


BURN...

PREFACE...

Thecreakingsoundofadooropeningandclosing

alwaysturnsmyheadinthishovel,notthistime.

Shiversripplethroughmeandafamiliarscent

pricklesthemostsensitivepartsofmynostrils.

TwoyearsawayfromhimandIhavenotforgotten

thescentthatgotmehighonecstasy,itoncemade

mefeelsafe,likeIwasuntouchable.Timekilled

thatfeeling,nowhisscenttormentsme,itcomes

withanoverflowofpainfulmemories.

Thisrockingchairshouldhaveavoicebynow,Iuse

itmorethanIusethebed.Ihavemadethiswindow

andeverythingoutsideitmycompanions.There

wasnothingelsetodo,thelonelinessofthisplace

wouldturnanunintoapartyanimal.

“Areyouheretotakemehome?”Sevenhundred

andthirtydaysIpicturedhimwalkthroughthedoor



andaskmetocomehomewithhim,Iyearnedto

hearthewordsrolloutofhistongue.

WhatIdidnotpreparemyselfforismyreactionto

therequest.I'mangry,Iwasangrywhenhebrought

meherethatdayandIamstillangrytoday.

The23rdofAugust2018,itwasadustyTuesday

around4pm.Thereceptionistwaswearinga…let

mestoptherebeforeIprovemenright,theysaywe

keeptrackofdates,timeandhowfarthesunwas

positionedawayfromthecrescentmoonwhena

particulareventtookplace.

“Yes.”Herepliestomyquestion.

Whydoweinquireaboutthingswedon’twantto

hearanswersto?WhatwillIdowiththis‘yes’he

hasjustgivenme?

Thesoundofhisfootstepsruntomyears,he’s

takingslowstridesin.Icanseehimfromthecorner

ofmyeye.HealwaysthoughtIwasinsyncwith

him,wentwhereverhepointed.SomehowIbelieve

thisishowmydownfallcameabout.

“Let’sgo.”Acommanderheis,heshouldhave



joinedthearmy.

“Idon’twanttogo.”Mymouthoughttohurtafter

thislie,mypunishmentwillbetentimesfold.I

prayedeverydaytoaGodIdonotknowexists

anymore,Iasked,pleadedandcriedthathetakes

meoutofthishospital,sinceIwaslockedaway

withmydemons.

TheworldthoughttheywouldbesafeifIwereput

awaywithmysecrets.Theywerenotreadytohear

theterriblerealitythatonlymymindconcealed.

“Thandiwe.”Argh,Iamoverthrownthathestillgets

whathewants.I’mlookingathim,althoughIdidn’t

wantto.

Sjava’slonglostbrother,Icanhardlyrecognizehim

withthatbushyhairandthebeardthathasbuilta

forestofhairaroundhischeeks.

Hisfacehadbecomeadistantmemorytome,Iwas

beginningtoforgetit.Whydidhehavetocome

backandtormentme?Iwasbetteroffwithouthim,

histoxicpastandthehalfofhimthattookmysoul

away.



“Iloveyou.”Hisheavy-liddedeyesdonotlackthe

passion,althoughstainedwithfatigueanddread,

thelovethatoncedweltthereisglazedinthem.The

strugglesoflifearecreasedbeneathhiseyes.

HoweverIhatethisexpressionandeverythingit

comeswith,everythingitrepresents.Loveisevil.

“Don’ttellmethat.”Ididn’tstophimyearsago,Ican

doittoday.

“IloveyouThandiwe.”Hisdeepvoiceringsinmy

earsbringingaboutathudinmyheart,Ican’tfall

again.Iwouldcomecrushingfacedown,andno

matterhowmuchhetriestocatchme,hewouldfail.

“Thandiwe.”Hesnaps.

Iwouldthinkhemissedcallingmyname,Ineed

himtostop.Iamnotstrongforthis,maybeIam

betteroffinthisplace.

“Comehomewithme.”Hesays,movingawayfrom

thedoorpost,he’scomingtome.Onestepcloser

andIwouldbefollowinghimlikealostsoulthat

can’tfindthelight.Unwillingly,myfeetmoveback,I



gaspasmybackhitsthewindow.

“Isthatwhatyoureallywant?”Iask,Icanhardly

recognizemyvoice.Itcouldbefear,thesoundof

myheartbreakingorhavinghimclosetomeafter

twowholeyears.

Guiltisonemeandictator,hisheartmightnotbein

it.Mymotheralwaystoldmethat,ifyouwantto

knowwhatamanisthinking,lookintohiseyes.I’m

afraidofthetruth,hencemyeyesareeverywhere,

butonhim.

“Iwanttobewithyou.”Herevealsthesecretbehind

hisdarkeyes,Iwantthesamething,buthowcan

webewhenmyhandsarestainedwithblood?Iturn

backtofacethewindow,Iwishforhimtogo.Iwish

Ineverheardhisvoicenorlookedathim.

“Thandiwe.”IfI’mnotafraidofadoggrowlingatme,

whatmakeshimthinkhisgrowlwouldmakeme

tremble?Icanhearhisheavybreathingfrombehind

me,hisangerisnothingcomparedtomine.

“IleftyouhereyearsagoandI'veregrettedit

everyday,Iwillnotdoitagain.”Guiltyisburninghim,



that’stheonlyreasonhecameback.

“WhataboutZulu?WhatdoItellhim?”Heasks.

ThelasttimeIheardthatnameIwasbeingdragged

intothisplace.MyZulu,hehasn’tseenmeorheard

myvoiceinalongtime.Howdidhesurvivewithout

me?

“Whateveryoutoldhimtwoyearsago.”I’vebeen

givenahammerandIamusingittoshattermyown

heart,IyearnformyZulu.Iyearntoholdhimclose

andtellhimthatIlovehim.

“Thatyou’regoingaway?”Idon’tknowifthat’s

meanttobeaquestionorheischeckingifmy

screwsarestillloose.Itakeoffenceineverything

sinceIwasdiagnosedwithSchizophrenia,afancy

Englishwordusedtodescribeagiftedblackperson

whoseesthesupernatural.

He’stooclosetome,Icanfeelhiswarmbreath

slidingdownmyneck.Ifeelsuffocated,Ican’t

breatheandIwantittostop.



Atightgriponmywaistforcesmetoturnaround,I

refusetolookathim.Iwillnotbelookingintohis

eyes.Butthenagain,myhandshavefoundshelter

onhischestandIfeeltheweightofhiseyesonme.

“LookatmeThandiwe,”hisvoiceispleading,yet

demanding.“Rememberallyouhavetodoislook

intomyeyes.”That’swhatIdon’twant,Ihatehim.

Butmycheeksrecognizethetouchofhishands

andtheydecidetogetcomfortable.

“Allyouhavetodoislookintomyeyes.”Hemoves

hisfacelowertomeetmyeyes,heiswaitingforan

answerwhiledrillinghisgazedeepintomysoul,he

won’tletgountilIgiveittohim.

“AndIwillnevergetlost.”EventuallyIfinishthe

sentencelikeIalwaysdid.

“Mommy,mommy,mommy.”Theyareback,the

demonicvoicesarechantingmynameagain.

Whimsical,eeriewhispering,child-likevoices

murmurmynameinarhythmictune.

IknewIshouldn’thavetouchedhim,thisisa

punishment.Goddecidestotakeawalkdownthe



streetsofgoldeachtimeIenterhisthroneroom

meanwhileintheotherspiritrealm,myancestors

arenapping.

“Youhavetogo,pleasegetoutofhere.”A

desperateappealspluttersoutofmymouth.

Myscreamrefusestoblockthevoices,I’mcurled

upunderawhitesheet.Itkeepstheevilaway,that’s

whatIbelieve.

“EventhoughIwalkthroughthevalleyofthe

shadowofdeath,Iwillfearnoevil.”Ichantthe

verseasloudasIcan,myhandshavegoneto

battlewithmyears,it’sanordertopushoutthe

voicesandbringmymindbacktosubmission.

Thisisournewread,ifyou’reallaboutloveandthe

supernaturalthensitbackandenjoytheride.

Beforeyoudothatpleaselike,commentandshare.

Thereisnoscheduleforthisstory,anytimeistea

time.

WELCOMEFAMILY!!!



BURN>>>

1>>>

Yearsearlier.

THANDIWE>>>

Everygirldreamsofthisday,thedayshewill

commitherentirebeingtotheonepersonwho

makesherworldstopandspinatthesametime.I

neverthoughtIwouldlivetoseeit,Iwasagiventhe

roleofamotheranddeniedtherighttobeawife.I

don’tknowwhenhechangedhismind,butI’mglad

hedid.

Standingbeforehimatthealtarwithfriendsand

familywatchingusexchangeourweddingvows

almostfeelssurreal,Idon’trememberadaywhenI

hatedthisman.OkaymaybeIcancountafew,

howevertheloveIhaveforhimoutweighsthehate.

“Youmaykissthebride.”Themarriageofficiate



announces,Iamofficiallyawife.Thetimehas

comeformetodoekup,wearthemosttedious

dressbecauseonlymyhusbandhastoseethe

attractiveme.That’swhatmyauntadvised,sheis

notmarriedbytheway.

Ismileupathimasheslowlyopensmyveil,he

smilesandwinks.Thekissisbrief,heisnotafanof

PDAwhileIamasclingyastheycome.Alsohis

motherissittingrightinfront.Ithinkshehatesme,

I’mnotsure,I’mstillweighingherattitudeandclap

backs.Thescaleshouldbebrokenbynow,I’m

surprisedshehasn’tcaughtpneumoniafromher

hotandcoldmoods.

Ntuthukohasneverreallystoodupformewhenit

comestoher,thisonetimehetoldmethatshe

wouldalwayscomefirstbecausewithoutherhe

wouldn’texist.

Hewouldgetchickstoboycottagainstfarmersjust

sotheydon’tslaughterthemotherhens,ifyou

neverchewaChickenLickenboneagaininyourlife,

Ntuthukoisthemantoblame.



Me:“Iloveyou.”

IlovehimmorenowthatIbearhisname.

Ntuthuko:“Iloveyoutodeath.”

Healwaysaddsthatlastpart,Idon’tlikeit.Howdo

youassociatedeathwithlove?Whatputsmeoffis

theseriousexpressionthatcovershisface.Hewas

oncehumanandexpressedloveliketherestofthe

world,hechangedovernight.

ImetNtuthukoBiyasewhenIwas18,wehititoff

andafewmonthslaterIwasinloveandpregnant.I

wascareless,myparentsweredisappointedinme.

Ifeltbadforhavingtoputthemthroughthat,my

fatherhaddreamsforme.Hewasnotprivilegedto

goforhisdreams,whilemymother’sfamilysaw

marriageasanachievement.

Ofallhersiblings,sheistheonlyonewholefther

father’shouseinaweddingdress.Therestofthem

scatteredeverywhere,fromsquattingwithmento

jobhauntinginthecityofgoldJohannesburg.



IwouldbelyingifIsaidIhaveacloserelationship

withmycousinsfrombothparents.Youwould

thinkthereisanunendingwarbetweentheadults

andthechildrenarestuckinthemiddle.

AbrahamandSarahthoughtitbestthattheyshould

haveasequeloftheirstorythroughmyparentsof

allpeople.VusiandLindaMshengustruggledto

haveachildforyears,herwombrefusedtodoits

job.

Theyhadgivenuphope,untilonedayamiracle

happened.I’mthatmiracle,momwasfiftythreeand

dad,welllet’sjustsayhisagemateswereretiring

forbedat7pm.

“Istillthinkweshouldhavegonewiththecolour

purple,thislookslikeatoddler’sbirthdayparty.”

IhavescoredmyselfaCruellaDeVil,myveryown

devil.Thenightwasnotgoingtoendwithouther

comingtoourtable,shehatesthereceptiondeco.



Ourbankaccountsarenotoverloadedwith

Mandela’sface,lifeisjustnormal.We’reacouple

that’stryingtomakeitthroughthenextmonth,

moneyisnotreallyfriendlywithanyofusyet.

Me:“Purpleisnotmycolour,itmakesmecringe.”

IclapbackandtrytobeasniceasIcan,butshe’s

creepingundermyskinandIcan’tignoretheitch.I

amsideeyedbymommy’sfavourite,hedoesn’tlike

mywords.

“Whatdoyouknow?You’reachild.”Sheadds.

AreallBarbraslikethisone?Ihavenevermetone

before,she’sthefirst.Whyissheatourtable?The

restofthegranniesareonthedancefloordancing

awayto‘isencanelengane.’

Ntuthuko:“She’sawomanmom,she’smywife

now.”

Ntuthukotakesthestage,thisisthefirsttimehe

standsupforme.

Barbra:“Twentyyearsintheworlddoesnotqualify

oneasanadult,lookatthiscircusshehascreated.”



Shemakesafacewhilewavingherhandaround,

trustmewhenIsayhernoseisclosetotouching

herforehead.Iam25justtocorrectMissKnow-it-

all.

Idon’tknowwhatBarbra’sproblemis,thedecois

beautiful.Iwentforrosegold,itisthecolourofthe

season.Althoughtwentynine,Ntuthukoisstill

treatedlikealittleboybyhismother.

ThewomanblamedmewhenIfellpregnant,her

mindhadconvincedherthatIwantedtotrapher

sonwithababy.

Iwouldunderstandifshehadachequebook,apen

inhandandwasreadytowritemeanyamountI

wantjustsoIstayawayfromherson.ButBarbra

hardlyearnsenoughtobuyherselfabrandnewcar

atthesnapofafinger.Herhusbandisaretired

financialadvisor,don’taskmewherehisretirement

fundis,Idon’twanttolie.

“Motheryourhusbandislookinglonelyoverthere.”

Iknowthatvoice.

NqabayomziBiyase,he’stheruggedtype,



pokerfaced,hasthenerveofthedevil,theheartof

RobinHoodandanaurathatwouldintimidate

Draculahimself.Ifhedoesn’tlikeyou,youwould

knowthathedoesn’tlikeyou.

Atthirtyfivehehasnotachievedmuchinlife,from

whatIhaveobserved.HisdaysarespentataPetrol

garage,decidingbetweendieselandunleaded

petrol.

Nqabadoesnotcareaboutlooks,wealthand

drivingthelatestcar.WhichalsoexplainstheKhaki

pantsandtheredshirthe’swearing.Ican’tsaythe

sameaboutmyhusbandhere,moneyisallhetalks

about.He’schasingitwithaslingshotandoneday

hewillhitthetarget.

Barbra:“AreyoutryingtogetridofmeMzi?”

Barbrasays,herinfuriationisalmosthalffull.The

familychristenedhimMzi,Nqabasoundsbetterto

me.

Nqaba:“Don’tshootthemessenger,theoldman

sentmehere.”

WeallturntotheirtableandfindDumaBiyase



entertainingapuppylook,canyoubelievethese

twostill...

ForgivemeItalktoomuch,letmenotspoil

anyone’sappetitebypaintingapictureoftwoold

peoplegettingiton.

Barbra:“Argh!Yourfathercanbeanuisance

sometimes,I’vespentalmost38yearsofmylife

withthatmanandhestillcan’tgetenoughofme.”

BarbrashouldbethankingGod,somewomenhave

barkinghusbands.

Nqaba:“Whatisitmother?You’vehadenoughof

him?”

Heisnotonetojoke,he’sdifferentwithhisparents.

AlthoughNtuthukoisthetrophyson,thegoldenboy

andtheelderbrotherissidelined.Thisiswhat

familydoeswhenyou’repocketshaveholesin

them.

Barbradancesawaytoatongueclickleaving

Nqabawithanunansweredquestion.He’soverit

beforesheevengetsthere.



Nqaba:“DidyouhearthatNtuthuko?Thiswillbe

youin35years.”

He’scrackingajoke,buthisfaceneverwelcomesa

smile.Ntuthukochortles.I’mtryingsohardtoavoid

theeyesthatkeeppursuingmygaze,NqabaandI

hardlysaymorethanonewordtoeachother.

Me:“Iwillnevercomplainaboutmyhusbandgiving

meallhisattention.”

Ifeelaneedtoretort,thefrownNqabaisgivingme

musthavefallenoutoftheGuinnessworldbookof

records.It’sstingingmeandcompelsmetowonder

ifIsaidsomethingwrong.Heblinksonceandtakes

hisgazebacktohislittlebrother.

Nqaba:“Ifyousayso.”

Heshrugshisshoulders,Ineedatranslatortotell

mewhatthissignmeans.

Nqaba:“Congratulationsagainbafo.”

Nqabasaysglancingathisbrother,Iguessmy

congratulationsiswrappedupandkeptwithoneof



theweddinggifts.

Ntuthuko:“Thanks,thisshouldbeyou,youknow?”

Whereisthiscomingfrom?Ineedadrink.Igeta

fiercelookfromNqabaasIdownawholeglassof

champagne,heclearshisthroat.I’mnervousand

thisdrythroatwillputmeinacoma.

Nqaba:“Meaning?”

Nqabaenquiries,Iknowhimasamanwithless

words,astowhyhedecidestoaskthisquestion

puzzlesme.

Ntuthuko:“You’retheeldestMzi,youshould’ve

gonefirst.ButIunderstandwithyoursituation,you

wouldhavetosaveforyearsinordertoafforda

wedding.Goingfromatruckdrivertoapetrol

attendantisnotexactlyanupgrade.”

NtuthukohasamouthIcouldjustsmackit,Nqaba

isnotoffended,butIam.HeisnotexactlyBillGates

buthehasavision,ifonlyhisfamilywouldgivehim

achance.

Me:“Baby,youcan’tsaythat.”



Iaddmyopinion,Idon’tusuallybudintheir

business.Ntuthukoisreadytothrowaheftyclap

back,trustmewhenIsayhiscomebacksdigdeep.

HeisnotexactlythekindestpersonIknow,he

respectshisbrotherthoughandIhaveseenthe

reverencehehasforhim.

Nqaba:“Lifeisnotallaboutmarriagebafo,besides

IlovedonceandIwillnottakethatroadagain.”

ThisiswhenIwishthedaysofNoahhappenedin

mytime,Iwouldjumpinthatfloodjusttoescape

thismoment.

Ntutuko:“Soyoukeepsaying,Iwouldlovetomeet

theonethatgotaway.”Ntuthukostates.

AslighthuffescapesfromNqaba’snostrils.

Nqaba:“You’realuckybastardbafo,don’tmessthis

up.”

Nqabaarticulates,whateverhemeansbyhis

statement.Igetanothermysteriouslookbeforehe

waltzesaway,myeyesareinvoluntarilyfollowing

him.Hetiltshisheadabitasiflookingback,

probablyfeelingmygazeonhim.Icanonlyseethe



sideofhisface,butwithnodoubtIspotasmirkon

thecornerofhismouthbeforehecontinueson.

I’msnappedbackbyatightsqueezeonmyhand.

Ntuthukotakesitandplacesasoftkiss.

Ntuthuko:“Areyouokay?”

Hequestions.AmIokay?

Inod,whatcanIdo,butnod?Hereceivesacall,

he’sforevergettingcalls.Hewon’teventakea

breakonourweddingday.

Ntuthuko:“Excusemebabe,thisisimportant.”

Andwiththatheleavesmealone.Whatismore

importantthanme,hisbride?Ohthat’sright,

businessismoreimportantthanhisfamily,

Ntuthuko’sdeparturegivesmybride’smaidsa

chancetoturnonthedevil’sradio.

Thiswouldn’tbehappeningifIhadagroupof

friends.Iwascompelledtoaskmycousinsto

accompanymetothisnewlife,Ihavetwowordsto

saytothem‘dropdead.’Iwouldtradethemfor

anythingandrightnowIwouldtradethemfora



glassofsomethingstrong.

“Mama.”

Zulushoutsthroughtheloudmusicandchattering,

he’sourlittlebaby.He’stheimageofhisfather,has

alittleofhisfeatures,theflatnose,bigearsand

plumproundlips.

Ihearhelooksmorelikehisunclethanhedoeshis

father,wellithappens.Ilooklikemygreat

grandmotherandI’venevermether.

IoncehadaZulumanwhotaughtmehowtolove,

hewaseverythingagirlcouldaskfor.Likeasevere

earthquake,theagedifferencecutthroughourlove.

