of its life without the use of its eyes. Generally, I prefer 
not to use the muscles responsible for that misfortune, but when I do, 
the disruption is always memorable. These are words I can afford to 
share, Mr. Kuripa. In exchange, I will accept the apology that you 
seem eager to deliver. Unless of course, you believe that you are better 
equipped than a crocodile to defend yourself?”

Mr. Kuripa turned his gaze to Abel Muranda’s fibrous arms. Those 
muscles would have been thrice their size had they not been dried by 
the sun and salted in the man’s own sweat. Both arms were taut and 
ready to fulfill the promise their owner had just made.

Mr. Kuripa turned to Mr. Gejo. The big man sat back and 
crossed his hands. He would not intervene if the disruption broke 
out. The chairman turned to Mrs. Sibanda. Surely, if she came to 
his defence, Abel Muranda would not manhandle her to get to 
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him? The aspiring hangman was a rural simpleton, but he seemed 
like the type that respected the opposite sex. There was no way he 
would attack a woman. Mrs. Sibanda thought otherwise. Her eyes 
were darting around the room. She was calculating the distance to 
the nearest exit.

Mr. Kuripa cleared his throat. A stream of sweat rolled down the 
bridge of his nose and onto the ream of papers he was so fond of 
shuffling.

“Well, Mr. Muranda. There is an expression in English which 
says, ‘I jest—’”

“Apologize.”
The dried meat in Abel Muranda’s arms squeaked with mounting 

tension. Discipline was imminent.
“I am sorry,” Mr. Kuripa said with more haste than he had in-

tended.
The muscles in Abel Muranda’s arms loosened like the neck of a 

cobra deflating after a passing threat.
“I accept your apology.”
Abel Muranda bowed to the panel and returned to his seat. Mr. 

Kuripa exhaled loudly. The storm clouds had passed without uri-
nating on him. However, his ego was drenched.

The chairman tried to regain his composure while turning to 
his papers. His sweat had bound the corners of the pages together. 
When he tried to flip through them, the edges refused to separate. 
His intensified effort only scuttled the papers in all directions.

In a bid to restore his authority, Mr. Kuripa cleared his throat.
“Do either of my esteemed colleagues have further questions?”
Mr. Gejo and Mrs. Sibanda shook their heads.
“Three weeks. Good day, Mr. Muranda.”
“Good day to you all. Please speak of me kindly to your superi-

ors. I am the best man for this job.”
Mr. Kuripa crossed his hands and muttered beneath his breathe. 

“I wonder if the job feels the same way about you.”



– 36 –

have	you	ever	killed	anyone?

it was nearly half past three when Abel Muranda emerged from 
his interview. He had never seen so many people or cars in his life. 
The city buildings were so tall and shiny. Everything looked expen-
sive. Everyone looked fed. There was not a single cow or goat in 
sight. Abel Muranda was mentally exhausted but hopeful; scared 
but determined. He missed his family. How he craved to discuss 
the day with his wife. He had stood up to people of superior educa-
tion. How thrilled she would be to know that he, Abel Muranda, 
had defended himself against a man with three university degrees. 
He was proud of himself.

Abel Muranda was still standing in front of the Ministry 
of Custodial Institutions with a dazed look when a firm hand 
gripped his shoulder. Startled, he turned around to face the hulk-
ing frame of Mr. Gejo. The man had not spoken a single word 
throughout the interview. Only now did Abel Muranda realize 
that Mr. Gejo’s voice was completely unfamiliar. It rumbled like 
distant thunder. Calm, crisp, but commanding. The big man’s 
voice would stand out in a crowd without rising above a conver-
sational volume.

“Mr. Muranda. Where are you going?”
It had not occurred to Abel Muranda that he had no idea. He did 

not even know how to find the abandoned shack he had slept in the 
previous night.

“I don’t know, Mr. Gejo. I am sure I will find somewhere to exist 
while I wait for the big decision.”
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“This city can be unkind to the friendless. Let me help you out,” 
said Mr. Gejo.