Iwasleftbroken,onlytofindsolaceinthearmsof

Ntuthuko.Hemightnotbeeverythingmyfirstlove

was,butheputmyheartbacktogether.

ThisishowthenameZulucameabout,hereminds

meofmyfirstlove.

Zuluisbouncingtomewithhisaunt.Veronicathe

calfoftheBiyaseclan,NtuthukoandNqabawould

dieforthisgirl.Sheismyage,buthermindis

confused.Shehasamindofasevenyearold,you



wouldn’tsayuntilsheopenshermouthtospeak.

Iampulledtothedancefloorbyher,she’sswaying

mearoundgigglinglikealittlegirl.

Vero:“Lookatyourdresssisi,lookhowitflies.”She

saysspinningmearound,myfeethurt,Ishould’ve

takenmyshoesoffforthis.

“MayIcutin?”

Thatvoiceagain,Nqabasureknowshowtosneak

uponpeople.FunnyhowIneverhearhimcoming,

Veronicasmilesatherbrother.ForasecondthereI

thoughthewastalkingtome,he’sspinningher

aroundinhisarms.

I’mthatunwantedchickenwingthatdidn’tcome

rightintheoven,Iguessthisismyqueuetogo

backtothehusband(less)table.

Ntuthukowillpayforleavingmealone,I’msure

there’sanunderwearwithalockinsomeChina

shop.Iwillnotbehavingsexwithhimanytime

soon.

“Sisiwait.”



Verohaltsmytracks,Nqabaisgloweringatmelike

Icursedhim.

Vero:“DancewithMzi.”

Shesaystakingmyhandintohis.Ifanyonecould

putyouinanawkwardsituation,thenVerohasa

PHDinthat.Hisroughhandfitsonmine,thisis

wrongweshouldnotbeholdinghands.

Ioughttoberespectingmyhusband.

Iknowculturesayswhenthehusbanddies,his

brothertakesoverfromhim.That’snotahidden

secret,butIdoubtheshouldbeholdingmelikethis

whenmyhusbandisstillalive.

Nqabahasatightgriponmylowerback,hehas

intertwinedhisfingerswithmine.Iwanttoprotest,

butIsomehowfeelsafeinhisarmsalthoughhe

lookslikehewillslaughtereveryoneinthisplace.

Theperksofhavingalocalweddingplannerfrom

acrossthestreets,DavidTuterawouldretireifhe

hearsAdele’s‘Hello’beingplayedatawedding.

That’sit,theDJwillonlygethalfofhispayment.



Anunexpectedspincatchesmeoffguard,Isee

starstillIcomecrashingonhischest.Hislarge

stronggripfindsitswaybacktomywaist,hepulls

meclosershuttingallspacethatthreatensthe

touch.

Ihavetocheckifmyparentsarenotgivingme

murderouslooks,thecoastisclear.Theoldcouple

isengrossedontheirgrandsonwhoisdancinglike

hejustwonSA’sgottalent.

Nqaba:“Howareyou?”

Nqabaqueries,hisfaceistoocloseforcomfort.

Whydoeshesmellsogood?Hisattireclearly

contradictswithhiscologne,hisgirlfriendneedsto

startdressinghim,ifhehasone.Hedoesn’tlook

likethetypethatwouldhaveawomanstrappedon

hisarmthough.

Nqaba:“Thandiwe.”

Hehardlyeversaysmynameandwhenhedoes,

it’sneveraroundpeople.Thereisawayhesaysit,I

can’tputmyfingertoit,butit’ssoothing.

Me:“Idon’tunderstandyourquestion.”



Ihavenoanswerforhim,hisgrimaceisjustifiable.I

havebeenwarnedaboutmyrudenessacoupleof

times.

Nqaba:“It’ssimple,areyouhappy?”

HedidnotjustaskmeifI’mhappy,hedoesnotget

toplayDr,Philwithme.

Hewon’tletmepullawayfromhisarms.Thegripis

strongandIamcaged,wehavebeendancingfor

toolong.

Me:“We’redoneNqaba,mymotherneedsme.”

It’snotanexcuse,sheisglaringatmeprobablya

twopagespeechhasbeenpreparedinherhead.

Hisgazeremainsinmyeyes,I’mnotsurewhatI’m

lookingat.Thegazeisdeepandspringcleaning

everycornerofmysoul.

Me:“Thesongisover.”

Thewordsunhurriedlyswimoutofmymouth,he

takeshisGodgiventimetoletgo,hishandsslowly

leavemybodyasiflettinggoisadread.Idon’t

wastetimetorushtomyparent’stable,hiscologne



followsme.Whatjusthappenedmustnotbe

repeated.

I’mattackedwithabearhugbyZuluasheseesme

approaching,thischildwilloutgrowme,heistoo

tallforhisage.

Linda:“Yourhusbandshouldnotbeleavingyou

alone,you’rehisbride.”

Mymotherisreferringtothedance,shelooksatme

likeIwashavingsexwiththeguy.Oldagemustbe

painful,Iwillhavetoskipthisstage.

Me:“He’sonthephonemama,hehasbusinessto

takecareof.”

Ijumptohisaid,althoughIsoundlikean

understandingwife,Iamboilinginside.

Linda:“Couldn’thetakeyouwithhim?Wewould’ve

understood.”

Toansweraphonecall?WhatdidIsayaboutold

age?

IfitwereuptoherIwouldbestrappedon



Ntuthuko’sbelt,myfatherisquietandreserved.The

onlytimeIhaveheardhimsayawholeparagraphis

whenhe’stalkingtohiswife.

Thesetwohavewhatwecallpillowtalk,theonly

differencewiththemisthattheyjumpintotheir

“1920’s”nightwearandconverseuntiloneofthem

fallsasleep.

DidImentionI’veseenPrincessDianawearingmy

mother’snightdressonamagazine?Itwasan

eveninggownsheworetooneofheroutings.

Ihaveadreamtogivemyparentseverything,the

paintoseeyourmotherwearingsecondhand

clothes…ThefurthestIhavetoadegreeisacall

centrecertificate.

Linda:“YourfatheristiredTan-tan.”

TheycallmeTan-tan,Ipoppedoutofherwiththis

name.Ithauntsmetillthisday,Iwillnevergrow

intoit.IknowsomeonewhousedtocallmeTan-tan,

funnyenoughIdidn’tmindhimcallingmethat.He

gaveitawholedifferentmeaning.

Linda:“Weneedtogonow.”



Shecontinues.Dadsmilesatme,reachesouthis

handtotouchmine.

Vusi:“You’reawomannowmybaby,takecareof

yourfamily.Listentoyourhusband.”Vusiadvices…

Asecrettoaperfectmarriage,that’swhathewould

say.Mystubbornnessdoesn’tlistentome.Howwill

itletmelistentosomeone’snonsense?Ntuthuko

canbefullofitsometimes,liketoday.Ihavea

wholebookofcomplaintswaitingforhim.

Me:“Iwillbaba.”

Ifhelistenstome.

Ntuthuko’sparentsarehousingthem,theytravelled

alongdistancefromKZN.IseeNqabaapproaching

thetable,canheremovethosehandsfromhis

pocketsbeforehegetshere?Myfatherissorural

hewouldaskJuliusMalemawhyhewearsan

overallandnotibheshuandJujuisnotevenZulu.

Nqabasendshisacknowledgementtomyparents

whilerubbinghishandstogether,mymotherisnot

happyabouthispresence.Sheprobablythinkshe

willtakemeinhisarmsandspinmeacrossthe



floorandinhereyesthat’sanabomination.

Paranoiacomeswitholdage.

Nqaba:“Canwetalk?”

Hewillgetmeintroublewiththisageingwoman.

Hepullsmeaside,Iwasreadytodeclinehis

request.Whathewhispersintomyearsbreaksme

intoamillionpieces.

WhathaveIgottenmyselfinto?

Tobecontinued…

BURN

2>>>

THANDIWE>>>

I’msupposedtobeonmywaytomyhoneymoon

withmyhusband,buthereIamstuckwithhis

brotherinthemiddleofnowhere.Employeeofthe

monthgoestothedevil,Ibethewaspromiseda



promotionoraraise.IsthiswhatIsignedupfor

whenIsaidforbetterorworse?

Zulu:“Mama,canIgoandhelpuncle?”

Thecuriosityofthischildleavesmebemusedall

thetime,he’sonlyeightandisashyperasan

Easterbunny.

Me:“Youcan’thelphim,it’sdarkoutsidebaby.”I

dispute.

Ntuthukowascalledtoworkonourweddingday,

apparentlythere’sthisbusinessdealhe’sbeen

chasing.Nqabadidn’tgivemuchdetailsandI’m

gladbecauseIwasfumingwhenhetoldmethat

NtuthukohadtogotoameetingandaskedNqaba

totakeushome.Whatthehellisthat?

Sohiscarhasbrokendown.Itoldhimtocallfor

help,Mr.Almightydoesnotaccepthelpfrom

anyone.

Zulu:“I’maman,I’mnotafraidofthedark.”

Hisfatherisnotthiscourageous,I’lltaketheglory

forthisone.



Me:“Letmesee,aneightyearoldsittingonhis

mother’slapwithhisheadpressedonherchestis

consideredaman?”

Hemovesfasterthanakitchenmouseandlandson

thedriver’sseat.

Zulu:“I’mgoingtohelpunclefixthecarmama.”

Heinsistsashereachesforthedoor.

Me:“IamnotplayingwithyouZulu,donotdisturb

youruncle.”

Thedriver’sdooropensjustasIchidehim,Nqaba

glaresatme.Ishouldhavedeclinedthisoffertogo

homewithhim.

Nqaba:“Whyareyoushoutingatthechild?”

IthinkI’mtheonebeingreproachedhere.

Me:“Isthecarready?”

Idodgehisquestion,Iaminnomoodtobe

explaininginconsequentialthings.Heanswerswith

araisedbrow,asulkingZuluishidingunderhis

wing.I’mnotsureI’mcomfortablewiththeir

relationship,Nqabahardlyvisits,butwhenhedoes



Zuluisallhefocuseson.

Nqaba:“Itis.”

HejumpsinafterpushingZuluonmylap,he’s

lookingatmeandit’sgettinguncomfortable.

Nqaba:“Areyouokay?”

ThisisthesecondtimeIamaskedthisquestion

today,myhusbandisawayfrommeonmywedding

dayandIaminthemiddleofnowherewithhis

grumpybrother.

HowcanIbeokay?

Ireplywithashrug,Ihaveafeelinghe’stryingto

scaremewithhismenacingdeportment.Hestarts

thecarashefailstobullyaresponseoutofme,the

driveseemslonger.Weshouldbehomebynow.

ZuluisrecitinghisdaysatschoolandNqaba

entertainshimwithallsortsofquestions.

Me:“WhyareyoutakingtheroutetoRoodepoort?”

OurhomeisinOrlando.

Nqaba:“Hesaidtotakeyouhome.”



HerepliesandIrepeat,ourhomeisinOrlando.

Me:“What’sgoingonNqaba?”

I’mgettingannoyed.

Nqaba:“I’mtakingyouhome.”

Herepeatswithoutturningtoglanceatme.

Me:“Nqabayomzi.”

IsnapcausingZulutoleerupwithacreased

foreheadasIfIshouldnotberaisingmyvoice.

Nqabaisgivingmethesamelookasthislittlebrat

onmylap.Whatdoesawomanhavetodotoget

answersaroundhere?

Nqaba:“Yourhusband…”

Heswallowshiswords,gritshishandsonthe

steeringwheelandasubstantialsighdragsout

fromhischest.

Nqaba:“Ntuthukohasbusinesstotakecareof,he

toldmetodropyouhome.Ithoughtyouknew

aboutthenewhouse.”

Whathouse?Thislackofcommunicationwillbe



ourdownfall,wearenewlywedsandalreadysecrets

arelurkingamongstus.

Me:“Yourbrotherdidn’ttellmeanythingabouta

newhouse.”

HowcanNtuthukomakesuchdecisionswithout

informingme?

Heignoresmeanddecidestoansweracall.

Nqaba:“What?”

Whoah!!Ifeelsorryforwhoeverisontheotherside

oftheline.

Nqaba:“ItoldyouIhavesomethingimportantto

do.”

Hesoundsangry.

Nqaba:“Idon’tcare,dowhatyouwant.”

Hecutsthecall,Icouldswearhejustcussedunder

hisbreath.

Me:“Iseverythingokay?”

Thelookonhisfacemakesmeregreteverasking

thedamnquestion.Backtosilenceitis.



Wearrivetothesocallednewhouseit’sagated

community.Ntuthukoistakingthisfakeittillyou

makeitthingtooserious.Howishegoingtopayfor

thisplace?Whenwasthisplanned?

Nqabapullsupoutsideonthedriveway,thisisno

newhouse,Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifIfindMatilda

inthere.

Nqaba:“Willyoubeokay?Ihavetogohome.”

Howwillwebeokayinthisplace?

Barbramusthavechosenit,onlywitcheshavean

eyeforsuch.Thehouseisthinandlong,itwasbuilt

withdarkbricksthathavebeenstaineddarkerin

placesbytherainwhichmakestheplaceseem

gloomyandgrey.

I’mstartledbysmallarmswrappingaroundmy

waist,Zuluisglaringatitfromhisview.Hehatesit

asmuch.

Zulu:“Arewegoingtosleepinthere?”Hemakesa

faceandimmediatelyremindsmeofsomeone,I



onceknew.Iwishhecouldaskhisfatherthat,

Nqabawillhavetoansweronhisbrother’sbehalf.

Nqaba:“Thehouseisokay,thereisnothingtobe

afraidof.”

Great,healsoseesthatitlookslikesomething

terriblewilljumpoutofit.

Nqaba:“Itcomeswiththecontract,it’sapackage.I

willhelpyousettlein.”

Heoffersbrazenly.

Me:“Youcan’tleaveusaloneinthishouse.”

Isputtertentatively,ifIwantedtogotothehouseof

horrorIwouldhaveboughtmyselfatickettogold

reefcity.

Nqaba:“Itlookscompletelydifferentinside.”

He’sbeeninside?Thatmeansheknewaboutthe

houseanddidn’ttellme.IfthisisNtuthuko’swayof

asurprisethenIsuggestheleavesittothe

professionals,thisiswhathappenswhenblackstry

toimitatewhitepeople.

Me:“Ifthatisso,whydoesitlooklikeHanseland



Gratelkilledamillionwitchesinthere?”

Iretortrapidlyandgetalowchuckle,noteeth

shownormouthstretched,that’showcoldhis

chortleis.

Nqabatakesthefirststep,Zulurunstohim.He

whiskshimupinhisarms,theboylooksterrified.I

canonlyhopethattheinteriorisdifferent.

Itwistthehandleofthedooranditcreaks,the

soundcompelsmyhearttoreactoutoffear.My

housedoesnothavecreakingdoors,it’snotdark

anddull.

ShakaZulu’swarriorreachesforthelightswitch

andhewasright,itdoesn’tlookthatbadinside,

althoughIwouldgiveita4outof10.

Thefirstthingthatgreetsmeisthewoodenflightof

stairs,itdoesn’tlooklikeanyonehasevercome

backfromupthere.Ihatestairs,evenmorewhen

theylookliketheyarefromtheseriesCharmed.

Awidearchedentranceonmyrightshowsthe



kitchen,Ihateitbecauseofthesingledoorwhite

fridgethat’speekingfromthereandthecabinets

lookoutdated.AsNqabamoves,thefloorboards

moanwithage.Thisoughttobeafixer-upper.

Iknewthere’saMatildainhere.Whyarethere

antiqueglassdollsdisplayedallovertheliving

room?Whoeverlivedherewasoutforaseriousdoll

collection,althoughIadmiretheirvintageattire,I

amnotkeepingtheseinmyhouse.

Don’tgetmestartedonthesofas,couchistoo

fancyawordtodescribethisterriblefurnitureIam

lookingat.Brownfloral,tastelessmaterial,must’ve

beenmadebeforetheapartheid.Ntuthukohas

disappointedme,Ithoughthehadaneyeforgood

stuff.

Nqaba:“Hesaidyou’llbuyfurnituretogether.”

Nqabasays,heseesmyobjectionablefacial

expression.Ihavenotutteredawordsincewe

enteredKobus’shumbleabode.

Me:“Whogavehimthishouse?”Iask.

Nqaba:“Idon’tknow.”



Hesays.Shouldn’theknoweverything?Theyare

brothers,theyusedtosharedirtyunderwear

growingup.

Nqaba:“Itoldyouitcomeswiththecontract.”He

movesahead.

I’msurprisedZuluissnoringonNqaba’sshoulder,I

doubtIwillbegettinganysleeptonight.HowdoI

askhimtostaybehinduntilthehusbandgetshome

withoutsoundinglikeacoward?Yes,'thehusband',

Iaminnomoodtobeclaimingthatfoolasmyown.

Onsecondthought…

Me:“PleasetakeustoOrlando.”

Hisbrowarcs,I’mannoyinghim.Ididmentionmy

stubbornness,right?Itcomesnatural,Iama

Mshengubyblood.

Nqaba:“Ican’t.”

Anormalpersonwouldsay‘Ican’tbecause’and

givereasonswhy.Thisonewantsmetoaskhim

whyhecan’ttakeusbackhome,letmehumourthe

man.



Me:“Why?”Rubbish…

Nqaba:“Hesoldit.”

Whatthefuck?Thatbastardsoldourhouse?What

amI?Atrophywife?WillIhavenosayinthis

marriage?Thenextthinghe’llbetellingmetoquit

myjob,acolddayinhellthatwouldbe.

Isittruethatmencanputupanactforyears?I’ve

seenDiaryofamadblackwomanandIthought

TylerPerrywasunnecessaryuntilnow,he’stheir

genderandknowshowtheythink.

Thequestioncomestomindagain,whathaveI

gottenmyselfinto?

Me:“DidImaketherightdecision?”

Doubtisdoingahappydanceinmyhead,Nqaba

doesnotunderstandmyquestion.Heneedsmore

lucidity,howdoIputthiswithoutsoundinglikeI

regretmarryingthehusband?I’mangryandIhave

somanyquestions,likewhereisthemanImarried?

It’s10pmatnight.

Nqaba:“You’veknownhimforeightyears,youhad



enoughtimetodecideifhe’srightforyou.”says

Nqaba.

Ishould’vekeptmymouthshut.Iwanttoclickmy

tongueandrollmyeyes,butwiththatlookonhis

facehe’llprobablypinmeagainstthewalland

threatentocutmytongueoutand…I’mkidding,it’s

theatmosphereofthisplacethatismakingme

exaggerate.

Nqaba:“I’llputPeanuttobed.”

Zuludoesnotappreciatethispetname,itisonly

acceptablewhenhisuncleusesit.Thechildcould

onlyeatporridgemixedwithpeanutbutterwhenhe

wasababyandbecauseNqabaisamanandtheir

brainsare…

RefrainfrominsultingtheothergenderThandiwe…

SoNqabafounditfunnysothat’showhedubbed

mybabywithsuchaname.

Me:“I’llcomewithyou.”

Iflapbehindhim,firstlyI’mscaredandsecondlyI

needtomakesurespidersarenotthrowingaparty

ontheboy’sbed.I’mgladthestaircaseissteady



andthereisnosqueakingsound.

Ittakesaboutmoreorlesstenstepstogettothe

corridorandLordhavemercy.Wholivedinthis

house?

Thecorridorislongandreedy,therearethree

browndoorsoneachsideandonestraightahead.

Me:“Puthiminmyroom.”

Iinstruct,Ntuthukowillseewherehesleepstonight

andthat’sifhecomeshome.Thebedroomisnot

bad,mybedishereatleasthisshabbybrain

thoughtofthat.Nqabareceivesasecondcallafter

layingZuludown,hefrownsathisphoneand…

Nqaba:“Whatisit?”

Hesnapsatthepersonagain,tosayhe’spissed

wouldbetakingitlightly.Helistens,clickshis

tongueandwithoutanotherwordramsthephone

intothepocketofhisjeans.

Whoeverthepersonis,wantshimhomeor

wherever,toughluckbecauseIamnotlettingthis

mango.Notuntilhisbrothergetshome.