“No, I do not want to impose.”
“Not at all. I have many friends who are always willing to help 

me. Here is two hundred dollars. Go to the commuter van station 
on Tongogara Street and ask for Claudius Tshuma. He is one of my 
many nephews. Tell him you want to go to Vaida’s place. You will 
have somewhere to sleep until the decision is finalized.”

Abel Muranda was tempted to engage in the cultural ritual of 
refusing favours a dozen times before accepting. The temptation 
quickly gave way to practicality. Two hundred dollars could feed 
his family for a month. There was no way he was going to allow his 
proud refusals to outlast Mr. Gejo’s persistence.

“I am so thankful, Mr. Gejo. I will pay you back this money as 
soon as I get the job. I am going to get the job, aren’t I?”

“It is not my decision, Mr. Muranda. But if you do not get it, 
consider this money and the accommodation as a gift. Either way, I 
insist you take the bus back home for at least a part of the journey. 
You will get back to your family much quicker that way.”

“I will. I miss them.”
“You are a good man, Abel Muranda.”
“You too, Mr. Gejo.”
As he was about to leave, Mr. Gejo stopped in his tracks. He 

turned back to face Abel Muranda once more.
“I have one question for you, Mr. Muranda. Before I ask it, I 

must emphasize that your answer will not affect my offer of hospi-
tality or your chances of getting the job.”

“Okay,” answered Abel Muranda.
“Have you ever killed anyone?”
The question was unexpected.
“No, Mr. Gejo. I have not. Are you concerned that I am looking 

for a legal outlet for an illegal urge?”
“No. I know you are not the type to kill for recreation. I also have 

no doubt that you would do the job with dignity and distinction. 
This question has nothing to do with being an executioner. I just 
want to know if you have ever killed anyone before. If you have, 
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there will be no consequences. I would not tell anyone. I would not 
care why you did it. I just want to know if Abel Muranda has ever 
snuffed out a human life ... with his own hands.”

Though Mr. Gejo’s mouth was well hidden behind his massive 
moustache, his voice was crisp. Instead of muffling its sound, his 
expansive facial hair seemed to filter the untidy cadence that often 
cluttered the voices of lesser men.

Mr. Gejo was likeable and dangerous.
“No, Mr. Gejo. I have never killed anyone with my own hands.”
Tiny creases formed at the corners of Mr. Gejo’s eyes. Beneath 

that moustache was a smile of amusement. But what he found 
amusing remained a mystery to Abel Muranda.

“Good luck, my friend,” said Mr. Gejo as he turned and walked 
away.

After walking a few blocks, Abel Muranda saw a teenage boy 
loitering in a parking lot. The youth’s eyes were darting all over the 
place. His clothes were at least three sizes too large for his frame. 
His jeans were nestled halfway down his buttocks. Most of his red 
underwear was gleaming in the sun. This made no sense because he 
was also wearing a belt. Surely, the belt was strong enough to keep 
his jeans from sagging so low? The boy did not seem to care how 
ridiculous he looked. In fact, he held himself with pride.

Though the parking lot was empty, the boy looked like he was 
expecting some excitement at any moment. Abel Muranda asked 
him where he could find Claudius Tshuma. With a helpful nod, the 
boy abandoned his loitering project and led the way to the transit 
terminal. When they got there, an equally shady Claudius shook 
Abel Muranda’s hand.

“I would die for any friend of Mr. Gejo,” said Claudius.
“I appreciate the sacrifice, Claudius. But for today, all I need 

transportation.”
Claudius saluted.
“Of course!”
Abel Muranda bundled into an overcrowded minivan, which 

sped off in a cloud of dust.
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there was something different about Vaida’s house. It seemed 
to have too many bedrooms for its size. Abel Muranda had never 
been inside a city home, so he concluded that all of them were prob-
ably like this. Vaida herself was a nice woman. She had a big smile 
and a loud voice. She also dressed like one of those city women he 
had heard so much about: lots of face paint and even more self-
confidence. Her elegance was more colourful than Mrs. Sibanda 
from the interview panel.