Iseeflyingpotsandspoonsalready.I’manover

thinker,Idon’tcrossthestreetsbeforethetraffic

lightturnsgreen.IturnbackrecitingtheLord’s

prayerafteranencounterwithablackcat,Idon’t

walkunderladders.Idon’topenanumbrellainthe

houseandIdon’teatinmydreams.Beingablack

personisafulltimejob,ifyouweretogooglethe

wordsuperstition,youwouldprobablyfindmyface

nexttoit.

Nqabastandsclosetothedoor,hishandsinhis

pocketsandascowlclaiminghisface.Thecaller

madehimangry.

Nqaba:“Ihavetogo.”

Ohnoyoudon’t,IwillfollowhimifIhaveto.Heis

notleavingusaloneinthisblackhole.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyouandyourbrother

discussed.”

Istart.

Me:“Butyouarenotleavingmealonehere.”

ThatcameoutwrongandIdidnotcontributetothe



harshtone,I’mjustsoangryatNtuthuko,thegrin

Nqabaisgivingmemakesmefeelliketheworld’s

biggestidiot.

Nqaba:“Areyouafraid?”

Me:“No.”

Iamterrified,butIwon’ttellhimthat.

Nqaba:“Thenthereisnoreasonformetobehere.”

Hesays.

HowdoItellhimthatIfeelsaferwhenthereisa

malefigureinthehouse?

Me:“Zuluwillfeelsafewithyouaround.”

Wegivebirthtoitfordayslikethese.I’mgivenan

eyebrowraise,hedoesnotbelievemeandIdon’t

care.

Nqaba:“You’reapridefulwomanThandiwe.”

Andheknowsmebetter?

Me:“It’snotpride,yourbrothercannotbedoing

thingswithoutlettingmeknowfirst.Iamhiswife.”

Itistoosoontobecomplaining?Heslightlytiltshis



headtotheside,Iseeaclenchedjaw.Ifinally

gatherupthecouragetositonthebed,Nqaba

leansagainstthewall,crosseshisarmswhilehis

gazeisfixatedonme.

IwouldliketosaythisisawkwardandIwantitto

beawkwardsohecanstandoutsideandguardthe

door,butwearenowheretotheworldof

awkwardness.Thegazethoughmakesmeshy

awayfromhim,heisnotexactlytheleast

intimidatingmanonearth.

Nqaba:“Whydidyoumarryhim?”

There’sareasonhe’saskingmethisquestion.Heis

notgoingtoaskagain.Sincehe’sdishingup

questionstoday,thenextoneshouldbe,whyamI

takinglongtoanswerthefirstone?

Me:“Ilovehim,”

Thereitis,Nqabahuffs.

Nqaba:“Right.”

Hegivesafrustratedreply,turnsandwalksoutof

theroom.



Me:“Whereareyougoing?”

Mypanickyvoiceschasesafterhim,hepeeps

throughthedoorwithasmirkonhisface.

Nqaba:“UyigwalaTshabalala.”(You’reacoward.)

Ihateitwhenhecallsmethat.

Me:“Idon’tcare,we’recomingwithyou.”

Idispute,tonightIamnotplayingwithanyone

whethertheylooklikethebogeymanortheguynext

door.

Nqaba:“Tothekitchen?”

Hethinkshe’ssmart,heleansonthedoorposthis

eyesareprobing.Ntuthukoneverseeksanswersto

hisquestions,thisoneisdifferentandcanbe

annoyingattimes.

Nqaba:“RestThandiwe,Iwillneverleaveyou.”

Hesizzlesinawhisperandthisstaringcontestis

notgood.Icurtailmyeyesandtheyfallonmyson.

Nqaba’sgazeisburningme,Ifeeladeepurgeto

turnandglancebackathim.BythetimeIdoit,he’s

outofthedoor.



There’satickingsoundthathasdugdeepintomy

lastnerve,I’vebeenavoidingitwhiletalkingto

Nqaba.Itsoundslikeaclock,Ididn’tknowthey

makethismuchnoise.

Ahhh!!!Scanningmyeyesaroundtheroom,Iseeit

onthewallnexttothewardrobe.It’sanantique

mantelclock,Ihaven’tseenanythingsobeautiful

asyet.Howdidtheownersleavesuchanexpensive

piecebehind?

AsIturnitovertoremovethebattery,itslipsoutof

myhandandthewholethingbreakslikeathunder

storm.Unexpectedlythelightintheroomflickers

forafewseconds,Idoubtanythingworksinthis

house.

I’llcleanthemessuplater,Ineedtochangeoutof

thisweddingdressandtakeashower,that’sifthere

isone.

Thesoundoffootstepsoutsidethedoorcatches

myattention,Ifindsomethingtocovermyselfwith.

Barbradidn’tteachherkidshowtoknock.Someone

isstandingatthedoor.Whyaretheynotknocking?



Me:“Nqaba!Isthatyou?”Icallouttonoone

specific.

AscuriousasIhavealwaysbeen,Irushtoopenthe

dooronlytofindnoone.Theeeriecorridorisempty,

that’sodd.

“Mama!”Zuluisawake.

Me:“Whatisitbaby?”

Hesitsupfromthebed,leansbackonthe

headboardandpullstheblanketuptohischin.He’s

notlookingdirectlyatme,butintospace.

Zulu:“I’mcold.”

Hestatesbetweenshatteringteeth.The

temperatureisabovethirtydegrees,theheatis

enoughtomeltthecoldestheart.Ntuntuko’sheart

perse,Ihatehimrightnow.Whyishenothome

withhisfamily?

Me:“Areyoucomingupwithafever?”

Histemperatureisnormalthough.

Helayshisheadonmychest,coughsalittleand

thishasmeworried.Hewasperfectlyfinebeforehe



fellasleep.

Me:“Baby.”

He’sgone,Ihearhissoftsnoresemanatingfrom

him.I’llhavetopreparearemedyforhim.

Wehavealeakingtapbackinouroldhouseand

Ntuthukohasfailedtofixit.Howishegoingtofix

thishouse?Everythingisold,fromtapstotiles.The

bathroomlightisdimmerthanIwouldlike,I’mnota

friendofthedark.Ioptforabath,relaxingwoulddo

megoodrightnow.

Mymindkeepswanderingtoplacesitshouldn’tasI

lieinthiswarmwater,controlyourthoughts

Thandiwe.AtriptomemorylaneisthelastthingI

shouldseek.

Ifeelmyselfdriftingintoadeepslumber,asifIhad

takenawholebottleofsleepingpills.Thiscouldbe

myeyesplayingjokeswithme,butthelightis

flickering.

MymindsendsamessagetomybodythatIshould



getoutofthebathroomandsleeponthebed.Ifeel

myselfgettingup,takingsnailmovements.Onthe

otherhand,I’mstilllyinginthebathtubthewater

coveringmynakedbody.I’mnotsurprised,I’ve

hallucinatedbefore.Thosehalf-asleep,half-awake

dreams,happenfairlyalot.

SuddenlyI’mkneelinginanemptybathtub,covered

inbloodfromheadtotoe.Whosebloodisthis?

Iwantscream,butmyvoicehasleftme.Onlymy

mindhasthestrengthtoyell,nonethelessthereis

noaudio.Ihearasoftwhimpering,Iholdmybreath

unsureofwhatitis.OrifI’mdreamingorit’sa

reality.

Thecryintensifiessoundinglikeawoundedchild,

it’sloudanddesperationiscoatedoveritfollowed

bythesoundoffootstepslikeapersonsteppingon

dryleaves.Iseeatinyfigurefromthecornerofmy

eye,IthoughtZuluhadgonebacktosleep.Iwantto

askhimtocallhisuncle,Ineedhelp.Ican’tmove

andmybodyiscoveredinblood.Icansmellit,the

stenchissostrongthatIcanalmosttasteit.



Me:“Zulu…call…your…uncle…”

Thewordsdragoutofmewithnoaudio,every

syllableisdense.Thefigurestandsnexttome,I

can’tseeitsform,butIknownowthatit’snotmy

Zulu.It’sashadowofalittlepersonandits

presencesendscoldshiversrightthroughmybody.

Icanstillhearitssnivels,inmyears.Thesoundis

soagonizingthatIwishforittostop.

Myheartstartspoundingfastandfearhas

paralyzedme.There’sanuncomfortablesilence

beforethesoundofachildscreamingemerges

fromthedimbathroom,itsoundsdistantatfirst

thendrawscloserbecomingmoreintense.It

piercesthroughmyearsandabruptlychangesinto

ahorrendouslaughter.

Thisisadream,ithastobeadream.

Me:“Aaaaaaahhhhhh!!!”

Iforcemyeyesopenandjumpoutofthetub

screaming,mymindisnotanywhere,buton

escapingthisbathroom.ThedoorswingsopenasI



reachforthehandle,ahorrificscreamfliesoutof

mymouth.Itrytoturnbacktothetubonlytoslip

andfallflatonthelargefigureinfrontofme.

Armsclaspmyback,myheadishiddenonitschest.

Iwouldhavejumpedifitwerenothuman,butI

recognizethisscentfromearliertoday.

“It’sokay,I’mherenow.”

Thefamiliarvoicesoothes,hischinispressed

againstthetopofmyheadandIrealisethatshit,

I’mnaked.Ijoltup,heshutshiseyesasifhe’s

lookingatabodycoveredinleprosy.I’minthe

bedroominaflash,tryingtofindsomethingtowear

inmysuitcase.

Nqaba:“I’msorry,Iheardyouscreamingand

thoughtyouwereindanger.”

Hesendshisapologybehindthebathroomdoor,

he’snotsupposedtoseemenaked.I’mhissister-in

-lawforChrist’ssake.

Nqaba:“Thandiwe.”

Nqabasaysincredulously.ThisiswhatIhad



mentioned,heexpectsananswerforeverything.

Me:“It’sokay.”

HewantsaresponseandIshalllietohim.It’snot

okay,itwillneverbeokay.Inevershould’veasked

himtostay.

Nqaba:“Areyoudecent?”Heasks.

AmIdecent?Whateverthehellthatmeans.Ifinda

dulldress,Iamconvincedthatmyauntpackedmy

clothes,mymotherhasnotimeforanything,butmy

father.

Thehousewascrowdedlastnight,Iwassoexcited

abouttheweddingthatIdidn’thavetimetogeta

secondlookatit.IfIknewIwouldnotbecoming

back,Iwouldhavesaidmygoodbyes,admiredmy

livingroomonelasttimeandmaybepackedmy

ownclothesaswell.

Nqaba:“I’msorry.”

Hesays,Ialmostfeelsorryforhim.

Me:“Youcancomeout,I’mdecent.”

IshoutasIdroponthebed,leisurelyhewalksout



likehe’stakingthatlastwalktotheelectricchair.I

chastisemyeyesthemomenttheymeethis,he’s

backtolookinglikeSouthAfrica’smostwanted

criminal.

Nqaba:“Whathappened?”

Heasks,whatreallyhappenedinthere?AllIknow

isthatIwasnotalone,Ihadavisionwhichsounds

farfetched.Orwasithallucinations?

Me:“Therewassomeoneinthebathroom.”

Ireply,I’mnotsureofwhatI’msaying,itmakesno

sensecomingoutofmymouth.

Nqaba:“Who?”

HowthehellamIsupposedtoknow?

Me:“Idon’tknowNqaba.”

He’llthinkI’mcrazyifItellhimthetruth,he’sgiving

mealookthatmakesmefeellikemysenses

drownedinthatbathtub.

Nqaba:“I’mmakingtea,wouldyoulikesome?”

Hebringshisreasonforhispresenceforward,



downrightignoringmyexplanation.

Me:“I’mokay.”

I’msurprisedbyhisproposal,NqabayomziBiyase

isatypicalZuluman.Hecanspellpatriarchyinhis

deepestsleep,peoplechange.

Ifollowhimoutofthebedroomrightafterchecking

onZulu,afterthedreamIhad,Iwon’tbesleeping

tonight.Mydreamsareneverthatclear,itfeltmore

likerealitythanadream.

TheteaIdeclinedisplacedinfrontofmeasIsit

downonthesofa,thestubbornnessofaZuluman

willleaveyoudefeated.IhavedecidedthatIhate

thishouseandeverythinginit,startingoffwiththis

sofa.

Me:“Haveyouspokentoyourbrother?”

I’mneverthisboldwithhim,tonight’seventshave

givenmetheaudacitytospeakout.Themanis

probablyshocked,heglaresatmefromacrossthe

woodencoffeetable.



Nqaba:“No.”

Hesaysanddipshisfaceinthecoffeemug.

Youknowthatloudsipthatalarmsyourneighbours

thattodayyouhaveenoughsugarandmilkto

experienceonceagainthewhiteman’shot

beverage?

Yeahthat’stheonehekeepsmaking,Ishouldbe

annoyedbyit,butsurprisinglyhe’sstillalive.Ifit

weresomeoneelsemycupwouldbeflyingacross

theroominanattempttogetthemtostop.

Me:“Ineedclarityhere,whatkindofbusinessis

Ntuthukointo?”Iask.

Ntuthukooncetoldmesomethingaboutbricks,

concreteandcement.Iwasnotpayingmuch

attention.

I’veseenthepapersthough,I’vebeentothesite

andthatbusinessdoesnotrunatnightunlesshe’s

intodrugtraffickingandwhateverblackmarket

businessoutthere.

Nqaba:“I’msurprisedthatyouknowlessaboutthe



manyou’vesharedabedwithforeightyears.”

That’shisresponse,Nqabadoesnottalklikethis.

Respectcomesfirstwithhim,althoughhis

rejoindersmakesonewanttoshowerhimwith

boilingwater.I’mscowlingathimasItrytograsp

hisstatementandfromwhichruralgrounddidhe

reapitfrom.

IamremindedastowhyIdon’tconversewithhim,I

hidemyface.Hisunyieldinggapeisjudgingmeand

Idon’tdowellwithjudgement.

Nqaba’sphoneisringingagain,reachingforit,his

foreheadcrumples.

Nqaba:“You’rewhat?”

Hespringsuptohisfeethalf-shoutingatthecaller,

he’sheadedtothedoor.Isheleaving?

HowdoIstophimwithoutsoundingdesperateand

needy?Icannottaketheblameforthis,thatdreamI

hadcreepedmeout.Thestenchofthebloodstill

hoversinmynostrils.

Iplodbehindhim,takingslowquietsteps.He’sa



tongueclicker,I’velostcounttoday.Heflipsthe

dooropenandayoungwomaninagarishattire

slithersintomyhousewearingthebiggestfrown,

hereyesmissNqabaandimmediatelyfallonme.

“Finally,IcanputafacetothenameThandiwe.”

Sheseetheswalkinguptome,I’vebeenthrownon

theseatofpureconfusion.Idon’tknowthiswoman

noramIawareofwhatIdidtoher.

Tobecontinued…

BURN...

3…

THANDIWE…

Ihadabadfeelingaboutthishousefromthe

momentIsteppedoutofthecar,firstitwasthe

experienceinthebathroomandnowthiswoman



whoisreadytoturnmyhouseintoawrestlingring.

Nqabaisstandingbetweenusandthishasme

wonderingifshewantstoattackme.

“HowdoesitfeeltobemarriedThandiwe?”She

asks,Iamnotsurewherethequestioniscoming

from,she’sastrangerandIhavenoreasontobe

answeringher.

Me:“Excuseme?”

Isenseangercomingfromher,ifonlyNqabacould

stopglaringandexplainwhatishappeninghere.I’m

notafighteronlymynailscandothefighting.

“It’sjustasimplequestionsweetie,Iwanttoknow

becauseMziandIareabouttotakeawalkdown

theaisleandIwouldhatetohaveanothermanover

tomyhouseonmyweddingnight,whilemy

husbandisaway.”Sheadds,sheisplainlyinsulting

me

NqabaglancesatmeasifwantingtoseehowI

handlethenewsthathe’sgettingmarried.Iam

shockedrather.

Nqaba:“WhatareyoudoinghereReba?”



Tookthewordsrightoutofmymouth.

Reba:“Icametogetyou,it’slateMzilet’sgohome.”

Shesays.

I’mnotjudginghim,butsheisnothistype.She’s

thetypethatwouldjumpoutofaflashycar,askfor

e-walletsandcomehomewithshoppingbagsthat

couldfitthewholewardrobe.

Nqaba:“ItoldyouthatI’mbusy.Howdidyoufind

me?”

Hepullshertotheside,shesquirmsfightingtoget

outofhistightgrip.

Reba:“LetmegoMzi.”

Nqaba:“Notuntilyoutellmehowyougothere.”

Iwatchthemastheystandatacornerarguing,

Nqabahasfinallyfoundsomeone.Hesureknows

howtokeepsecrets,Idon’trecallseeingheratthe

wedding.Isheashamedofher?

Reba:“Ifyoumustknow,Icalledyourbrotherand

hegavemetheaddress.”

Sheconfessesandthisdoesnotsoundrightto



Nqaba,thegloweronhisfaceverifiesit.

Nqaba:“YoucalledmybrotherReboana?”He

growls,hisvoicelacedwithdisappointment.

Reba:“Youwouldn’ttalktome,you’dratherwatch

overthiswomanwhileyouhaveadaughterwaiting

foryouathome.WhataboutmeMzi?Whatabout

Ofentse?We’reyourfamily,yourbrothershouldbe

herewatchingoverhisfamily.”

Reboana’swordsthrowmeonthecouch,mymind

istryingtoregistereverythingshejustsaid.Nqaba

hasafamily?Isthiswhyhekepthislifeprivate?It’s

goodnews,right?Butwhyistherealittlestingin

myheart?He’slookingatme,thisiswhatbeingput

onthespotlightfeelslike.

He’sglancingatmeandIdon’tknowwhattomake

ofhisexpression,hewantstosaysomething,but

willnotbringhimselfintosayingit.

Reboanatakeshischinandturnshisheadbackto

her,shecradleshisface.

Reba:“ComehomewithmeMzi,ourbabyiswaiting

foryou.”Sheleansovertokisshislips,atfirsthe’s



reluctantbuteventuallyreturnsthekiss.

Ican’twatchthis.

Nqaba:“Ican’t.”HesaysandIamshockedbyhis

answer,Reboanaisdesperate.Idon’tknowhersoI

don’tcare,butwhywouldhechoosetowatchover

usthangohomewithher?

Reboana:“Don’tdothisplease,Ineedyouhome.”

Ihaveafeelingsheseesmeasathreat.Fromthe

waysheapproachedmewhenshegothere,to

claimingherrightsonhimashisfiancé.Her

insecuritieswerebirthedbysomething,it’snot

rocketsciencethatshedidnotwakeuponeday

anddecidedtohateonme.

Nqaba:“DidIsayIwon’tbecominghomeReba?”

Hisquestioncomeswithasnort,he’swalkingback

towherehewasseatedandIamnotsureofwhat

tomakeofthis.Iwanttoreleasehim,butwhowill

protectusinthishouse?Maybeit’stimeIcall

Ntuthuko,hehatesitwhenIcallhimwhilehe’sat

work,sayshiscolleagueswillthinkhiswoman

controlshim.



Reba:“Idon’tseeareasonforyoutobehere,

Thandiweisagrownwoman.Shecantakecareof

herself.”

DamnrightIcan.

Me:“It’sokayNqaba,I’llbefine.Takeyourwife

home.”

Nqabaseriouslyhasawife?

Nqaba:“Sheisnotmywife.”Iamcorrectedwitha

sterntone.

Whyishedenyingher?AndwhyamIglad?

Reba:“Mzi.”

She’safeistywoman,shemarchestohim,hands

acrossherchest.

Reba:“We’regettingmarried,tellher?”

Shepersists,givingmeadeathstare.IthinkIheard

itthefirsttime.Isthishowinsecuritylooksonus

women?IamashamedbecauseIhavebeeninher

positionbefore,Ntuthukohasgivenmemyshareof

insecurities.Heisnotthemostperfectmanon

earth,I’vecaughthimcheatingafewtimes.



ThreatenedtoleaveandnowthatIthinkaboutit,

thisiswheretheexpression‘Iloveyoutodeath’

cameabout.Menandtheiregoswillhaveyou

givingupyourlifeforthem.

Nqaba:“WillyoustopReboana?Gobackhome.

Whodidyouleavethechildwith?”