Abel Muranda noticed that there were only women’s shoes near 
Vaida’s front door. She had not mentioned any husband or children. 
As they drank some tea, Abel Muranda tried but failed to think of 
a polite way to raise the subject. Vaida talked a lot. He could barely 
drink his tea and listen at the same time.

It was now six o’clock.
“How much did Tongai tell you about me?” she asked.
“Who is Tongai?”
“Tongai Gejo. The man who sent you here? Remember him?”
“Oh, Mr. Gejo? He did not tell me much. He just said you and 

your husband are good friends of his. That’s all.”
Vaida burst into laughter.
“Where did you say you were from, again?”
“Far away. No one seems to know where it is so I have stopped 

telling anyone.”
“Try me.”
“Okay. Gwenzi.”
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“Near Rukukwe? Yes, I know that place.”
“Really?”
“Yes. I have distant relatives from that area. In fact, one of my un-

cles went back to visit a few months ago. He returned with a goat.”
“I think I may have sold your uncle that goat!”
“Really? What a coincidence.”
“Was it black and white? Stubborn?”
“He did not mention its colour or temperament.”
“I see. My goat was tough and proud. His name was Hurudza.”
“That’s an interesting choice of name for a goat, Abel Muranda. 

Was Hurudza also antisocial, by any chance?”
“Well, he didn’t get along with the other goats but we were 

best friends.”
“How peculiar,” said Vaida with a smile.
“Do you go back to visit your family in the area?” asked Abel 

Muranda.
“No. They are distant relatives. Besides, I am always busy with 

work.”
“What sort of work do you do?”
“Officially, I run a ‘stationery’ supply company. But that is on 

hold. I am recovering from surgery. The doctor told me to relax for 
several weeks.”

“Were you ill?” asked Abel Muranda.
“Yes. But I was lucky. My doctor is one of the best. He fixed my 

problem before it got worse. Many issues are easy to fix if they re-
ceive immediate attention.”

“Doctors are amazing,” whispered Abel under his breath.
“Mine certainly was,” said Vaida happily before noticing the 

gloom on Abel Muranda’s face.
“Is something wrong?” she asked.
“There is always something wrong, Vaida. I learn to live with it. 

So what is stationery?”
“Pens, paper, and office supplies. That sort of thing.”
“You can afford a house like this from selling pens and paper?”
“I sell them in large quantities. My customers are companies and 

government departments. I don’t sell to individuals.”
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“And unofficially?”
“What do you mean, ‘unofficially?’”
“You said that ‘officially’ you sold stationery. What do you do 

unofficially?”
“Oh, I see. You will soon find out. All I can say is that my surgery 

has forced me to take a break from working on that too. But I have 
enough employees to make my inaction irrelevant. For now, I will 
show you to your room. I hope you are not an early sleeper.”

“Not at all. My neighbours call me the ‘Owl of Gwenzi.’ I often 
stay up until nine o’clock at night. Don’t worry. You won’t have to 
tread quietly until then.”

“This is your first time in the city, right?”
“Yes. I think I will like it.”
“Only if you learn to stay up after nine o’clock. Long after nine 

o’clock.”
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that evening, Abel Muranda took his first shower in an indoor 
bathroom. It was lavish, but what idiot came up with the idea of a 
white bathtub? If a person left no stains, it meant that they were too 
clean to take a bath in the first place. Someone who really needed a 
bath would coat the entire place with dirt!

City people. They were strange and pampered. Abel Muranda 
could not revere any man who had never held a plough. He could 
never admire any woman who had never carried home a bucket of 
water on her head.

By the time he finished taking his bath, the tub was a rich eco-
system of brown, black and purple streaks. In between the streaks 
were blotches of green fungus. No wonder he still smelled foul dur-
ing the interview despite bathing in the river. Abel Muranda looked 
at the disaster he had created in the tub. What was the right way to 
clean up this mess? After mulling the situation, he decided to leave 
it alone. He didn’t want to break anything.

After retiring to his room, Abel Muranda changed his mind. He 
was about to return when he heard Vaida walking into the bath-
room. A gasp of alarm was followed by a brief silence. Abel Mu-
randa felt even more embarrassed when he heard her scrubbing the 
tub. He considered offering to clean it himself, but decided against 
it. If there was no mutual acknowledgement of the incident, both he 
and Vaida could both pretend it never happened.

The evening became more interesting around nine o’clock. Abel 
Muranda’s fatigue was fast overtaking his guilt about the bath-
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room. The Owl of Gwenzi was drifting off when he heard a car in 
Vaida’s driveway. He raised himself from the pillow and opened a 
small crack in the curtain. Outside was a white minivan like the one 
Claudius Tshuma had driven him in.

At first he heard a chorus of laughing female voices. The voices 
were soon matched with a group of young women tumbling out 
of the vehicle. Though it was dark, the glint of moonlight on ex-
posed human skin was unmistakable. The women were minimally 
dressed. Abel Muranda was scandalized. In his opinion, they were 
naked. There were roughly fifteen women in total. As they disap-
peared around the corner, he heard the excitement moving towards 
the front door. Soon, the house was filled with animated chatter. 
Abel Muranda could hear Vaida’s voice above the others.

What was going on here?
At around ten thirty, Abel Muranda heard the sound of more 

vehicles outside. Once more, he raised his head and peered through 
the curtain. Driving into the yard were the most expensive and shin-
iest cars he had ever seen. Two were black, one was silver.

Within fifteen minutes, there were twelve cars of all sizes in the 
front yard. Not a blade of grass was visible in the jungle of steel 
and glass machines. Well-dressed men with large guts stepped out 
from the cars. All moved into the house with a measure of self-
importance that was only exceeded by the anticipation in their 
every step.

The music started at around eleven. How could Vaida play such 
loud music at this time of night? Surely her neighbours were in bed 
already? Some of them probably had small children. But as he took 
another look at the cars outside, it dawned on Abel Muranda that 
the neighbours’ inconvenience did not matter. If anyone called the 
police, the officers would probably salute the men in Vaida’s house 
before scolding the informant.

Around midnight, the situation became more troubling. Abel 
Muranda heard the door of the adjacent room slam shut. He could 
hear the giggles of a young woman between the drunken grunts of 
an older man.

Something unholy was happening next door.
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The unholiness had a rhythm. It continued for the next hour. 
The silence that ensued did not last long. Before Abel Muranda’s 
fatigue could haul him from the din of debauchery to the chastity of 
sleep, his bedroom door flew open. The first thing he saw was the 
tip of a large gut entering the room. It was full of beer. Abel Mu-
randa was sure he could hear the frothy bubbles bouncing around 
in the cavernous belly. The structure continued its entrance for sev-
eral seconds before its owner came into view. He was fat and oily. 
His balding head was sweating heavily. It looked like it had been 
pressed against the spout of a boiling kettle.

“Who are you!” screeched the man.
“Abel Muranda. Who are you?”
“Hofius Mbozha. I am a Big Shot, so if I were you, I would leave 

this room right now. This young lady and I need the space to con-
summate our misdeeds!”

Hofius was drunk and vulgar. The lucky lady in question only 
became visible when she followed the rest of Hofius’ body into the 
room. She was drunk and nearly undressed. An ill-timed sneeze 
would have finished the job.

“I do not care who you are, Mr. Hofius. This is my room and I 
am sleeping in it.”

“This is ridiculous!” bellowed Hofius. “You do not have a lady 
in here. This is sacrilege! Who comes to Vaida’s to sleep alone? 
What sort of creature are you? As my uncle once said, ‘Only a 
man without a penis would choose to sleep alone in a house full 
of lovely ladies.”