IknowtheangryNqaba,I’veseentheangryNqaba

andheisRomeoonsteroids.

Reboana:“Iamnotleavingwithoutyou.”

Onthatnote.

Me:“ThankyouforyourhelpNqaba,pleasego

homenow.Yourgirlfriendneedsyou.”Letmepaint

thatout.

Nqaba:“Willyoubeokay?”

Hestandstooclose,I’mtakingunnoticeablesteps

backwhilehe’smovingcloser.Whyishedoingthis

andinfrontofher?

Me:“I’llbefine.”

LordforgivemeforIdonotknowwhatI’msaying.

Hisfingersbrushagainstmine,Iseeinhiseyes



thatit’snotplanned.He’snotmovingandI’mnot

claimingmyhandback,hiseyesaredeepintomine.

Nqaba:“Takecareofyourself.”

He’salmostleaningdown,hismissionhereisto

catchacloserglimpseofmyeyesandheis

succeeding.I’monlyanticipatingthathedoesnot

catchthefearinthem.Iamterrifiedrightnow,my

stomachisdoingaflipflop.

“Mzi.”

ItiswhenReboana’svoiceechoesthatIrecallthat,

wearenotalone.Shedragshertailoutfirst,Nqaba

stopsbythedoor,turnsbacktomeandIfailtohide

thefearinmyeyes.

Nqaba:“You’llbeokayTan-tan,callmeifsomething

happens.”

Idon’thavehiscontactdetails,Iambeyondselfish

atthemomentandittakessomuchinmenotto

askhimtostay.

MyheartdropswhenIhearthecarpulloutofthe

driveway.Zuluisababy,whatwillIdoifsomething



happens?Irunbackup,hideunderthecoversand

curlupnexttoZulu.Godhearssilentprayers…

Astrongmasculinescentarousesmeoutofmy

slumber,Ntuthukoishome.Usuallymyheartwould

jumpupfromjoy,nottoday.Ihavebeengivena

tasteofwhatmarriedlifeislikeandIhatetheafter

taste.

I’mahopelessromanticsoNtuthukoandIclash,

he’scanberoughandinconsiderate.Hedoesnot

seeanythingwrongwithit.Likerightnow,he

messedup,buthe’sbetweenmylegshavinghis

waywithme.Ishouldhaveorderedthatunderwear,

Iwantedtostarvehim.

Ntuthuko:“Hi.”

Hegreetsmewithakiss,Zuluisnotbesideme,he

musthavemovedhimtohisroom.

Me:“Whereismybaby?”Hefrowns,stopshisjoy

rideandsighsinsheerfrustration.

Ntuthuko:“I’mmakinglovetomywifeandallyou’re



thinkingaboutisZulu?”ThereisawayNtuthuko

makesonefeelbadaboutthemself,heisamaster

atthat.

Me:“I’msorry.”

Thefirstapologyshouldhavecomefromhim,eight

yearsandIcannotreadthisman.Imightnot

toleratehisnonsense,buttherearetimeswhenhe

overpowersme.He’saslickone.

Ntuthuko:“Good,nowkissme.”Idon’twanttokiss

him,Iwantanswers.Thearomaofhisshowergel

lingersoverhimlettingmeknowthathejustgot

home.

I’mnotenjoyingmyselfhere,oursexlifeisnotfun,

it’sonlysex.Don’tbefooledbythewordsheused,

hedoesn’tknowwhatlovemakingis.

He’skissingmealloverandgroaninginmyears,I

wouldliketosayI’mturnedonbythis,butGodwill

strikemedeadifIutteranotherlie.Ntuthukois

havingagoodtime,he’snotbotheredaboutme.

AmIokay?AmIenjoyinghim?Doeshemakeme

orgasm?I’mbloodyhuman,hisnewlyweddedwife



andnotablowupdoll.He’sdone,myperformance

waspoorhere,hiswasworse.Myhandwoulddoa

muchbetterjob,themenwechoosetolove,my

mothershouldhavetaughtmebetter.

Ntuthuko:“Thatwasamazing.”Unlesstheword

meansterriblethenyesitwasamazing.Hekisses

myneck,hiswarmbreathonmyskinmakesme

gag.Idon’twanttobetouchedwhenI’mangry,

makeupsexdoesn’tdoitforme.

Thedoorslowlyopensjustashejumpsoutofbed,

Zulu’seyeswideninfear.Hedidn’texpecttosee

hisfatherhere.

Ntuthuko:“What’swrongwithyouboy?Don’tyou

knowhowtoknock?”Heshoutsatmybaby,Zulu

dropshisgazeandstandsagainstthewall.Iknow

he’safraidwhenhestartsfiddlingwithhisfingers,

he’sfearfulofNtuthukowhohasgivenhimevery

reasontobe.Zuludoesn’tknowhisfather’s

embrace,hiswordsofaffectionandIhavegrown

tiredofteachinghimhowtobeafather.

Zulu:“I’msorrydada,Ithoughtyouwerenothome.”



Ntuthuko:“Soyoudon’tknockinyourmother’s

roomwhenI’mnotaround?”Ijumpfromthebedas

hestartstomovetowardZulu,nottoday.Myson

willnotbeslappedagain.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”ThepushIgivehim

earnsmeadeadlystare.

Ntuthuko:“Thisboyisdisrespectful.”

Hereplies,hehasnevergivenareasonwhyhe

treatshissonlikethis.Itstartedoffwhenhewasa

toddler,Ntuthukowouldlockhimintheclosetwhen

hewouldcry.Therewereafewslapsonthewrist

andbeingafirsttimedad,Iexcusedhimonlyforit

togrow..

Me:“He’syourson.”I’mtakingrisks,Ntuthukocan

beunpredictable.Hehasneverlaidahandonme,

butanythingispossiblewithhim.

Me:“Babygotoyourroom.”He’safraidtofollow

myinstructions,he’swaitingforRobertMugabe

heretogivehimagoahead.Ntuthukoneedsto

stopbossingmychild.

Me:“ZuluIsaidgo.”Ihavetosnapforhimtomove.



Zulu:“I’msorrydada,pleasedon’tdoanythingto

mama.”

Whereisthatcomingfrom?Sureheletshisanger

getthebestofhim,buttolayahandonmewould

betakingittoofar.

Ntuthuko:“Dammit!”

HecursesassoonasZulushutsthedoorclosed.

Ntuthuko:“Youneedtostopspoilingthatboy,how

willhemanupifyoucontinuetotreathimlikea

girl.”

Me:“He’sonlyeight,hedoesn’tneedtomanup.

WhatisyourproblemNtuthuko?Youcan’tkeep

treatinghimlikethat,howwillhewarmuptoyou

whenyou’realwaysreadytoattack?”

Istudyhimashefallsintohisclothes,he’sgoing

outagain?

Me:“Youjustgothome.”I’mnothappyabouthis

negligence.

Ntuthuko:“Someone’sgottoputfoodonthetable.”

Ihatehisresponse,Iputfoodonthetabletoo.My



fourdigitsalaryisenoughtobuyamonth’sgrocery.

Me:“Babe,we’resupposedtobeonourhoneymoon.

Theplanwastoleavetodayremember?”

I’mnotselfish,I’mawomanandIhaverights.He

owesmefornotsatisfyingmeinbed,bloodyhell.

It’sbeenyears,howdoeshenotgetitright?

Ntuthuko:“ThatwasbeforeIsignedacontract,I

can’tpackmysuitcaseandheadtoaholidayasifI

havemillionssittinginmyaccount.It’snotlike

we’renewloversThandiwe,marriageisnotabout

stayinginandhavingsextillsunset.”Hesays,

throwingablazeroverhisshoulders.Theseareone

ofhiscomebacksthatsting,he’sinsensitive.

Me:“Andthishouse?Whenwereyougoingtotell

meaboutit?”

Ifinditbettertoignorehim,hisunsympatheticgaze

pausesonme.Hehassaidamillionthingswith

thatlook.

Ntuthuko:“Ithoughtmybrothertoldyou.”

AmImarriedtohisbrotherorhim?



Me:“Yourbrotherdidn’tseemtoknowitall.”

Ntuthuko:“Idon’thavetimeforthis,Ineedtogetto

work.I’llexplaineverythingwhenIgetback.”

Me:“That’sifyoucomeback.”Thatslippedoutof

mymouth.

Ntuthuko:“Whatthefuckdoyouwantfromme?”

Whyisheshouting?

Me:“IwantyoutotreatmelikeyourequalNtuthuko,

youmovedusoutofourhomewithoutlettingme

know.Youspendourweddingnightawayfrom

homeandyoudon’tthinkIdeserveanexplanation.”

ThisishalfofwhatIhavepreparedforhim,Ihave

somuchtosay.Hegivesasmuglook,kissesmy

cheekandwalksoutlikeIsaidnothingatall.Who

thehellwasthat?

Tobecontinued…

BURN…

4…



THANDIWE…

Thebathroomhasaleakingtap,Iwillneedtocalla

plumber,Ntuthukowon’tdoanything.Ploddingto

thebathroomIfindnothing,it’sdeadquietandthe

tapsaretightlyclosed.

ConvincedI’mimaginingthings,Itrollbacktothe

bedroomtofindthewindowwideopenandthe

curtainswidelydancingtotheviolentwind.Cold

shiversrushdownmyspine,thedarknessofthe

nightbringsanuncannypresence.

Mystepstothewindowseemtobeslow,

compellingmetotrudgemyfeet.Ibarelymakeitto

thewindowwhenthewindstopsandthecurtains

gobacktocompliance.Theviolenceofthewind

hascreptintomyheartcausingahammeringthat

hasmegaspingforair.

Thesoundofwaterdrippingfillsthebedroomagain,

aggravatedandsurprisinglyImarchtothe

bathroom,thistimeItightenthetaps.Ishutthe



bathroomdoorbehindmeandhopethatithas

halted.

Isittruethatpeoplecanstealyourluck?Itmustbe

thecasewithme,theleakageheapson,eachdrop

comeswithafrettingtorment.Mymindisplaying

trickswithme,IcrossmyfingersasIwalkbackto

thebathroomhopingtofinallyputanendtoit.

Mytracksstopatthesightofthickbloodonthe

whiteceramictiles,Itracethetrailwithmyeyes

andittakesmetowardthebathtub.

Thecrucifixioncouldn’thavehurtthismuch,Ireel

backtothepointoffallingasmyeyeslandonZulu.

He’sstrungupontheceilingwithanoosearound

hisbloodstainedneck,thereissomuchblood

oozingfromitthatthedropshavemadeapoolin

thetub.

Ican’tgrasphowthiscouldbepossible,the

bathroomwasemptybothtimesIcametocheck.

Myheadspinsandmyheartstopsforasecond

beforeathunderousscreameruptsfrommymouth.

AttemptingtogetupandpullhisbodydownIslip



onthebloodandfall.Myscreamsrefusetostop,I

needtogettomyson,Ineedtogethimdown.How

amIgoingtoexplainhisdeath?

NoonewillbelievemeifItellthemthetruth,he’s

onlyeightsuicideisruledout.Thebathroomdoor

slowlyshutsforcingmetoshriekinfearand

gigglesofachildresoundfromthebedroom.

“Incywincyspiderclimbedupthewaterspout.

Downcametherainandwashedpoorincyout.”

Iholdmybreathtolisten,it’salittlegirl’svoice

softlysinging.Itsoundslikeaterriblelullabyand

shehissesasshesings,shefallsintomoregiggles

beforeadeepsilenceimmerses.

Ijoltupandmyeyesscanmysurroundings,I’mon

mybedandit’sdaytime,Iwasdreaming.

Me:“Zulu.”Myfirstthoughtistocheckthe

bathroom,it’ssqueakyclean.

Irunoutofthebedroomscreamingmybaby’s

name,Godlethimbeokay.I’mlosingmymind,this

can’tbenormal.



ReliefwashesovermetheminuteIseehim,he’s

seatedonthesofawatchingTV,thefoodImade

himawhileagoisstilluntouched.Feelingmy

presence,heturnshisheadandscowls,it’s

probablythehorrorlayeredonmyface.

Zulu:“Mama!”

Ipullhimintomyarms,ashowerofkisseshashim

pushingmeaway.

Zulu:“Mamastop.”ThankyouGod,itwasalla

dream.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Ireceiveanotherfrownfromhim,heturnshisfocus

backtothecartoons.

Zulu:“You’reweirdmama.”That’sallI’llget,maybeI

amweirdorlosingmymind.

Me:“Whyhaven’tyoueatenyourfoodyet?”

Zulu:“I’meating.”Hetakesasliceofbreadand

bitesmorethanhecanchew,heeatslikehisuncle.

Me:“Sincewhendoyoutakeforevertoeat?”Zulu

needstostopwiththeselookshekeepsgivingme,



theymakemefeellikeI’mcrazy.

Zulu:“Yougavemethefoodsecondsagomama,”

hesaysanditcan’tbe.I’vebeensleepingforhours.

IgrabtheTVremotetocheckthetime,it’s10:05am.

Ihadpreparedthefoodaround10am.

NQABA…

Reba:“Don’ttellmeyou’regoingtoseeThandiwe.”

RebasaysasIapproachfromthebedroom,car

keysinmyhandandmyfeetleadingmetowardthe

door.

ThisisnotthelifeIhadenvisionedformyself,howI

wishthingscouldbedifferent.Thereisnoturning

backnow,ReboanaandOfentseareallIhaveandI

havetotakecareofthem.It’shardthoughwhenmy

heartisnotinit.

Thestuntshepulledlastnightbrokethelittleof

whateverwasleftofourrelationship,ifIshouldcall

itthat.



Reboanahadbecomemyescapegoat,Iwasona

questtohealfromabrokenheartonlyforittoache

more.OfentsewasayearoldwhenImetReboana,

herfatherleftthemwhenshewaspregnant.

ItookOfentseasmyown,it’sbeentwoyearsofups

anddowns,Reboanaisatoughwomantoplease

andmysalarydoesnotnecessarilymakeherhappy.

Neitherdoesourtwobedroomhouse,it’snotthe

castleshedreamsofeverynight.

Me:“WhyareyouobsessedwithThandiwe?”

AdaydoesnotpasswithouthearingThandiwe’s

nameslipoutofhermouth.

Reba:“No,it’syouwho’sobsessedwithher.”She

squelches,pushingacryingOfentseinmyarms

andgathersthedishesonthetable.Ifollowherto

thekitchen.

Me:“Excuseme?”

Reba:“YouheardmeMzi,whenareyougoingto

deletethosepicturesyouhaveonyourphone?”

Thisiswhatithascometo.



Me:“You’vebeengoingthroughmyphoneReba?”

Sheturnstofaceme,shehasahabitofuttering

purenonsense.

Reboana:“Yes,Ihadto.I’mtiredofcompetingwith

her.”

Me:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Reboana:“YoucallmeThandiwewhenwemake

love,youcallhernameinyourdreamsandwhat

aboutthetimeswhenIwouldfindyoureminiscing

onthathideousbraceletyoukeepinsideyourID

book?You’reheartlessMzi,youdon’tcareaboutme

andmyfeelings.”

Me:“Thatisnottrue.”

MaybeclosureiswhatIneed,perhapsonlythenwill

IbeabletomoveonandgiveReboanatheloveshe

deserves.

Rebaoana:“Okay,whereareyouheadedtonow?”

Shit!!!

Me:“IhavetocheckonthemReboana,theyarein

anewhouseandNtuthuko…”



Reba:“Bullshit.”

Me:“Whatdidyousaytome?”Thisiswhenshe

crossesthelineandletsherangerdothetalking.

Reba:“ThandiweismarriedMzi,getthatthrough

your…”

Me:“Iwouldn’tfinishthatlineifIwereyou.”

IgiveOfentsebacktoher.

Me:“I’llgostraighttoworkafter,don’twaitup,I’m

doingadoubleshifttoday.”

IhearherclickhertongueasIplodtothedoor,she

willbeokay.

THANDIWE…

Zuluhasschooltomorrow,Iwanttogivehimafew

daysoffuntilwesettlein.Moneyindeeddoeslimit

you,ifitwerenotanissueIwouldbookusintoa

bedandbreakfast.

Mybabyhasbeentailingmesince,I’mgladthough



thathe’sforgottenabouthisfather’sscenethis

morning.

Imanagedtocleanupthehouseabit,Imightbe

crazy,butIhavelostcountofthenumberoftimes

thehairsonmybodystood.Foranunknownreason

Idon’tfeelsafehere.Climbingthestairsstillscares

me,theyarecreepyuntilyougettothetop.Maybe

ifwepaintthehousewhiteorgreytheatmosphere

wouldchange.

FlashesofZuluhangingonthebathroomceiling

hauntme,IneedtotalktoNtuthuko.Wecan’tlive

here,somethingisgoingoninthishouse.

Me:“Babygivememyphone.”IsaytoZulu,

pointingattheringingphoneonthekitchentable.

It’salmostlunchtimeandI’vebeenbustlinginthe

kitchen.

It’sanunknownnumber…

“Tan-tan.”I’mnotexpectingacallfromhim.

Me:“Nqaba!”Igreetandwonderwhathecould

possiblywant,it’snotnormaltoreceiveacallfrom

him.



Nqaba:“Howareyou?”Theremustbeananswer

thatheseeksfrommeashecontinuestoaskme

thisdreadedquestion.

Me:“AfterIwasleftaloneinahauntedhouse?I

couldn’tbebetter,infactAnabelleandIarehaving

agreatconversationoverteaandbiscuits.”

Nqaba:“You’vemadefriendsalready?Thatwas

quick.”HesaysandIhavetostopmylaugh.

Me:“No,it’sjustZuluandme.”Iknewhewouldn’t

getthesarcasm.

Nqaba:“Oh,thenwho’sAnabelle?”

Lord,whathaveIstarted?

Me:“TheevildollfromthehorrormovieAnabelle,

you’veneverseenit?”

Nqaba:“WhywouldIwatchamovieaboutdolls?

Peanutshouldbewatchingthat.”

Peanutdefinitelyshouldnotbewatchingthat,I’ll

keepmythoughtstomyselfbecausehewillaskme

why.

Me:“AreyouandReboanaokay?”It’snoneofmy



businesshonestly,butthingsdidn’tlookgoodlast

night.

Nqaba:“IcalledtoinquireaboutyouThandiwe.”

Thetopicisdismissedandwon’tbebroughtup

again.

Me:“I’mfine,thankyouforcheckinguponus.”

Nqaba:“Okay,openthedoor.”

WhywouldIwanttoopenthedoor?

Me:“Why?”

Nqaba:“It’stheonlywayI’llbeabletocomein.”

He’shere?

ZulufollowsmeasIrushtothedoor.

Zulu:“Uncle.”He’sinhisarmsinaflesh.

Nqaba:“You’regettingheavierbytheday,whatis

yourmotherfeedingyou?”

Achucklecomplementstheremark.

Zulu:“PapandmilkandIhateit.”

Thesetwowillganguponmegivenachance,Ilead



NqabatothekitchenleavingZulutodohis

homeworkinthelivingroom.Nqabagladlyaccepts

aplateoffood,I’msittingacrosshimwithnothing

tosay.

Nqaba:“CanIaskyousomething?”

Hestarts,wipinghishandsaftercleaninghisplate.

Me:“Whatisit?”

“Mama,hurryI’mhungry.”Zuluwhinesdragginghis

feetintothekitchen,Ihandhimaplateofsandwich

andhegoesbacktothelivingroom.Nqabasits

backonthechair,hiseyesaresearchingfor

somethinginmineandyethehasnotbroughthis

questionforward.

Nqaba:“DidItaketoolongtocomeback?”

DeepdownIknowwhathe’stalkingaboutandI

cannotbringmyselftoadmitthatthetimehas

cometotalkaboutthepast.

Nqaba:“Yousaidyouweregoingtowaitforme

Thandiwe,didItakethatlong?”

Thereisnothingwecanescapeinlife,foryearsI



haveavertedmemoriesofhim.Ididn’twanttothink

ofhimandwhatweoncehad,Ntuthukobecamea

greatdistraction.Alittleofhimremindedmeof

Nqaba,hebecamemycrutch,thisiswhyIhave

heldontohimforsolong.ThoughIhadasked

myself,whatlifewouldhavebeenlikeifIwaiteda

littlelonger.