Hofius waved a sausage-like finger in the air. His uncle had used 
this technique to enhance the impact of his wisdom. 

At that moment, Vaida walked in and grabbed Hofius by the 
shoulder.

“Tell him, Vaida. I am a Big Shot!” raved the drunken man.
“I know, Hofius, but you cannot have this room. Mr. Muranda 

has it for the night.”
“But he does not have a lady with him, Vaida? I am sure this is 

against the law!”
“Usually. But not tonight,” said Vaida in a soothing voice.
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“Maybe I should teach this man some manners? Would you like 
to learn a lesson from The Big Shot, my friend?”

Hofius began rolling up his sleeves. His fat hands emerged like 
obese snakes squeezing out from a tube of tooth paste. He was 
punishing his clothes with a ruthlessness that Mr. Gejo would 
envy. However, he was doing so with a deluge of fat instead of 
muscle. Abel Muranda rose from the bed and planted himself in 
front of Hofius. His face was calm. The rest of his body was a 
tightened ball of muscle.

Vaida stood aside and folded her arms.
“Sure, you can teach him a lesson, Hofius. But don’t tell Tongai 

about it. Abel is one of his good friends.”
“Oh ... I see,” Hofius said kindly. The obese snakes were sucked 

back into their toothpaste tubes. His gut sagged even further to-
wards his knees. Only then did everyone realize that he had been 
sucking it in. Mr. Gejo’s name had calmed Hofius the way breast 
milk silences hungry babies.

“Well in that case, I bid you a good night, Mr. Muranda. Sleep 
well … Alone.”

Vaida gently turned Hofius around and led him out the door. His 
gut scraped against the handle as he left. If he had been sober, he 
would have yelped in pain. But he was drunk and eager to spend 
time with his lady. Hofius barely winced.

“This way, Hofius. I have a special room for you on the other 
side. It’s much nicer.”

Abel Muranda could hear Hofius muttering all the way down the 
hall. He was aggrieved.

“It is against the law, Vaida. I tell you, it is against the law …”
“I know,” Vaida said soothingly.
Abel Muranda could not believe the last words Hofius said be-

fore his voice faded down the hallway.
“So, Vaida. Are you available tonight?”
“No Hofius. Larita here will take care of you.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, of course. I just was hoping –”
“I don’t do joint ventures, Hofius. Besides, I am recovering from 

surgery.”



The Hangman’s Replacement: Sprout of Disruption

– 46 –

Abel Muranda heard a dejected groan just before he shut his 
door. He was trembling with anger. If he had not been a guest, he 
would have demolished Hofius Mbozha.

How dare he?
Did Hofius know that he, Abel Muranda, had walked for three 

weeks, braved flooding rivers, and wrestled a crocodile on his way 
to Harare? Was Hofius aware that a single punch in the gut from 
Abel Muranda would eject the foul vocabulary from his being? Suc-
cess and luxury can make men foolish. They fail to realize that their 
success cannot protect them from physical disassembly.

Abel Muranda grabbed a corner of his blanket and stuffed into 
his mouth. Then he screamed. The celebrations muffled the anguish 
that escaped.
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by three thirty in the morning, only four cars remained in the 
yard. The Overnighters.

Abel Muranda’s eyes were bloodshot. Though he had not slept 
properly for days, his fatigue was not strong enough to overcome 
the stampede of emotions that were harassing him. At four in the 
morning, he heard his door handle turning. It was Vaida.

“Hello, Abel.”
“Hello, Vaida.”
“Why are you sleeping on the floor?”
“It’s what I am used to.”
“Well, at least take a blanket.”
“No, thank you.”
Abel Muranda sounded resolute. Vaida decided not to insist.
“May I come in? I would like to apologize on behalf of Hofius.”
“If he wanted to apologize, he would have come himself.”
“He was drunk, Abel. He also threw up on my carpet, but I won’t 

get into that.”
Vaida stepped into the room.
“Anyway, I have also come to apologize in my own capacity.”
“Vaida. I appreciate the gesture, but you don’t have to undress in 

order to apologize.”
Vaida stood in silence by the door. At first, the shock had ren-

dered her motionless. She quickly recovered, but remained still.
Maybe if she lingered, Abel would reconsider what was on offer?
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taona dumisani chiveneko is the author of “The Hangman’s 
Replacement” series. The Zimbabwean citizen was born either 
between the Zambezi and the Limpopo rivers, or along the road 
which runs from Mutare to Hwange. Mr. Chiveneko has refused to 
confirm which option is true. He is also equally circumspect about 
his age, which he has pegged at: “More than ten, but less than a 
hundred-years-old.” 

Mr. Chiveneko is widely regarded as the most anti-social African 
author. He is rumoured to have based the Luxon Hurudza charac-
ter on himself. Even as a child, Mr. Chiveneko was not personable. 
The boy ignored anyone who tried to start a conversation with him. 
This behaviour won him the nickname, “Hombarume”, the Shona 
word for “hunter”. According to the village elder who gave him the 
name, the young Taona was destined to spend his entire life hunting 
for a sense of social etiquette. The elder’s prediction turned out to 
be wrong. The boy never embarked on the quest at all. As a recluse, 
he spent his life hunting for something else: solitude.

Mr. Chiveneko is rumoured to live in a remote location with a 
hypertensive pangolin, three shrews, and a termite colony (enclosed 
in a large glass tank). He is also the half-proud owner of two cats.  
Apparently, he only loves one of them, but is compelled to keep 
them both. The creatures are inseparable companions. 

In fact, when Mr. Chiveneko sold the cat he did not like, the 
remaining one went on a three day hunger strike. Eventually, Mr. 
Chiveneko was forced to buy back the tubby feline for thrice the 
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price he had sold it. As a miser, this incident was highly traumatic 
for him. This unusual sacrifice for another living creature reflects a 
tender side of this enigmatic writer. Nevertheless, that part of the 
man is very small indeed.

During the only interview he has ever granted, Mr. Chiveneko 
confessed that his childhood dream was to become a taxidermist. 
However, this ambition was shattered when he realized that taxi-
dermy had nothing to do with replacing the bodywork of taxi cabs. 
In grief, he bought a diary and vented his sorrow on its pages with 
a feather quill. The experience was refreshing. Through tragedy, 
he found his calling. The rest is history. To this day, he still writes 
with feather quills that he picks up along a popular flight path of 
migrating geese.

There are only two pictures of Mr. Chiveneko in existence. Nei-
ther image portrays his features clearly. In the first, he wears a thick 
scarf to hide a recurring case of mumps. He is also wearing an ill-fit-
ting hat that he bought at a second-hand store thirty-two years ago. 

The second image is a drawing of the author’s alter-ego. The 
picture depicts the mournful face of an unnamed man with thick 
dreadlocks. When asked whether this face was a self-portrait, Mr. 
Chiveneko said it was not. The face came to him during a dream 
in his youth. For reasons he cannot explain, he felt a strong and 
instinctive bond with it. “I felt like it was an alternative expression 
of me. 

Mr. Chiveneko only communicates with the wider world through 
his long suffering lawyer. Any demonstration of courtesy expressed 
in his novels, (including the acknowledgements), are the work of 
his tireless legal representative. Therefore, any questions about the 
author and his novels should be sent directly to: 

lawyer@chiveneko.com. No hate mail please. It only emboldens 
the author. However, words of consolation and support for his poor 
lawyer are welcome.



– 51 –

the	hangman’s	replacement:		

sprout	of	disruption	 	

Novel Names & Pronunciation Guide

  in alphabetical order …

 Abel Muranda: Abel Moo – rah – ndah: The aspiring hangman. 

 Abernathy Mpeto: Abernathy Mpé –  toh: Partner at the law firm 
  of Gweta, Hurudza & Mpeto llp.