Nqaba:“Youwerestillinschoolwhenwemet,butI

lovedyouregardless.ThandiweIsawafuturewith

you,peopletoldmethatyouweretooyoungforme

andIdidn’tcare.Ihadtogoandworkforus,Iwas

savingforus,foryourworthThandiwe.Iwantedto

makeyoumywife,Iwantedtomakeyoumine.I

promisedthatIwouldcomeback,allIaskedwas

foryoutowaitforme.”

Me:“Butyoudidn’tcomebackNqaba,youstopped

writingandIthoughtyoufoundsomeonebetterin

Joburg.”

Nqaba:“Ididcomeback,IcamebackforyouTan-

tan.That’swhenIsawyouinmybrother’sarms,

youwerepregnantandIknewthatyouwerethegirl

he’dbeenravingabout.Icouldn’tdisturbthat,he



washappyand...”

Hetakeshisgazeawayfromme.

WhyisGodpullingbackfromstrikingmewith

lightning?IcanjustseehimandJesussippingon

teaanddiscussingiftheyshouldstrikemewith

lightningorbringbackmypastloverasmy

current’sbrother.

YoucanimaginetheshockIhadwhenNtuthuko

introducedNqabatome.

Noneofushadthecouragetotellhimthatweused

tobeloversandmylegswereonceabridgeforhis

body.Nqabawouldfallasleepbetweenmylegs

rightaftershowingmethegatesofheaven.Ishould

haveenteredthedarngates,betterthatthanhaving

tolookathim,knowingthatIamsleepingwithhis

littlebrothernow.

NqabaandIdidnothavethediscussionabout

tellingNtuthukothetruth,probablyourguardian

angelsgottogetherandagreedthatNtuthuko

shouldnotbetoldthatwewereoncelovers.Dueto

ouragedifference,ourrelationshipwaskepta



secret.

NooneinthefamilyreferstohimasNqaba,I’mthe

onlyone.ThisishowImissedthepartwherehe’s

theelderbrother,Iwastoldaboutthetruckdriver

MziwholivedinVoslorus,notmyNqabawholeft

becauseheneededtoworkinordertoaffordlobola.

Hewantedtomakemehiswifeaftercollege,it’s

truethatwhenyoumakeplansthedevilisalso

busyatworkwithhisownplansforyou…

NqabayomziBiyaseistheonethatgotaway.

Nqaba:“Whydidn’tyouwaitTan-tan,whydidyou

breakmyheart?”

Thisiswrong,I’mhisbrother’swifenow.Imove

awayfromthetabletokeepmyselfbusywiththe

dishes.Ihearhistread,he’sstandingbehindme.

Hetakesmyhandintohisslowlyturningmearound

tofacehim,hispalmmeetsmycheek.Idon’twant

totalkaboutthis,it’stoopainfulhenceIhaveburied

myfeelingsandthememoriesofhim.

Me:“PleasestopNqaba,Ican’tdothiswithyou,not

here.”Ipullawayfromhim.



Nqaba:“Okay,let’sgoandtalksomewherethen.

There’saparkcloseby,Zuluwillloveitthere.”

Nqabaisnotlisteningtowhathe’ssaying,I

understandthedesperationpaintedonhisface.I’m

onthesamepedestal,howeverIcan’tdothiswith

him.

Me:“Ithinkyoushouldleave.”Hiseyesbuckfora

bit,hecannotbelievewhatIjustsaid.I’mhurting

himagainandit’snotmyintention.Ourloveis

forbidden,itdoesn’tmatterhowmuchwewantit.A

lotofliveswillbedestroyedifwechooseto

becomeselfish.He’sabletogatherhimselfquickly,

coveringthepaininhiseyes.Heclearshisthroat,

takesacoupleofstepsbackandcrosseshisarms

onhischest.

Nqaba:“IcrossedmyboundariesandI’msorry,I’m

notsorryforexpressingmyselfthough.Dayand

nightIwonderedwhatIdidwrong,ifIlovedyou

rightor...”

Ihatethathe’sdoingthistohimself.

Me:“Nqabaplease…”



Nqaba:“Wereyouhappythough?DidImakeyou

happyTan-tan?”ByGodhedid,Ihaveonlyknown

thetrueessenceofhappinessinhispresence.

“Mama.”Myheartdropsatthesoundofmyson

screaming,webothrushoutofthekitchentothe

livingroom.Nqabaisfasterthanmesohegetsto

himfirst,he’sonthefloorholdingZulu’swounded

hand.

Nqaba:“Peanut,whathappened?”Hequestions

whileinspectinghishand.

Irunbacktothekitchentograbadishclothonlyto

bumpintothemonmywayback.

Me:“Whathappened?”Ifollowthemtothesink,

NqabaseatshimonthecounterandplacesZulu’s

handunderrunningwater.

Zulu:“Theglassfell,butIdidn’tdropitIpromise.It

wasonthetable,Idon’tknowhowithappened.I

cutmyhandwhiletryingtopickupthepieces.”

Heexplainsfightingbackhistears.

Me:“Mybaby,doesithurt?”Thewoundisdeepand



Icantellhe’sinpain,heshakeshisheadno.

Me:“It’sokaymylove,youcancryifyouwantto.”

Hedisagreeswithmebymovinghisheadtoandfro.

Zulu:“Dadasaidmendon’tcry,Ineedtobestrong

mama.He’llbeproudofmewhenItellhimthatI

didn’tcry.”

Ntuthukosulkswhenhe’ssickandheexpectsZulu

tomanupashewouldputit.Whatiswrongwith

thatman?

Nqaba:“You’reeight.”

Zulu:“Goingonnine.”

HewincesinpainasNqabawrapsaclotharound

thedeepcut.

Nqaba:“PainisnorespecterofpersonsPeanut,it’s

okaytocryifithurts.”

Zulu:“Itis?”

Nqaba:“Yes.”

Histearsdonotwastetime,theyfloodoutofhis

eyes.Thereisnothingworsethanseeingyourchild



inpain.

Nqaba:“WehavetotakehimtotheER,itcouldget

infectedifit’snottreated.”Hesuggestsanddoes

notwaitformetoreply,hetakesZuluinhisarms

andheadstothedoor.I’mrushingbehindhim

takingfullsteps.

Tobecontinued…

BURN…

5…

NQABA…

I’mproudofZulu,hedidn’tfusswhenthedoctor

askedustowaitoutside.Howeverwhathesaid

backatthehousebothersme,Ntuthukois

neglectinghissonwhilechasingthenextcoin.

Ihaveafeelingthathemistreatshim,Idon’thave

anykidsofmyown,ZuluisaBiyasehemightas



wellbemyson.Mygoalinlifeisdifferentfromthat

ofNtuthuko’s,protectingZuluandhismotherisat

thetopofmylist.

“He’sokayyouknow.”Isendwordsofcomfort,she

looksatme,worrycloudinghereyesandfeignsa

smile.

“Howdidyouendupwithmybrother?”Our

conversationwaslefthalfway,hereyesbuck

beforeshehidesthemfrommysterngaze.The

hardnessonherfaceindicatesconfusionand

disapproval.

“Ididn’tknowhewasyourbrotherwhenImethim.”

Sheaccounts,nervouslyintertwinesherfingersand

beginstofiddlewiththem.

“Iaskedhowyouendedupwithhim.”Ipushforan

answerinhopesthatshewillnotescapemyquery.

“HowdidyouandReboanameet?”Isshefucking

kiddingme?Aftergatheringsomuchcourageto

askherthisquestionthathasbeenlongcoming,

sherefusestoacknowledgeit.

Reboanaisthefarthestfrommymind,Ineedto



knowhowthiswomanslippedoutofmyhands.She

owesmeanexplanation,thetruthtosaytheleast.

Goaded,adeepexhalationeruptsfromherchestas

sheglaresatherringingphone.Aninfuriation

emergesfromthedepthsofmystomachatthe

blaringringtone,Ionlyneedafewminuteswithher,

that’sallIask.

“WhatisitNtuthuko?”Sheanswershostilely.

“Whereareyou?”Icanhearhim,thevolumeofthe

mobileishigh.

“I’matthehospital,Zulucuthishand.”Thereisa

prolongedsilenceonthereceivingend.Iwouldbe

onmywaytothehospitaluponhearingthatmyson

isinjured.

“Oh,whenwillyoubehome?”Thandiweexhales

beforeclenchingherteeth,Ntuthukoisasonofa

bitch.Thisishowlittlehecaresforthatboy,he

doesn’tdeservethem.

“Youwon’taskme,howheis?”Shesnaps.

“You’reatthehospitalsothatmeanshe’sokay,I’m

notadoctoryouknow.Howdidhecuthimself



anyway?Thatboyiscareless,heneverdoes

anythingright.”Hedistributesaharshremark.

“ThatboyisyoursonNtuthuko,heneedsyouand

thisiswhatyousaytome?”

“You’remywife,butyoudon’tseemefollowingyou

around,I’llmakethemoneyandyoutakecareofthe

houseandtheboy.”

Ihavetoclenchmyfisttostopmyselffrom

grabbingthephone,thenerveofmybrothertosay

suchthingstoThandiwe.Thesestrikeswillnotgo

unnoticed.

“VoetsekyezwaNtuthuko.”Shelashesoutathim

andthishasbystandersturningtheirheadsin

curiosityandwonder.

“Thandiwe…”It’shisturntosnap.

“Aii!Gotohellman.”

Herphonecomescrashingonthehardfloorasshe

smashesitwithsomuchforceandalowscream

breaksoutfromhermouth.

“Tan-tan.”



“I’msorry,youshouldn’thaveheardthat.Hemakes

mesoangry,Ihatehim.”

Iknowshedoesn’tmeanit.

“Iheardwhathesaid,ishealwayslikethat?”

GrowingupwithNtuthukowasnoteasy,hewasthe

spoiledchildwhileIhadtoworktoearnwhatI

wanted.Andthatputhimonahighhorse,he’sbeen

onitsince.Theworldshouldstopathiscommand,I

blamemotherforit.

“No,he’schangedNqaba.Themanwhocameback

homethismorningisnotmyhusband,he’sdifferent.

He’sbeenaggressivewithZulubefore,butthere

wasalittlecare.Nowheashamedlywearshis

feelingsonhissleeves,Idon’trecognizethe

NtuthukoIwastalkingtojustnow.Isitthemoney?

Doesitmakeoneheartless?”

“MoneydoesnotchangepeopleTan-tan,howeverit

bringsoutonestruecolours.”I’mscaringherwith

myreply,ifNtuthukoistobeunmaskedthenletit

be.HeisnotGodtotreatpeopleashepleases.

“Idon’twantitthen,hecankeephismoneyandhis



bloodyego.”

Shegrowlsshrugginghershouldersindefeat.

“Areyougoingtoleavehim?”I’mhopingshewould

sayyes,LordifsheasksmetotakeherawayI

woulddoitgladly.

ThedoctorwalksoutwithZuluwholookslessin

pain,Thandiweembraceshersoninherarms.He’s

pushingheraway,hedoesn’tlikehugs.Isthisa

signthatweshouldnotdwellonthepast?The

interruptionsaregettingtome.

“Howishe?”Iask,youknoweverythingisokay

whenthedoctorsmiles.

“He’llbefine,”herepliesandgivesinstructionson

howtotreatthewoundbeforewalkingbackintohis

office.

“IsitokayifPeanutsleepsoveratmyhouse

tonight?”Achangeofscenerywoulddohimgood

andIwouldliketospendtimewithhim.

“Ithoughtyousaidyouweregoingtowork,”her.

“Icalledinsick,littlemanhereneedsattention.”He



smilesasIbrushhishead.

“WillReboanabeokaywithit?”Herquestionthrows

meoffguard,IalmostforgotaboutReboana.

“Shewill.”Awildguessfromme,sheloveschildren,

Idon’tseeherwranglingoverthis.

“Idon’tknowNqaba,I’veneverspentanightaway

fromhimandwhatifNtuthukowon’tcomehome?

I’llbeallaloneinthatcreepyhouse.”Shevoicesout

herworriesofwhichIcompletelyunderstand.

“Ntuthukowillbehomethat,Ipromiseyou,”her

eyessquintinquisitively.

“Howdoyouknow?”Sheraisesaquestionofwhich

Icannotgiveananswerto,Zuluinterpolates

rejectingmyretort.

“PleaseTan-tan,canIsleepoveratuncle’s

tonight?”Heflashesabigsmile,ithasThandiwe

chuckling.

“Don’tcallmeTan-tan,I’myourmother.”She

correctsthelittleboy,Ilovehowprotectivesheisof

him.Sheislikealionessthatwatchesoverher



cubs,Ntuthukotendstobringoutthelambinher

compellinghertofallintoawelloffearand

submission.Hetakesitfromhismother,that

womanwouldtellyoutheskyispinkandyouwould

believeher.Sheisamasterofmanipulation.

“ButunclecallsyouTan-tan.”Zuludisputes,

incliningareadyearforhismother’sresponse.

Thandiweisleftdumfoundedbythequestion,her

eyeshavesuddenlybecomecoyly.

Shestrugglestokeepcurbthemastheymove

aroundinashymanner,I’monstandbytomeether

gaze,butsheistryingbyallmeansnottoglanceat

me.

“She’smyTan-tan,that’swhyonlyIcancallher

that.”Hereyesbulgeinastonishment,ohhowI

missthediffidentlookinhereyes.It’swhatkeptme

alivethepastyears,Istruggledtocometoterms

withthefactthatshewasmybrother’sloverand

washavinghisbaby.

AlthoughItriedtokeepmyselfawayfromher,Iwas

provenhumanafterall.Strangehowfatecanplay



gameswithpeople’slives,it’snotfunny.It’s

actuallycruel,didIhavetolosemyonlylove?

Thewomanwhogavemeareasontolive,theonly

womanIwouldgladlyspendmywholelifepleasing.

Memoriesspentwithherhavecollecteddustinmy

mind,itisatreasurethatcanneverbediscovered

andnomatterhowhardItry,myheartwillnotgive

methejusticethatIdesire,atouch,awhisperora

glimpseofher.HowlongdoIhavetocravefor

those?

“YoucallherTshabalala,Tan-tanandThandiwe.I

thinkyoushouldpickonenameuncle.”Thechild

advisesthroughalineofcomplaints.

“Okaythat’senough,hewon’tstoptalkingifyou

givehimthespotlight.”Thandiwesays,theworld

hastostopforabitasIadmirethem.IfonlyIdidn’t

leave,ZuluwouldbemysonandThandiwemywife.

Theywouldbeminetokeep.

THANDIWE…



“Doyouwantmetowalkyouin?”Heoffers,Ihave

todecline.Thehusbandishome,thehouselights

areon.

Thesunsethoursago,Ididn’tthinkIwouldspend

thedaywithNqaba,Ilosttrackoftime.Zuluisfast

asleeponthebackseat,Iguessitwon’thurttolet

himspendadayortwowithNqaba.

“Youdon’thaveto,I’llbefine.”Isayand

unexpectedlyhishandbrushesagainstmine,Ilook

uptofindhisgazeonmyhand,hisfingersare

brushingonminecausingatingleinmystomach.If

thisishisattempttotakemedownmemorylane

thenit’sworking.Thiswasoneofhishabits,it

mademefeellovedlikeIwastheonlywomanalive.

Hiseyesshootuptomeetmine,Iknowwhen

Nqabatakesaseriouslookhe’sabouttobedeep.I

takethismomenttobaskonhisface,Goddidn’tdo

himjusticewiththisflatnose,buthesurelymade

upforitwiththefulllips.

Thewaytheyusedtodanceonmylipsmakingme



feelallkindsofnice,thenicethathadmegiggling

withpleasureandmycheeksburningfromthe

shynessofhavingamanpleaseme.

Hishigh-foreheadandbroadface,hisshortand

narrowjawthatisfondofclenchingand

unclenchinginvoluntarily.Hishighcheekbones

thatcomplimenthiscinnamonwide-seteyes,

almostlikejointtwins.Hissmoothchocolateskin

thatwasoncemyterritory,atsomepointinlifehe

wasminetoclaim.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Myvoicetremblesbetraying

measitassureshimofmynervousness,Nqaba

wastheonlymanresponsibleofthegoosebumps

thatplayedonmyskin,thewarmthonmycheeks

astheywouldreacttohistouchorhiswordsof

affection.Thetwitchinmyheartbecauseonlyhe

couldmakeitdance.Theheatthatsurgeddownmy

spine,sendingmeintoaneroticwhirlwindthathad

mybreathswirlinghardinmychestwithanattempt

togushoutinpleasurablemoans.



Reminiscingonourfirsttime,aDuchenesmile

creepsuponthecornersofmymouth.Iwasyoung

anddidn’tknowmuchaboutsex,hehandledme

withcare,hishandseversogentle.Thewordsof

comfortemanatingfromhisdeepgruffvoicethatit

hadmewantingtosurrendermyentirebeingtohim.

Ntuthukoisdifferent,Ilovehimandhavenodoubts

aboutthat,butromancedoesnotknowhim.There

isneveranyexcitementwhenthoughtsofhimpass

throughmymind.TheloveNqabaandIhadis

somethingthatcomesonceinalifetime.

“Itwouldbesoeasyformetofoolmyselfandgo

backintimeTan-tan,torelievethosepassionate

sleeplessnightsandpretendthattimehas

stopped.”Hemumblesbeneathhisheavybreathing,

theheatfromhishandburningintomyskincausing

asurgeofgoosebumpstospreadallthroughmy

body.

“Ihavetogo,”IfeellikeI’mcheatingonmyhusband.



“I’mnotstoppingyou,youcango.”Hisgratingvoice

lightlyboomsasifdischargingfromdeepwithinhis

chest,remindingmeofthetimeswhenIwouldlie

onthesamechestandlistentothesoundofhis

heartbeat.

Iknowthatheisnotstoppingmefromleaving,but

whyamInotmoving?

Iflinchasmydooropens,Ntuthukostandswith

handsshovedinhispockets.ThisiswhatImeant

whenIsaidhehaschanged,hedressesdifferent

now.Chinopants,designershoesandawhite

collaredshirt,unlesshisreasonforthelookwould

bethathehadamagazineshootbecausehewould

fitperfectlyrightnexttoIdrisonPeopleMag.Iwas

nottoldabouttheamounthemadefromthe

businessdeal,itmustbeaheftyone.

“Mylove,won’tyoucomeoutofthecar?”His

speechhaschangedaswell,ishetryingoutfora

realityTVshow?Youwouldneverknowwith



Ntuthuko.Ican’tmissthemockinhistoneandthe

condescendingsmugthatclaimshismouthasifit

isitsrightfulplace.

Ntuthukoreacheshishandtohelpmeout,I’m

reluctanttotakeit.Myangerhasnotsubsided,my

questionshavenotbeenansweredandmyheartis

swimminginadeadpoolofheartache.

UnnecessarilyNqabaexitsthecaraswell,thereisa

roughnessinthewayhedoesit,asifhehasbeen

calledtowarandissettowinthebattle.Thesound

ofhisfootfallsresonateontheconcreteground

causingaloudthumpwitheachcountedstep,

shouldIcovermyselfwiththehedgeofprotection?

Thesetwohaveneverbuttheadsbefore,though

therehasbeenshadethrownbetweenthem,

Ntuthukobeingtheoneontop.

Withthereverenceheholdsforhisbigbrother,his

prideandegosubjugateshim.Amantra‘pride

comesbeforethefall’shouldbehisday-to-day

morningprayer,Iwouldhatetoseehimcome

crashingdown.



“Bafo,thankyouforbringingmywifehome.”He

keepsthearrogance,no,whoevertookmyhusband

Iwanthimback.Idon’tseeareasonforthe

squaredshoulders,theflarednostrilsandnosethat

hasbeenraisedupjustsotolookdownonNqaba.

Tallerthanhisbrother,Nqabaismadetolookless

ofamanwithpower,moneycansurelyplaceone

underitsfeet.

MyheartclunkswithfearasNqaba’sresponse

takesforevertocome,thenIrememberheisaman

whodoesnotfightunlessit’sobligatory.

“WakeZuluup,hehastogotobed.”Ntuthukogives

anorder,hissterngazestillcastonhisbrother.