 Anala: Vaida’s long lost friend. Founder and ceo of  
  m.s.g., the logistics company with the slogan:  
  “… we also move things”. What “things” does  
  the company “also” move? Anyone who asks this  
  question does not need the company’s services.

 Anonymous Man: The man who died for nothing.

 Asher Muchenje: Asher: Moo – che – njé: Chief Forensic Retinal  
  Analyst at Consolidated.

 Benhilda: The metallic gallows that were built from  
  de-commissioned weapons (secured through  
  Mozambique’s post-war disarmament program). 
  Benhilda’s platform is made from a series of  
  ak 47s, which according to her maker: “… look  
  like a metallic six-pack!”

 Cecil Rhodes: English colonist. Buccaneer of exceptional  
  ambition. Controversial industrialist who named 
  two African countries after himself. Rhodes is  
  the only man to win Professor Guyo’s respect.

 Chief Justice Lameck Dinhiwe: Chief Justice La – méck : Din – ee – wé: Late  
  Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. Formerly a  
  law professor at the University of Zimbabwe  
  law school. Nicknamed, “Professor Argon” by  
  his students because of his unexcitable nature.  
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  Notorious for drafting the world’s most cryptic  
  legal writings. Left academia to become a judge  
  when a gifted student humiliated him by breaking  
  his notorious “B-Barrier”. It was the last exam  
  that Professor Dinhiwe ever marked.  

 Daphne Allen: The long-suffering wife of Percival Allen.

 Doll Eyes: Shadowy industrialist. Bankroller of infamous  
  causes. The man with hard green eyes that never  
  blink, even for lubrication. Prides himself for  
  shunning sleep. Believes that the road to legendary  
  accomplishments must pass through insomnia.

 Earnest Chokwadi: Earnest Choh – kwa – dhi: Journalist at Zuva  
  Redu Daily newspaper. Has the uncanny habit  
  of reporting on peculiar events which touch  
  raw nerves in high places. This tendency has  
  caught the attention of the people at Consolidated.  
  Earnest’s articles are highly anticipated and  
  carefully catalogued.

 Edith: Anala’s gigantic bodyguard. Edith is haunted by  
  severe anger management problems. She must be  
  tranquilized when her rage becomes uncontrollable. 

 Faipa: Fye – pah: Chief of Staff at the Tuvaluan  
  embassy in Harare.

 Father Masuku: Father Ma – soo – koo: The Mazambuko Maximum  
  Security Prison chaplain.

 Giorgio Gweta: Giorgio Gwé – tah: Partner at the law firm of  
  Gweta, Hurudza & Mpeto llp. The charming  
  Mr. Gweta is known for his “golf course” hair,  
  and symmetrical features. Of the latter, it has  
  been noted that an ant walking from one side of  
  his face to the other would experience a serious  
  case of déjà vu. Known as, “The Devil’s Advocate”  
  by his rivals, Mr. Gweta is infamous for his  
  roster of shadowy clients. The lawyer is also the  
  father of the “criminally beautiful” Ketiwe.

 Hofius Mbozha: Hoh – fee – us : Mbo – sia (as is Rhodesia):  
  The drunken “Big Shot” who tries to eject Abel  
  Muranda from his room in the brothel.

 Jokoniya: Joko – nee – ya: Zacharia’s invisible nemesis.

 Justice Athabasca Murambi: Justice Atha – basca : Moo – rah – mbee: Judge  
  of the High Court of Zimbabwe. Respected  
  messenger of consequential news.
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 Ketiwe: Keh – tee – wé: Mr. Gweta’s criminally beautiful  
  daughter. Luxon Hurudza’s personal assistant.  
  Professor Khupe’s hormonal fascination. The  
  girl who has a special way of saying “anything”. 

 Kristabelle Sibanda: Kristabelle : See – vah – ndah: Member of Abel  
  Muranda’s interview panel. The woman whose  
  ambition is to, “…succeed where another failed”.  
  Lingerie is a powerful weapon.

 Luxon Hurudza: Lah – xon : Hoo – roo – dza: Partner at Gweta,  
  Hurudza & Mpeto llp. Misanthropist.  
  Agoraphobic. The most dangerous legal  
  mercenary in the world.

 Magistrate Changamire: Magistrate Chah – nga (as in hunger) – mee – ré:  
  The Hanging Judge.

 Moses: The most effective assassin in Southern Africa.  
  Also known as The Reinsurer: he is only  
  summoned to finish off the failed assignments of 
   other assassins.

 Mr. Chuma: Mr. Choo – mah: The quiet and trusted m.s.g.  
  employee. Mr. Chuma discovers the flame lily  
  that is feeding on the frozen warthog steak, and  
  that other thing … 

 Mr. Kuripa: Mr. Koo – ree – pah: Chairman of the interview  
  panel that was convened to interview the  
  candidates for the hangman’s position.

 Oliver: Security guard at the Tuvaluan embassy in Harare.  
  Oliver is fired after he succumbs to a bout of  
  Monetary Induced Amnesia (m.i.a.). 

 Percival Allen: The gallows-maker. 

 Professor Khupe: Professor Koo – pé: The ethno-botanist who  
  discovers the carnivorous flame lilies at  
  Great Zimbabwe. 

 Professor Khupe’s Aunt: The unnamed woman who mastered an art that  
  could change the course of events. If they can  
  find her, of course. And even then …

 Professor Titus Clementine Guyo: Professor Titus Clementine Goo – yoh: The  
  villain with a thermonuclear intellect.

 The Rhodesian: Author of the warning letter to the High  
  Court judges.
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 Rumbidzai: Roo – mbee – dz – eye: Special Assistant in the  
  Office of Custodial Institutions. 

 Sergeant Sithole: Sergeant: See – toh – lé: The police officer who is  
  called to investigate the carcass of the mauled goat.

 Shuvai: Shoo – vye: Administrative assistant at  
  Consolidated. Once worked for Vaida. 

 Tedward Gudo: Tedward: Goo – dho: Founder, Creative Director  
  and ceo of t.g.m.s.: Zimbabwe’s premier  
  advertising and communications strategy firm.

 Tongai Kuviringa Gejo: Tong – guy: Koo – vee – ree – nga (as in hunger) :  
  Géjo: The obscenely muscular and moustachioed  
  head of Consolidated. His hands are often busy ….

 The Tuvaluan Ambassador: The Too – vah – loo – when: Ambassador:  
  Unwitting host to an unlikely refugee.

 Vaida: Vie – dah: The sexual entrepreneur.

 Xavier Mamhasu: Xavier Mah – mha – soo: The Chief of Public  
  Relations for Mabaudo Foods: makers of Mhitsa  
  Corned Beef – “Naturally Flavoured Cow!”

 Zacharia: Zach – a – ree – ya: The mentally ill man who  
  lives under the bridge.
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Zimbabwe’s last hangman retired in 2004. As the nation 
drifted towards abolition, no determined effort was 

launched to find a replacement. However, the discovery of 
carnivorous flame lilies at the Great Zimbabwe monument 
triggered a spirited search for a new executioner. Those who 
know why this discovery energized the recruitment effort 
refused to talk.

The frantic attempts to find a new hangman were impeded 
by the lack of suitable candidates. Well-placed sources 
confirmed that the fear of ngozi was a deterrent. Accord-
ing to this traditional belief, the spirit of a murdered person 
torments the killer and his family for generations. However, 
this is only half the story. Several promising applicants did 
come forward. None met the minimum requirements for 
the job. The selection criteria were designed to exclude the 
mentally ill, the vindictive, and the sadistic. However, they 
did not rule out the desperate.

This is the story of the aspiring hangman who was obsessed 
with securing the job, the sympathizers who fought to pro-
tect him from his prize, and the anxious men who believed 
that emptying death row would end their horror before the 
meat-eating plants constricted around their necks. 
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