“Zuluwillbespendingthenightwithhisuncle.”My

retortearnsmeastarethatbringsjudgementdayto

astandstill.

“Mysondoesnotsleepout.”Nowhedeemsitfitto

claimhimashisson?

“MysonwillsleepwhereverIseefitforhim.”A



haughtysniggeremanatesoutofhismouth,he

laughsrichtoo?Ididnotseethisonecoming,since

hehasdecidedtoplayrichy-rich,I’mverymuch

certainthathe’sheardofanannulment.It’spretty

commonwiththem,getmarriedtodayandwakeup

divorcedthefollowingday.Ihavebeentriedand

testedandIwillnottoleratethis.

“ThankyouNqaba,pleasetellZuluI’llseehimin

twodays.”Iaddanextraday,heismyson.Iraised

himandIhaverightsoverhim.

“I’lltakecareofhim,don’tworry.”Ashortsimper

lingersforaminuteonhisplumplips,hishardeyes

turndarkastheyfallonNtuthuko.Hislipcurlsand

withthataneyebrowrisesexposingmoreofthe

whitepartofhiseye,thispowerfulgesture

illustratesangeranddisgust.Andthatpushes

Ntuthukobacktohisrightfulplace,aloudgulp

passesdownhisAdam’sappleasheshutshis

chestwitharmscrossed,amotionofprotection.

WestandbackwatchingNqabapulloutofthe



driveway,Ishouldbeinthatcarwiththem.Mylife

wasokaybeforeIsaidIdo,thesetwowordsare

meanttobemagical,I’msupposedtobeatmy

happiest.Thehusbandwenttoabusinessmeeting

andcamebackachangedman,howcanthatbe?If

thiswasamovie,Iwouldsayhehasaneviltwin

whostolehisidentityafterbaggingMandelanotes.

“Willyoustandherethewholenight?”I’mnudged

backbyawrathfultone,thekindnessthatonce

dweltinhiseyeshasbecomeastranger.Givinghim

onehardlook,Itoddletowardthedarkhouse.Ihate

itmoreeverydayhere,tonightisthenightweshould

havethetalk.IfIgetmyway,we’llbemovingout

firstthinginthemorning.Ifhecanafforddesigner

clothesnow,hesurelycanaffordahouseor

apartmentofsomesort.Iwillnotlivewithmyheart

ontheedge,it’sagnawingthingtoexperience.

“Whatwereyoudoingwithmybrother?”Iscreamat

thepoundingsoundofthedoorshutting,mymind

wascaptivatedbytheheavypresenceinthishouse

thatIforgotNtuthukowaswalkingbehindme.



“ItoldyouZuluinjuredhishand,butyoudon’tcare

aboutthat,doyou?”HehatesitwhenIwalkaway

fromhimwhilehe’stalking,hencethearmgrab.It’s

soroughandforcefulthatmyheadspinsashe

turnsmebacktohimwithonetwirl.

“Areyougoingtohitmenowyourmajesty?”Biyase

hasplacedhimselfonaseatofgodliness,he’s

lookingdownateveryonewithjudgementinhis

eyes.

Hisfingersleisurelyslipoffmybiceps,leaving

behindathrobbingheatandabearablepain.

“Iknowyouwerenotatthehospitalthewholeday

Thandiwe.Wheredidyougo?”Whatishetryingto

insinuate?Hehasn’tansweredanyofmyquestions,

buthestandshereandplaysquizwithme?

Me:“Whatiswrongwithyou?Youdidn’teven

bothertocheckifyoursonwasokaynorhaveyou

askedmehowheis,yetyou’reworriedaboutme

spendingthedaywithyourbrother.”

“Ididn’tsayIwasworried,Iwanttoknowwheremy

wifewasthewholedaywhensheshould’vebeen



homecleaningandcooking.”

Hellno,andIthoughtNqabawasthepatriarchal

son.Thisflashybastardjustdubbedmeahouse

wife.

“Don’tyoudaretalktomelikethatNtuthuko,Iam

yourwife.”Hegivesadevilishsmirkatmysally,his

handreachesformyfaceandhehasmyjawina

tightgripsqueezingmymouthintoanoval.Hislips

slightlyopenashereadieshimselftoutterwhatI

thinkwillbeuntaintedbullshit.

“Yes,you’rethewifeandI’mthehusband.Baby

we’renotonthesamelevel,howdoIputthis?I’m

thekingofthecastleandyoumylovearemy

mistress.”

UtterbullshitIsaidanditeasesoutofhismouthas

ifitisthewisestsentenceevermadeintheEnglish

vocabulary.

Me:“WhathashappenedtoyouNtuthuko?Youdo

notspeaklikethis.”WhywasInotwarnedabout

this?

“Nothinghashappenedtome.”



“Thenwhyareyoutellingmeshit?”Iflinchashis

high-pitchedguffawstartlesme,whatthefuckis

goingonwithhim?

“OhThandiwedarling,youhaveamouthnow…”Is

thiswhatmadehimlaughlikeahyena?

“You’reapieceofshitNtuthuko.”Iinterpose

clashingmypalmsonhischest,theshrugtakes

himafewstepsback.Howdarehetalkstomelike

this?Ihaveamouthnow?Whatthehelldoesthat

mean?

Hisfacehardens,hiseyesshrugoutthelittle

softnessthatwasleft.CorrectmeifI’mwrong,but

youdonotlookatyourwifelikethis.Somuch

angerissmearedinhiseyes,I’vepushedhim

beforeandlikeRichstandingbeforehisBrooke,he

tookitin.

“You’rechangingyouknowthat?Isitmybrother?Is

hefuckingyougood?”Thedevilhasescapedfrom

hell’sfiresandheisstandinginfrontofme.

“IamdonewithyouNtuthuko.”Mytriptothe

staircaseisshortlived,I’mpulledbacktothespotI



wasmarkedon.Hisfaceissoclosetomineasif

givingmeapersonallookintohisnowdarksoul.

“Repeatwhatyousaidtome.”Hissinistervoice

lobsmeintocoldshudders,itresonatesinthis

unnervingroom.

“IsaidIamdone,”yankingmyhandfromhim,I

staggerbackafewsteps.

“Iamdonewithyou,Iamdonewiththisfarceofa

marriageandIamdonewiththishouse.”Myvoice

riseswitheachword.

“Noyou’renot,”hecontradictsmydecision,typical

Ntuthuko.

“YesIam,I’mleavingthishousefirstthinginthe

morning.”Hedoesn’tseemfazedbymy

announcement,turningfromme,heamblestoa

couch.Hesitsbackandcrossesonelegoverthe

other.Pompousbastard.

“Look,IknowImessedupwhenIleftyouthatnight,

butbabyIdiditforus.Iwanttogiveyoutheworld

Thandiwe,Iwantyoutohaveeverythingyouwant.I

loveyou,youknowthat.”HesaysandIam



confusedforawhile,whatgameisheplayingat?

“Ifyouwantmetohaveeverythingthenmoveus

outofthishouse,findusaplacetostay.”Ireturn,

crossingmyhandsovermychest.Thereisno

promisehiddenbehindthewindowsofhiseyes.

“We’renotgoinganywhere,”justasIthought.

“Maybeyou’renotgoing,butIam.”Ididn’tcracka

joke,whyishelaughinglikethat...Moneyseeyour

works…

Theguffawhalts,hismouthstringsbacktoits

place.It’sasifheneverlaughed.Hetakesasecond

toscanmyentirebody,getsbackonhisfeet.

Eyebrowsraised,ascornfulgrinleapingonhis

mouthandhiseyesintenselypenetratingmetoa

pointwhereIgaspashetakesthatfinalstepcloser.

Hishandslidestomylowerbackandpullsmeinto

asoftgentlehug.Hepresseshislipsonmyearand

whathewhispersnextisanymother’sworst

nightmare.

“Youcan’tleavemeThandiwe,IwilltakeZuluaway

fromyousofastyou’llforgetyouevercarrieda



babyinthatuselesswombofyours.”Gaspingin

fearandshockIpushhimbackwithsomuchforce

tofindaspine-chillingsneeronhisface.

“Ntuthuko?”Myvoicebearswitnesstomydisbelief,

Iglowerathimincredulously.

“Thinkaboutitbaby,moneytalksinthisworld.Ican

haveanythingIwantonthepalmofmyhand.

IncludingourpreciousZuluboy.”

“Whydidyoumarryme?Whatdoyouwantfromme

Ntuthuko?”Myquestionwillgounansweredit’sa

given,thesmirkonhisfacepromisesnothing.

“Ithoughtyoulovedme.”Itrytogetthetruthoutof

him,hiseyebrowcurvesmakingitimpossiblefor

metorecognizethisheartlessman.

“IdoloveyouohsweetThandiwe,”hesays,getting

ridofthesmirkandacceptingafrown.

“Todeath,”hewhisperslastly,pecksmycheekand

amblesupthestaircase.Iwanttoprotestand

screamathim,whyamIunmoving?Whatdoeshe

meanhewilltakemysonfromme?



NQABA…

Reboanadidn’treplytomytextwhenItoldherI

wasonmywayhome,Iwaitedforherresponsejust

soIcouldtellherthatZuluiswithme.Shehas

nevermethimbefore,theonlypersonwhoknows

aboutmylittlefamilyismyfather.Heapprovesof

them,saysmyhappinesscomesfirst.

It’sconsideredstrangethatIwouldhidethemfrom

myfamily,afterIcamebackfromJohannesburgto

findthewomanIlovewithmybrother,Ilostthewill

tocontinuewithlife.

Ikepttomyselfmostoftime,builtwallsaroundme

thatnoonewouldbeabletoenter.Myfamily

specifically,Reboanawasarebound,Ineededa

distractionasIwastiredofmyheartachingover

Thandiwe.Heaven,ifIknewwhatIwassetting

myselfupfor,Iwouldhavestayedawayfrom

Reboana.



MyrelationshipwithNtuthukoisnotbuiltonstrong

ground,growingupIhadthefavourofmyfather

whilehehadbothparentsholdinghimup.Thebest

schoolswerereservedforhim,Istayedbackhome

toherdcowswhilehewassenttostudyfurther.

MymotherhadeverythingtodowithitandIwas

givenanexcusethatbeingtheeldestson,my

presencewasrequiredathome.

That’swhenImetThandiwe,lifechangedforme,

suddenlyIhadareasontolive.

Mymotherwasagainstmegoingtothecitytolook

forwork,shehatedtheideaandsaidthecows

neededaShepard,that’showlittlemyfuturemeans

tothatwoman.ButIhadawomanIneededtotake

careofandsoIventuredonleavingmotheralone.

Myfather’sjobrequiredmoretravelling,hewas

hardlyeverhome.Mothermovedtothecitywith

himafewyearsafterZuluwasborn.

Reboanawantsmarriage,shewantsherrightsin

thisrelationshipandthatissomethingIcannot



granther.ShecriedfiancéthatdayatThandiwe's

house,atitleshegaveherself.DaysonendIwould

hearanunendingstoryaboutgettingmarried,given

nopeaceinmyhousetheword‘fine’spewedoutof

mymouth.

ThepeaceIseekremainshidden,nowIamobliged

togetheranengagementring.Ican’tseeahappy

endingtothis,myheartlovesanother.SohowcanI

committoawomanIcannotlove?GodknowsI

triedtonoavail.Ofentsehasmyheartthough,she

ismypieceofheaven.

CarryingasleepingZuluinmyarms,Istandatthe

doorinsearchformykeys.Ibuiltthishousewith

myownhands,ThandiweandIweregoingtolive

hereandraiseourlittlefamily.

ThedooropensandImeetReboana’sangryeyes,

she’sdressedupforbattle.

“HI,"myacknowledgementfindsnowheretoland,I

don’thavetimeforthis.Ipushmywayin,Ofentse’s

bedisenoughtoaccommodatethemboth.



AftertuckingZuluinIsaunterbacktotheliving

room,myfoodiskeptonthetable.I’mnothungry,

butshewillburstintoafitofrageifIdenyherfood

afterslavinginthekitchenforme.Iappreciatehow

shetakescareofmeandmyneeds,thoughit’smy

heartthatneedstakingcareof.

“Thankyou.”Igivemygratitude,adjustingmypants

assotositcomfortablyonthechair.Themouth-

wateringaromaofthemealloitersabout,butitfails

todrawbackmyappetite.

“Whoisthatboy?”Shehasseenhiminpictures,

henceherquestionpuzzlesme.Herwayofseeking

foranswersisratherdisrespectful.Isinkmyhands

inthewarmwatershe’sholding,hereyesareboring

mecompellingmetoleerupather.

“Zulu,”myriposteisgreetedbyascornfulchuckle,

shepullsthedishawayinangerandhandsmea

towel.

“Whydidyoubringhimhere?”Sheexpectsmeto

eatwhilestandingovermeandprobingme.



“He’smynephew.”Igiveanobviousanswer,it’s

beenalongday.Iwanttorestandherdemeanour

tellsmethatshewon’tletme.

“Wereyouwithher?”Shepressesherlipstogether,

herchestmovesrobustlybeneaththesilkymaterial

ofherblouse.Aheftysighonceagainemitsfrom

meduetoherinsecuritieswhichIhaveverymuch

subsidisedto.

Squabbles…tantrums…accusatoryfingerspointed

andnottoforgetthenameThandiwe,thisismy

dailylife,it’swhatIcomehometoeveryday.Ineed

somepeaceofmindandshe’swithholdingitfrom

me.

“Yes.”Isaycuttingthroughachunkofsampwitha

spoon,it’senoughtoremindmethatthedoorsof

mystomachhavebeenclosed.

“AmIajoketoyouMzi?”Hervoicereverberatesin

thekitchen,thebawlisenoughtohavewokenthe

kids.

“WehadtotakeZulutothehospital,hewas…”

“BullshitNqabayomzi,bullshit.”Shesnatchesthe



plate,herpuckeredbrowdaringmetoreacttoher

impudence.Idon’tbelieveinlayingahandona

woman,butanumberoftimesshehasplantedthe

shrinkingthoughtsinmymind.

Pushingthechairback,IhunchandI’monmyfeet

inamillisecond.Ineedhertoseethesolemnityin

myeyeswhenIsay,

“Don’tyouevertalktomelikethatagainReboana,”I

sizzle,myteethgrittedinresentment.Thebreath

gushingoutofhernostrilspourstomyface,her

shouldersmovewithherchest,ashowandtellof

howangrysheis.

“That’sitMzi,I’mgoingtowipeheroutofyourlife.I

willgetridofeverythingthatremindsyouofherand

firstthinginthemorningIwantthatboyoutofmy

house.”Shespitsoutthewords,theyhitmelikea

venomoussnakebite,frozenandtryingtofigureout

wherehermindisat.Myeyestrailherdebauched

movements,herfeetaredirectinghertoour

bedroom.

Wipeherfrommylife?



ThetreasuresIholdofmypastlovearesafelykept

inthere,Idashintofindherwiththeold

photographsinhand.

Twotobeexact,Thandiwewasaboutseventeen

whenshetookthem,theyweretheonlymemoirsI

hadofherwhenIlefttheruraltolookforajobin

thecity.Andcomingbacktofindthatshehad

movedonwithmybrother,mybrokenheartledme

backtoJohannesburgwithmylovefrozenintime

inpictureswherehersmileremainedlike

Monalisa’s…neverchanging…

“Whatareyoudoingwiththose?”Icautiously

wanderin,myintrusiveglarestuckonmytreasure.

Hereyesglowingwithwaterworks,anangerso

fierceappearstobeoverridingthepaininhereyes.

I’mstationaryduetoshock,asatearingsound

secretesfillingmyearsandlandsonthedepthsof

myheavyheart.Reboanatossesthetwopiecesof

thepicturesatmyfeet,Idenyhertheopportunityto

tearthesecondphotograph.I’mnotamantobe



consumedorswallowedbyangerandprovoking

meisamistakeshetendstomake.

“Don’tchallengemeReboana,Iwillkillyou.Doyou

hearme?”Iseetheandthishasherblinkingaway

thefeargrazinghereyes.

“Youwouldn't,”sheexclaims,obstinacypushesher

tobeaudacious.

“Tryme,”andwiththatIpickupthepiecesfromthe

floor,ifZuluwasnotaroundIwouldgoforadrive.

I’msuffocating…

Tobecontinued…

BURN…

6…

18L

NQABA…



“Aaaaaaahhhhh!!!!Mama,mama,mama.”Zulu’s

heartwrenchingscreamsperforatethroughthe

bedroomandskidtothedepthsofmystomach,my

heartleapswithfearoftheunknown.

Mymindflunks,leavingmeforameresecond.It

onlyexcelsinguidingthequickstepsofmyfeetto

thechildren’sroom,obliviousofwhatImightwalk

into.

Choosingpeace,mybedhasbeensetonthecouch

tonight,sleephasdesertedme.

Fatehasfallenintoboredomandfoundavictimin

me…throwback…slowmusic…she’sinawedding

dress…herbrowneyescoylysmoochingwith

mine…atightgriponherwaist…herbreasts

cushionedonmychest…herscentteasingmewith

promisesofpleasure,atasteofheronceagain.

ItwasonthatdayIsoughtforanswers,thedayshe

committedherlifetomybrother.Insteadofmaking

arunforit,myheartpinnedmedowndemanding

answers,areasonwhyitwasshatteredintopieces



andmaybeinthemidstofallthiscommotion,Iwill

findawaytoputthepiecesbacktogether.Iwill

learnhowtobreatheagain.

Tosaymyheartisnotinturmoilwouldbedenying

myveryexistence,graduallymylungsarerefusing

topumpairandIamslowlyforgettinghowto

breathe.

Myhearttugsatmewiththreatsofhaltingitsbeat,

itmissesthefeelingofbeingloved.Itmissesits

belovedandhowitwouldspringwithexcitementat

thesightofher,thesweetnessofhervoicethat

madeapermanenthomeinmyears.

Hersmallhandsthattenderlycaressedeveryedge

ofmyskinwithatintofdesperationanddesire,her

delectablemoansthatbirthedbutterfliesinthebelly

ofagrownassman.OhhowIwasonceluckyin

love…

Istayedaway,Itriedtostayaway.Thesamestupid

heartpulledmebacktoherpresence,forcingmeto

glanceatheroncemoreandtwingeinpainof

seeingherwithmybrother.



Ican’thelp,butwonderifThandiweisokaywith

Ntuthuko,it’ssomethingIhavenevervexedabout.

Itcouldbethewayhespoketoherearlier,thecold

lookinhiseyesortheunpleasanttoneofhisvoice

ashisfoulmouthwrotethewords‘mylove.’

Zulu’scrieshavewokenOfentseup,sheisonher

ownquestofear-splittingscreams.Myfirstthought

whenIopenthedooristogoforZuluwhoisrolling

onthebedlikeacrazyperson,acryingOfentseis

standingonthebedside.Idon’thavetimetothink

howshegotdown,somethingiswrongwithZulu,

hiseyesareshutashescreamslikehisbodyison

fire.

“Mama,mama,mama…”Zulublares,myheart

breaks,Ican’tbeartoseehimcryoutlikethis.

Ofentsestopswailinguponseeingmeandfallsinto

snivels,sheappearstobeokay.

AsmallbuildpushesagainstmeasIattempttolift

Zuluup,ItiltmyheadtothesidetofindReboana.



SheroughlygrabsOfentse,scurriesoutoftheroom

aftershecursesunderneathherbreathand

showerstheroomwithaseriesoftongueclicks.

Thestrikeskeepbuildingup…

IsitZuluonmylaptorealizethathe’sdreaming,

probablytrappedinitbecausehe’snotwakingup

asIlightlytaphischeek.

“WakeupPeanut,”Iholdhimclosertomychest,my

armsclasparoundhisstructure.Heseemstocalm

downbitbybit,hiseyesslowlyopenandhistears

seektobeaccredited.

Inaminiature,hisfeardustedeyeswiden.He

kneelsonmylap,hisarmsfastenaroundmyneck,

thegripissotightasifterrifiedthatsomeoneisout

togethim.

“Hey,it’sokay.YouweredreamingPeanut,itwasa

nightmare.”Iconsolehimwithwordsandastroked

back.

“Shetookmama,shetookmama.”Herevealsa



littleofhisdreaminaquaveringvoice.

“Itwasadreamsweetie,it’sokay.I’mherenow,

nothingwillhappentoyourmotherIpromise.”What

amIpromising?

Judgingfromthewayhewasrollingonthebed,the

dreammusthavefeltreal.Iwillaskhimaboutitin

themorning.Hesnugglesonmyneck,hisbody

tremblesinmyarms.

Howscarywasthisdreamthatsomuchfearhas

beeninstilledinhim?

ReboanaappearsatthedoorjustasIrockZulu

backtosleep,herarmsareoverherchestasshe

standswithacheekypoise.

Ihadhopedthatthiswouldn’thappen,butIseehate

inhereyesastheydroponthisinnocentlittleboy.

“I’mnotlettingmydaughterbackinhere.”Iwish

shewouldkeephervoicedown,isitrequiredto

startafightat3aminthemorning?

“Okay.”Isay.



Iamnotgoingtoentertainhertantrums,sheisa

grownwomanandshouldknowbetterthantohate

onkids.

“Whatwould’vehappenedtoOfentseifIdidn’t

cometogether?Youonlycaredaboutyour

possessednephewtha…”Iamnottryingtohear

anyofhergarbage,interjectingwouldbeforthe

bestbeforeIdosomethingIwouldregret.

“Getoutandclosethedoorbehindyou.”Sheknows

whenI’mserious,herretortisreadyunrelatedly.

“Mzithisboy...”

“Isaidgetout,getthefuckoutReboanaandshut

thebloodydoor,”myangryreproachdoesn’treach

herwell.Rudelysherollshereyesandmovesaway

afterhersignatureexitmove…Thetongueclick…I

continuetojotdownthestrikes.

THANDIWE…

Thehousesuddenlylooksdifferent,it’sbrighter…



thewallsarewhite…theceilingishighandthe

furniturelooksnew.Thereisasoundthat’sdrawing

metowardthelivingareaandmyfeetare

reluctantlyleadingmethere.

Lookingdownatthemtosearchwhatcouldbe

drawingmetowhereI'mcertainIdon'twanttobe,I

noticeapairof2inchbrownheelsonmysizefour

feet.

Idon’twearheelsespeciallyhideousones,Idon’t

thinkoftakingthemoff,mymindisavertedaway

byanoff-tunefemalevoicesingingtoabirthday

song.

TakingthelaststeponthestairsIseeaflashlight

comingfromthekitchen,toddlingcloserthevoice

heapson.NowIcanclearlyhearsoundsofalittle

girlgigglinginpurejoyandtheresheis.

Seatedononeofthekitchenchairs,dressedupina

whiteprincessdress.

Acakewitheightcandlesisplacedbeforeher,her

eyesrivetedonit.Thepinkcreamycakeisallthat



appearstomattertoher.Ican’tseetheladywho’s

happilysingingthesouldrainingsong,Idecideto

slogmyheavyfeetalittleclosertotheentrance.

Thesightdropsmyjawinaweandbewilderment,

thesingingladyisme.Dressedinakneelength

poker_dotsvintagedressandsingingtothislittle

girlIhaveneverseeninmylife.

Ceasingtowatchasathirdparty,I'mcastintothe

scenetakingtheroleofthemother.

UnwillinglyItaketheknifeonthetableandleisurely

cutthroughthespongeofthecake.Iflinchasa

sharppangpricksmyfinger,asIliftmyhandto

inspect,heavyblooddropsraindownonthepastry,

withimmediateeffectIburymyindexfinger

betweentheseamsofmylipstostopthebleeding.

Drivingmyeyesup,Ifindthegirlindulgingonthe

pieceofcakethat’sglazedwithmycrimsonblood.I

wanttostopher,myvoicewon’tcomeoutthough.

Thelightsflickerbeforewearestandingin

wholesomedarkness,strangeenoughIcanstillsee



what’sbeforeme.Thewhitewallshaveturneddark

anddull,thecakethatwasornamentedonthenow

vacanttablefeelslikeitwasafigmentofmy

imagination.Thelivingroomnolongerholdsthe

beautifulfurnitureitdidwhenIcamedownawhile

back.

“Mommy,”aslowspookywhisperofthelittlegirl

nudgesmebacktothemelancholykitchen,I

screamuponseeingbloodsmearedonhermouth.

Thereissomuchofitthatitdripsinlouddrops,she

grinsrevealingherbloodshieldedteeth.

Myeyeswiden,kneesweakenandmyheart

screamsforawayofescape.Feelingmyspiritfight,

Ifeelmybodyjoltoutofadeepsleep,myeyesare

tooheavytoopenbutI’mlyingonasoftsurface.

Thebedmoves,someoneisclimbing.Ican’tthink

straight,I’mcaughtbetweenthelandofdreamsand

reality.Asmallframecrawlsontopofme.Zuluis

back?

Heissupposedtobehomeintwodays.



“ZuluItoldyoutosleepinyourroom,you’reabig

boynow.”Althoughdifficult,myvoicemakesitout

ofitsbox.Alittleheadpressesonmycollarbone

takingupacontentedrest,whiletinyhandsclasp

overmyshoulders.

Whyishisbodyicycold?Thischildwaseatingice

cubesagain.

“Babygotoyourroom.”Isay,inmymindmyeyes

areopenbutonlysheerdarknesswelcomesthem.

I’mfightingthatheavydozyfeeling,that’spushing

mebackintoadeepslumber.

“Zulu,youdon’twantmamatobeupset.”Withmy

tiredvoicefirmerthanbefore,Ichidethelittle

person.Insecondsitappearsthefigureisclimbing

offofme,mybodybeginstofeellighter.

Iopenmyeyesatthesoundoffootstepstoddling

awayfromthebed,Ican’tseeclearly,awhite

coveringinmyeyeshazesmyvision.Thefigure

pullsthedooropen,stopsandturnsbacktome.

Theblurrysightbringscoldshiversdownmyspine.

Itcouldbemyeyesplayingtrickswithme.Thelittle



persongraduallywalksoutandlikeajoltof

electricitymystrengthclaimsmeback,pushingme

uptoasittingposition.

Thesunisout,timeremainsunknownatthe

moment.

Ntuthukoisnotinbed,Itoldhimtosleepinthe

guestroomlastnight.Icouldn’thavehimrubbing

againstmewithhisstinkingego.

Tryingtograspifwhathappenedwasadream

becauseitfeelssounreal,Isendmyhandtorub

awaytheitchonmyeyeonlytowinceatthepang

ofpainonmyindexfinger.

Iinspectittofindacutsodeeplikeasharpobject

slicedmyflesh.No,no,no,thiscannotbe.Itwasa

dream,ithadtobeadream.Ikicktheblanketoff

andmybreathshootsupandfillsmyribcage.

Thebedsheetispaintedwithsomuchblood.I’m

surprisedI’mstillalive,itlookslikeIhadshareda

bedwithawoundedanimal.Godwhatishappening

tome?



BULELWA…

Therearemanywaystowakeupinthemorning,a

cupoffreshbrewedcoffee,akissontheforehead

oryourmotherfrustratinglyyellingoutyourname.

Inmycase,Igettowakeupinthearmsofasexy

beastoraGreek-godasIrecallcallinghimlast

night.Iknewtherewassomethingbehindthatsexy

assofhis,thepackhiddenbehindhismuscle

huggingV-neckt-shirt.I’madaredevilandtaking

chancesismyprerogative.

Godisgoodatthisshowoffthing,Icancountafew

ofthesehunkshehasplacedonthefaceofthe

earth,theworldisbadalreadysowhynotbrighten

itwithsuchbeautifulmen.Irunmyhandsonhis

broadshoulders,sinkingthemdowntothepack

thathasmedancingwithexcitement.

“Baby,baby,baby…”Ihuminarhythmictoneloud



enoughtowakehimup,myeyescan’tgetenough

ofthisfineart.It’ssosadhewon’tbegracingmy

bedagain,yepthat’sme.BulelwaMsibi,Idon’tdo

seconds.Whetheritbeclothesormen,BradPittor

S’dumo.WhyshouldIwhenthereissomanyof

them.

Gingerhair,greeneyesandskinaspaleassnow.

That’showIlovethem,theysailmyboatperfectly.

Thepartylifehasgottenmeafew,itbeginswitha

numberofdrinks,flirtingfollowsandbythetimeit’s

almostoverIhavemydriverracingushomewhile

wemakeoutonthebackseat.Poorguyis

traumatized,heoncesentmearesignationletter,

butpromisingtoraisehissalaryhehadnochoice,

buttostay.

“Bhulelwa.”Butcheringmyname,hisperfectwhite

teethappearfrombeneathhispinklips,Ihearthose

areexpensive,Ishouldgetmyselfaset.

“No,nodarling.Iknowthereisnomasterof

pronunciation,butnotwithmynamehotstuff.”He



laughsatmycorrection…Icanbedramatic-his

wordsforthefirstfewminutesweweremingling

lastnight.

“Ohyes,yousaidtocallyouBoo-boo.”Hebutchers

theshorteningaswell,thereisnowinninghere.

“Yes,it’spronouncedBoo-boo,butthat’snothow

yousayit.Followmylips,Bu…bu…”Hegivesup

afterafewtries,Ishouldbetheonetothrowinthe

towel.

“What’sforbreakfast?”Heasks,sittingupfromthe

bed,IdrooloverhimashestretchesGod’sbest

work,heturnshiseyesandfindsmejawdropped.

“Iwasthinkingwecouldhavelastnight’sleftovers,

theytastebetterinthemorning.”Hesaysandso

I’veheard,butnope.Idonotdoleftovers,justthe

worditselfhasputmeoff.

Heleansforwardtokissme,Iduckandjumpoutof

thebedasifabedbugsuckedonmyblood.

“Whatisit?”Heasks,hisAfrikaansaccentsounding

deeperfilledwithconfusion.



“Ndlondlo!!!”Shit,myworldstopsasmyfather’s

voiceringsinmyhouse.Whatishedoinghere?He

alwayscallsfirst,thisbetterbeamatteroflifeand

deathorelseIamdead.

“What'swrong?”Gingeriscurious,morelikeworried,

heprobablythinkswehaveathingafterthefreaky-

steamysexwehadlastnight.

“Awitch,”myresponsehashimwideninghiseyes,

eithershockorconfusion.

“Awitch?”Thisguyshouldbejumpingoutofthe

windowinhisboxers,notaskingmeamillion

questions.

“Youseethat’sthethingwithwitches,theydon’t

announcetheirarrival.Whydoyouthinktheyuse

needlesasmeansoftransport?”Isay,pacingback

andforthintheroomandtryingtothinkofawayto

getridofthestudonmybed.

“Witchesusebroomsas…”OH!Igetit,he’saHarry

Potterfan.

“NotwhereIcomefromBeastie,”mycomeback

earnsmeaseductivesmile,IgothimatBeastie.



WhatcanIsay?TheguyissexonlegsandIforgot

hisname.

“Nowgetoutofmybedandleave.”Ipointatthe

window,we’retwostoriesupandpanichasclogged

mybrain.Poorthingwillbreakhislegwhenhe

jumpsout,that’stheleastofmyworriesthough.

Betterthatthanhavemyfathercastrateme.

“Won’tyouintroducemetoyourfatherBoo-boo?”

ButchermynameBeastie,butchermyname.Bubu

issoeasytosay,youdon’tneedyourtongueforit.

AndlikehellIwillintroducehimtoLucifer.

“Listentome,myfathercannotknowthatyouare

here.Hewillkillme,slicemeintoamillionpieces

andsendmybodypartstomymothersoshecan

grieveforhalfaday…thenhe’llcrematemybody,

scattermyashesinawitch’skraal.Andhewon’t

endthere,hewon’tletmeunitewithmyancestors,

insteadhewillmakesurethattheyrejectmeandI

spendeternityscreamingdaddyI’msorry.”Hiseyes

arewidenedbythetimeIfinishmyspeech,my



eyebrowsaresweltering…myheartwantstoleave

meandmyarmpitshaveasuddennewitch.I’m

nervousashell.

Hetakeshistimetogetoutofbed,myanxiety

grows.

“OhGod,ohGod,IthinkI’mabouttohaveaheart

attack.I’mgoingtodieyoung,Ihaven’tenjoyedlife

yet.Ican'tbetrappedinacoffinforeternity,my

handsomebodywilldecayandmuggetswilldevour

me.Iwillbethemosthediouslookingcorpse."

BletheringaboutmynoneexistentlifeafterI've

beenkilledbythemanIcallbaba,Iturntofacethe

snackonmybed.Wide-eyedhismouthhangsopen.

Ican'tbemakingsensetohimbut…

"They'llhavetoburymeinmyGiorgioArmanisuit,

atleastthatshouldcoveruptheugliness.”Iusemy

handtofanawaythethrobbingheatthathas

threatenedtosmoulderme.

“Gcinumzi!”Iswivelonmyheelasmyfather'svoice

nearsmybedroom,myeyesfallonthedoorknob

andtheybulgeattheunlockeddoor.Ijumptoitina



speedoflight.

“HurryBeastie,”Isay,panickingshouldbeasport,I

amdeadbeat.

“HowwillIleave?Thereisnootherwayout.”He

statesjumpingintohispants,myeyesare

undisciplined.BeinginadilemmaIshouldn’tbe

lustingoverthisman,butgeezhehasmyd***

twitchingandmyheartpalpitating.Pridewillkillme,

Ishouldhaveacceptedhisofferofamorningglory.

“Gcinumzi!”Dammit!WhentheMsibilionroarsthen

youknowallhellisabouttobreaklose.

“Baba!”Damnmyvoicecomesoutsqueakierthanit

should,makingmesoundlikeabitchwhoisgetting

fuckedtoinfinityandbeyond.That’shownervous

Ndlangamandlamakesme.

NdlangamandlaMsibiorbab’Mandlaastheworld

callshimisamultimillionaire,I’mlying.That’swhat

Itellpeople,inordertogetthingsinlifeyouneedto

polishyourself.



Themoneyistherethough,Idon’tknowhowmuch

andIdon’tliketocare.Myfathertakescareof

everything,hisfamily.Hislovelywifewhohappens

tobemymotherLilianMsibi,aXhosawomanwho

fellforaZuluman’scharms.

HewentandgavehertwodaughtersThobekileand

Lindiwe,I’mthethirdseed,theunplannedone.

Theywantedtwokids,butmyfatherhadbeen

hopingforasonandtenyearsafterLindiwethe

secondbornwasconceived,abouncingbabyboy

emergedintotheirlives.That’sme,myfather’s

prideandmymother’swell…everything.

“Boo-boo,Ican’tjumpoutthewindow,I’llbreaka

leg.”Beastielurchesmebackfrommythoughts,

theoldmanisknockingonmydoor.It’sgoodthat

he’smannered,Iwouldbeinaditchifhewalkedin

tofindahalf-nakedmaninmyroom.

Ihaven’tcomeoutoftheclosetyet,myparents

don’tknowthatI’mgay.Theywoulddisownmeina

heartbeatandthatwillbeaftermyfatherhaskilled

me.Hewillcryself-defenceandgoonwithlifeasif



Ineverexisted,that’showpowerfulhisbank

accounthasmadehim.

“Ngenangapansikombede.”Imumble,inmymind

he’sslidingunderthebedasfastaslighting.It

looksperfect,it’sagreatplan,butnotaccordingto

thedisorderedexpressionlayeredonhisface.

“What?”Whatasinhedoesn’tunderstandZulu,or

whatasinImustbecrazyfortellinghimtocrawl

underthebedofatwentythreeyearoldguywhois

asstraightasanarrowinhisfather’seyes?

“ThebedBeastie,thebed.”Thinkinghismindis

slowbecauseithappens,beautyandbrainsdonot

cometogether.Ihavetoforcehimunderthebed

addingmoretotheconfusionhewasbirthedwith.

He’snotthefirstmantofindaccommodationunder

mybed,theseonenightstandshappenquietoften.

Fromanightofpartying,drinkingmyselfsillyandto

bringinghomeaman.

“VulaisangoNdlondlo,whatareyoudoingin

there?”Thisoldmanwantstosendmetoanearly



grave,Ialmostwetmypantsasthedauntingvoice

provokesmetoopenthedoor.Byfirebyforce…

“I’mcomingbaba,I’mnotdressed.”Lies…lies…

lies…theywillgetyousomewhereinlife,inmycase

Iwillbegrantedmoredaysonthisearth.

“Psssttt!Boo-boo.”Whatdoeshewantnow?Ican’t

believeI’mbentover,peekingundermybedwhile

myfatherisbangingonthedoorlikealoanshark

whocametocollecthisR300withinterest.

“Passmemyphone,I’mbored.”Hemummers.

Again,looksarenoteverything,thismanisstupid

onlegs.Igraballofhisbelongingsandtossthem

tohim,everythingappearstobeinorder.Idon’t

makethebed,myfatherknowsIsleeplatemuchto

hisirritation.

Openingthedoor,Ifighttocontrolmyheavyshort

breaths,hewillthinkIwasservicingmyself.Hehas

awildimaginationforsomeonehisage.HowdoI

greethimwiththatunapproachablelookonhisface?



“Whatareyoudoing?”Hisvoiceissodeepthat

you’dmistakenitforagrowl,Ibelieveit’shiswayof

intimidatingpeople.I’veheardthesofterversion

whenhe’slockedinaroomwithhiswife.

Hiscuriouseyesscanmycapaciousroom,if

Mandlafindsoutaboutmyshenaniganshewill

disownmesofastIwilllooklikeI’vebeenpoormy

wholelife.

Asilentprayerjetsintomymind,‘Iwillnever

changemenliketheyareonsale.I’llonlyhavesex

withjustone,okaymaybetwo.Butthreeisthe

perfectnumbersoLordI’llsticktothree.I’llevengo

forsecondsjustsoIdon’thavetotasteeveryman

inJoburg.SavemefromArnoldSchwarzenegger

herebecausehewilldefinitelyterminateme.

Mandlashuntsmetothesidetomakewayforhis

gorillalookingbodyandamblesintomyroom,his

slowstepsareintimidating.Heislikeadetective

whoisinspectingacrimescene,Gingerbetternot

sneezeandIhopehisphoneisonsilent.



Withhisnoseheldup,Myfatherfurrowshisbrows

stillinsearchofdevil-knowswhat.I’llbedeadifhe

smellsthestenchofsexthat’scomfortably

hoveringintheair.Hisfossilnoseshouldcome

throughformealongwithhisancestors,I’vedone

mydutiesastheirson.Snuff…uMqombothi…Black

label…myunclewasafan,hediedthreemonths

ago.

HedranklikeapipeandonlyBlacklabelcould

makehimhappy,soheshouldbeinfrontoftheline

todelivermefromthismessorelsehe’lljointhe

Mqombothidrinkingoldies.

“Ndlondlo,Mabuyabengabuyi,Ngonyama…”This

righthereismymassweapon,recitehisclan

namesandhewillmarrymeofftoBeastieright

thereunderthebed.

Iseeaghostofasmileasheproudlytakesinhis

clannames,hisheartthoughisascoldasice…the

softnesshasfaded.

“Okaystop.”Hegrowls,Isoldierupandwaittohear

whatbringsKingKongtomydoorstepsoearlyin



themorning.It’snevergoodwhenheclearshis

throat,thismanhasneverbeentothelandof

nervousnesswhilesomeofusvacationthere.

“Getdressedandcomemeetyourbride,”killme

nowandburymetomorrow,whatthehelldidhe

justsaytome?IneedtocallThandiwe…

Tobecontinued…

BURN

7…

THANDIWE…

Mymindhasfallenintototaldisarray,mybodyis

rigidandscreamsofterrorcontinuetodischarge

frommymouth.MybediscoveredinbloodandI

havenoideawhereit’scomingfrom,itcan’thave

beenfrommyfinger.

“Thandiwe.”Ntuthukobadgesintotheroom



shoutingmyname,he’shalfnaked,strappedina

towel.HorrifiedItrytoexplaintohimthedreamI

hadandpiecetogetherthereasonmybedis

soakedinblood.

“Whatblood?”Hisfingersarediggingmybiceps,

confusionplayingtrickswithhim.Whatdoeshe

meanwhatblood?

“Rightthereonthebed,Idon’tknowhowitgot

there.”I’myelpingfasterthanaparrot,“thebedis

drenchedinbloodNtuthuko.”Throughmyrushed

explanationIfailtograspwhyhe’slookingatme

likeIhavelostoneofmyscrews.

“Thandiwethereisnoblood,look,”myeyesfollow

hisastheymovetothebed,mymindhasmademe

seethingsthatarenotthere.Thesheetisaswhite

asitwaswhenIspreaditonthebaselastnight.

“That’simpossible,the…ther…”I’mstammering,

unabletogetthewordsoutofmymouth.

DumbstruckandinadesperateneedtoprovethatI

amnotlosingmymind,Iputmyindexfingerupto

findnothing.It’scompletelyhealed.Slapmeand



putmeonabusbacktothevillage.Lordwhatis

happeningtome?

“Didyougetanysleeplastnight?”Idon’tlikethe

wayhe’slookingatme,Iamnotcrazy,IknowI’m

not.BreatheThandiwe,breathe…God,IthinkI’m

losingmymind.

“IknowwhatIsaw,Ihadadeepcutonmyfinger

andwokeuptoabloodstainedsheet.”I’mtryingto

convincemyselfmostly,Ntuthukohasdecidedthat

hedoesn’tbelieveme,it’sevidentinhiseyes.

“IseverythingokayThandiwe?You’reprobably

strainedfromalltheweddingpreparations,maybe

youshouldtakemoredaysofffromwork.”Who

diedandmadehimDr.Phil?

“IamfineNtuthuko.”I’mabsolutelynotfine.

“Ifyousayso,”hedismisseswithashrugand

headstothewardrobetopickoutclothes.His

statementandgesturemeanmorethanthat,he’s

callingmecrazy.I’mreadytothrowmycomeback

athimwhenmyphonerings,Ihaven’theardfrom

thiscartooninamonth.



“I’mstillangryatyouformissingmywedding.”I

salutewithacomplaint,mythoughtsarestill

wrappedaroundtheterribledreams.Myhands

trembleinoneaccordwithmyhammeringheart.I

canalmosttastethisthingwecallfear,religion

saysfearisalie,psychologycallsitaprimitive

emotionwhiletraditionreckonsitanegative

emotion.Howeverwayitisjustified,thedarnthing

feelssoreal.Asrealasthatbastardhusbandover

there.

Iwasupsetwhenmybestfriendtoldmethathe

won’tbeatmywedding,theyhadafamily

emergencyhecouldn’tescapefromandhavinga

fatherlikehis,sparingadayortwoformy

celebrationwouldhavegottenhiminbigtrouble.

ImetBulelwa’scrazyasslessthantwoyearsagoat

ahotelwhereIworked,hehadcheckedinforthe

weekend.

Imadeanastycommentaboutthementhatcame

inandoutofhishotelroom,mymouthwason



heroinethatday.Spewingshittoanyonethatdared

totalktome,Bulelwa’srudenesshappenedtoclash

withmymoodsandIgaveittohimrawandcrude.I

wassurereadytograbmybagandleavebecause

themanagerwasgoingtofireme.

Ifeltmorelikeanidiotwhenheburstintoaseaof

laughter,likeadisrespectfulspoiledbrat,hepated

myheadasifcongratulatingmeforajobwelldone.

Hewentontotellmeastoryabouthowpeople

wereafraidtoaddresshimanyhowbecausewho

wantstocorrectasnobbishrichfriend?Imight

needhismoneyonedayifnotthenext.

HisfirstencounterwithNtuthukoisnotonetobe

enviousof,theyhatedeachotheratfirstglance.

NtuthukohatedthatIhadamalefriend,although

Bulelwa’sattractionispointedtohisgender.Iam

farfrombeinghistypeandhellwillfreezeover

beforeheisfoundinthearmsofawoman.

“Bitchgetoverhere,I’mabouttobeslaughtered

intopieces.”Imeetthepanicinhisvoicefirst,his



mumblingtellsmethatheistrappedandcan’tbe

asloudasheusuallyis.

“Whathappened?”Ineedtostaycalmforthis,I’m

alreadylosingmymind.

“Thegorillahappened.”Ican’thelpbutlaugh,dueto

hisstrictnatureandlargeself,Mr.Msibihasearned

thegorillatitleandnotbecausehelookslikeone.

Myfatherisstrict,butBulelwa’soldmanwearsthe

crown.

“Ithoughtyouwereoutoftown,whendidyouget

back?”

“I’lltellyouaboutitwhenyougethere,Ihave

Romeounderthebedandmyfatherisherewitha

womanhecallsmybride.”I’mnotshook,Mr.Msibi

isacontrolfreak,hemightnotknowabout

Bulelwa’ssexuality,butthatdoesn’tgivehimthe

righttochooseapartnerforhim.He’sagrownass

man,who’scapabletolureanymanintohisbed.

Bulelwaisatruedefinitionofamanwhore,Jezabel

ifhehadavagina,hislifealonespeaksof

promiscuity.Idoubthechangeshisunderwearthe



wayhechangesmenandBulelwaisacleanfreak.

“I’monmyway,domeafavourpleasewhileItravel

totheothersideoftheworld.”Isay.

“What?”

“Don’tdie,Iwouldn’twanttofaceyourfather

alone.”Hishigh-pitchedlaughterfillsmyears

causingmetodriftthephoneaway,asmuchashe

isaplayboy,heisfragile.He’smoreofadaddy’s

boy,whateverhewantsisgrantedtohim.Hehasn’t

learnedanyresponsibilitiesyet,howwillhetake

careofawife?

Thethoughtofitisfunnythough,themanismore

femininethatme.Throwshishandsaroundalot,

shakeshisinvisiblehipsandhiseyesarealways

doingthatthing,wefemalesarefondof.

Hisfashionsenseisbetterthanmine,Ithrow

anythingon.Withmeit’sallaboutbeing

comfortable,whileBulelwatakeseverythinginto

consideration,includingshoelaces,howthey

shouldbepositioned.



He’sdifferentwhenhisfathercomesaround,he

hastoactlikethemanhe’snot…hidehisskinny

jeansandtights…changehisvoice…hiswalkand

sittingposture.

Heclaimsthisonetimehewokeuptohisfather

seatedonhisbedwithafrownthatcouldripyour

heartoutandaskedwhyhewassmilinginhis

dreams,tothepointofgigglinglikealittlegirl.Mr.

Msibi’swordsnotmine,Ithinkhekindofsuspects

thathissonplaysfortheotherteam.

“You’restillfriendsnalesositabane?”(Withthatgay

man.)

Ntuthukoissohomophobicit’ssickening.Idon’t

answerhim,heisarrogant,evenworsenowthathe

hasmoneycheeringhimon.

“Pleasedropmeathisplace,”hiscurvedbrow

forcesregretdownmythroat,Ishouldn’thave

askedhimforaride.

Ataxicantakemetherewithoutthedrivergiving

mefunnylooks.Isthismanreallygoingtoignore

me?Asheamblesoutthedoorheutters,“youcan’t



leavethehouse,Veroisonherway.”Thatsounds

morelikeanorder.Ihavetofollowhimout.My

stepscan’tmatchupwithhisfastmovessoIjog

hereandthere.

“Whyisshecominghere?”Idon’tmindhavingher

around,butsheneedsguidancelikeIsaidbefore,

VerohasamindofachildandIwouldhaveto

watchhereverymove.

“Aunthastogotothevillage,”hisriposteendshere,

heseesnoneedtoaskifIhavetimeonmyhands.

“Yousentyoursonaway,soIdon’tseeaproblem

withhavingVeroover.”Ntuthukodoesn’tspeak

lately,hevomitsshit.JustasI’maboutreadyto

wearmydramaqueenoutfit,ahair-raising

sensationnudgesatme.

There’sanextrapairoffootstepstrollingbehindme,

awetnesssoundofsomeonetramplingonsoaked

woodentiles,eachfootfallisbloodcurdlingand

drawingcloser.



Mythroatthrobswithfearasmyhearthascometo

settlethere,afraidofwhatImightsee,Ifightthe

urgetoturnaround.

ThethoughtthatImightbelosingmymindvisits

mewhilemywideeyessendanSOStoNtuthuko,

hewalksonwithoutturningback.Can’thehearthat?

It’sloudenoughtoalarmthenextperson.

“Ntuthuko.”Imumblehisnameandpraythathewill

turnaround,ifthereissomethingbehindmeandhe

seesit,thenitwillbeconfirmedthatIstillgotit

together.Hestopsatthetopofthestairsandturns

tofaceme,hewaitstohearwhyIhavecalledhim.

Thefootfallhashalted,howeverthereisaheavy

presence.

Whyishenotinshock?Hiseyesshouldpopout

anyminutenow.

“Istheresomeonebehindme?”That’sit,bookmea

roomatamentalinstitution,Isoundcrazy.Ascowl

onhisfaceandirritationinhiseyes,Ntuthukolooks

overmyshoulder.Hisfrowndeepensashebrings

hiseyesbacktome.



“What’swrongwithyoutoday?”Hishandsrushinto

thepocketsofhisformalpants,thelookinhiseyes

hasmethinkingofwhichrocktocrawlunder.

“There’ssomethinginthishouse,alittlegirlandI

thinkshe’saspirit.She’shauntingmydreams

Ntuthuko,thefirstdayIcamehereIhadadream

whereIwascoveredinbloodandtherewasa

shadowintheroomwithme.ThenextnightI

dreamtthatZuluwashangingontheceilingand

todayshe…”Aguffawdeniesaccesstotherestof

mywords,Ikickbackthetearsthatarethreatening

me.

ThisiswhenIneedhimandhewon’tgrantmea

secondtovoiceoutmyworries.Lovelistensand

understands,right?

“Ohwifey,wifey.AreyoulosingitThandiwe?”He

mocksmewithhistone,laughsandcontinueswith

hissteps.IrefusetobelievethatIamlosingmy

mind,Ineedtocallmymother.Shewilllistentome,

shegetsme.



Ican’tbelievetheyletVeronicatakeanUberalone,

that’slikelettingZulutravelonhisown.Theworld

isnotsafeforher.

Whenshewasnineteenshegotinvolvedwithsome

dimwitwhomadeherbelievethathelovedherand

promisedhereverybeautifulthingintheworld.

Veronicawassmitten,shewouldn’thearabadword

abouthim.Heaskedhertomoveinwithherand

likeanywomanwhoisblindedbyloveshe

accepted,thethreemeninherlifewhowouldtakea

bulletforherfoughtagainstthatterrible

relationshipthatwasdoomedfromthegetgoand

theiractionsprovokedVeronicatoelopewiththe

guy.

Herfatheralmosthadaheartattack,Nqabawasthe

onewhowentafterthem,hecamebackhomewith

anunconsciousVeronica.Hesaidtheboyranaway

whichIfoundeccentric,thisisthesameboywho

foughttoothandnailjusttohaveher.Therewasan

impassivelookinhiseyes,onethatmademe



believethatwewillneverseetheboyagain.

Theguiltofnotraisingtheirchildatetheirfatherup

whileBarbrawasascoolasacucumber,shegave

animpressionthatshedidn’tcareaboutwhat

happenstoheronlydaughter.Forareasononly

knownbyBarbra,shehandedVeronicaovertoher

aunttoraisewhenshewasabouttenyearsold.

Shewasn’taproblemchild,butfearhadmadea

homeinherheart.Hereyeswereforeverdrenched

intears,hervoiceinvolvedinaseriesofscreams

andherbodycompressedinshudders.Iwouldlike

tobelievethatsomethingtriggeredherbehaviour,

Barbraknowswhathappenedtothatchild.

MycuriouseyeshavenoticedhowVeronicadraws

backwhenBarbrawalksintotheroom,hereyes

swellupandsheimmediatelyisolatesherselffrom

everyone.

Sheistrappedinthemindofaneightyearold,a

pastthatrefusestoleaveher.Ioncebroughtupthe



ideaoftakinghertotherapyandNtuthukogaveitto

megood,talkingabouthowsheisnotmy

responsibilityandhisparentswillhandleit.

NQABA…

“I’mtakingthekidsoutforbreakfast.”Reboanais

banginganythingandeverythingshecouldgether

handson,thetwoacquittedcartooneyesglaringat

herinwondermeannothingtoher.

“Careful?Youwillhurtthechildwiththatspoon.”

Theleershegivesmeismeanttopinmebackto

inaudibility,shecontinuestoshoveheapsof

porridgedownOfentse’sthroat.Wide-eyed,alittle

frownonthebaby’sguilelessface,sheswallowsin

afastpace.

“You’regoingtoteachmehowtofeedmychild,

now?IamnotadelinquentMzi,Iamverymuch

awareofwhatI’mdoingthankyou.”Thecoldness

ofhervoiceswooshesoutofhermouthlikeacold

winterstorm,I’mgettingtiredofherevileye.



DammitReboana!!!OutoffrustrationIgroan

internally…

Ofentse’sinnocentlookingfacepreventsmefrom

desertinghermother,theyhavenoone.Reboanais

acasualworkerataretailstore,works80hoursa

week,sothatgivesherapproximatelythreedaysoff

inaweek.

Herlifestylecontradictswithherjob.Allhersalary

isspentonhairshecan’tafford,clothesshedoesn’t

needandlatelyshespendsalotondatabundles.

Herphoneisforevergluedtoherface,Iwouldfind

herstupidlysmilingtoherself.Hermindseemsto

convinceherthatsheowesmeanexplanation

becausehermouthwouldstartinterpretingabunch

ofjokesIdonotunderstand.Afriendsentthem,

shewouldsay.

“Youloveputtingwordsinmymouth,don’tyou?”I

trytostaycalm,Ofentseunderstandswhentwo

peoplearequarrelling.

Reboanajanglesthespoonagainsttheplasticplate,



gatheringthelastscoopsofthesoftporridgeinone

cornerbeforeroughlyplungingthemeasurein

Ofentse’smouth.Shewincesinpainasthespoon

clasheswithherminusculeteeth,usedtoher

mother’sangerfallinguponher,sheletshertears

fallwithoutmakingasound.

“I’msorrythatI’mbluntanddon’ttakebullshitfrom

anyone,”Reboanarejoinders,getsuptothrowthe

plateinthesink.IhaveOfentseinmyarms,

hushingawayherpain.Iseemcomposedand

unaffected,butinmymindIhaveherpinned

againstthewall,forcinghertotakebackherwords.

ViolencedoesnotsolveanythingNqaba…Strangely

I’mchastisingmyselfalotlately.

“I’mreadyuncle.”Zuluvoicesout,walkinginthe

kitchen.Hewokeupontherightsideofthebed,it’s

normalforkidstohavenightmaresandthenew

environmentmusthavecontributedtothebad

dream.

“Dropmybabyoffatschool,shecan’tmissaday.”



Bitterandpettyhighnesssays,herbackpressed

againstthesink,anunfriendlymienswayingonher

face.

“I’msureshewon’tmissathingifsheskipsaday.”

Standingwiththisfinalanswer,IgrabOfentse’s

backpackandambleoutthedoorwithZululeading

theway.Argumentsinthemorninggivemea

headache,it’sbestIignoreher.

ZulutakesthefrontseatwhileIstrapmissyhereon

ababycarseat,hersofthandsfindmycheeks,she

puckersupwithasalivatingmouth.Kidsthough,

shewantsakisswithallthisdroolonhermouth.

AndbecauseIcan’tresisthercuteness,likean

obedientuglyfrogtoaprincess,Iacceptthesloppy

peck.Sweetgigglessashayfromherbow-shaped

lipsasIswipemymouthacrossmyshoulderto

wipeoffherdrool.

“Ewwwuncle,that’sdisgusting.”Zuluvents,a

displeasedlooktakingoverhisface.Kids…



Heneedssomeclothes,Idon’tknowhowIforgotto

askhismotherlastnight.ApparentlyIshouldcall

beforevisiting,somethingthatslipsmymindalot.

I’mnotaplanner,I’maspurofthemomenttypeof

guy.Igowherethewindblowsandatthistimeit’s

blowingtowardsThandiwe.Maybethisisan

excusetoseeher,Zuluwillbewithmefortwodays

andIcangethimanythingataclothingstore.

“Tshabalala.”Iholdmybreath,waitingtohearher

voiceoverthephone.Myheartengagesina

summersaultashervoiceresoundsandglidesinto

myearwiththename…

“Nqabayomzi.”Thisbecauseshedeteststhename

Tshabalala,Ifindachuckleatthebackofmythroat

andletitout.

“Uyaphilakodwa?”Myeyesarescanningthe

neighbourhoodasIleanagainstthecar,it’squiet.A

fewcarspassingbyandnopeopleinsight.

“Yes.”Theyesisweakanddisbelieving,makesme

thinkthatallisnotwell.Awomanofpridesheis.

“Areyouhome?”Iask.



“No,doyouneedanything?”Herquestionispure

anduntainted,butitreachesmymindwitha

differentmeaning.‘Yes,IneedyouTan-tan,Ineed

youlikeIneedair.’Iconcealthesecretsofmyheart

fromherandmythroatclearsasitpreparestogive

therealreasonIcalled.

“Peanuthasnothingtowear.”

“Ipackedhisbackpack,Iwasgoingtodropitoff

latertoday.”Shesays.

“Don’tworryaboutit,Icancometothehouselater.”

Idon’twantthisphonecalltoend,Icouldlistento

hervoiceforeverandaday.Ithasasoothingsound

thatcalmsmythrobbingheartandinthisinstant

theworldisbrightoncemore.

Ifindareasontolivethroughthesoundofher

breathingoverthephone,I’mmakingthings

awkwardforherwithmysilence.Ipromisetodrop

bylaterandbidfarewell.

Wonderful…HerecomesUmaDlomowithtwopolice

officersaccompanyingher,it’stoolatetoescape



her.Sheapproachespeoplewitheitheracomplaint

orgossipandinthiscaseIseeanobjection.Why

bringpolicemenwithher?

“Mzi,Ididn’twantittocometothis,but.”The

womandoesn’tgreet,Ihaveagoodmindtogetin

thecaranddriveoff.AndIdon’tknowwhenwegot

tofirstnamebasis,Ihardlysayawordortwotoher.

SheisthatneighbouryouwouldjumpintoaPiki-

Tupwastetruckjusttoavoidher.

“Yourwifeleftmenochoice.”I’mnotcomfortable

withpeoplereferringtoReboanaasmywife,the

thoughtofitisunsettling.True,Ihadtakenheras

mywoman,butnotapotentialwife.Thisword

ceasedtoexistwithmyrelationshipwithThandiwe.

“Mywife?”Mymouthfindsawaytostealthe

questionfrommyunrestrainedthoughts.

“Yes,”hereyesjudgemewhichissotypicalof

MaDlomo.“ThatrudeTswanagirl,strangenoise

hasbeencomingfromyourhouse.Unpleasant

soundsthatchildrenshouldnothear.Ihave

teenagedaughtersMziandIhadtotakeactionor



thiswouldn’thavestopped.Yourwifeinsultedme

whenItoldhertokeepthenoisedown.Every

TuesdaysandThursdaysaround3to4pm,it’sa

badrepetitionthatputsmythoughtsinnastyplaces.

Look,you’reafinemantolookatandprobablyto

touchaswell…”Atintofseductionandamusement

settlesatthetopofhervoice,hereyessharply

uncoveringme.Idon’tcare.

Whatpissesmeoffistherevelation,Iammortified,

mostlyirate.WhatdoesReboanagetuptowhileI’m

nothome?

“Butyourprivatelifeshouldnotbeexposedtothe

world,itdoesn’thelpthatourhousesarecloseto

eachotherthatIcanhearyousneezinginthe

morning.Youshoulddosomethingaboutthose

sinuses,mylatehusbandhadanasalspray.Come

overtomyhousetonightsoIcangiveityou.”She

stepscloserthatI’mawkwardlypinnedagainstthe

car.

TheofficersareasperplexedasIam,Iknowsheis



aflirt,butit’snotsomethingyouwouldwarmupto.

Madlomoisnotreallyanappealingwomantolook

at,I’mnotsayingshe’sugly.She’swayolderthan

mymother,thiswigonherheadthatlookslikea

deadsquirrelisthefirstthingthatcatchesyoureye

whenyouseeherapproaching.

Theseductivesmilethatshetriessohardtopull

andfailsbleaklymakingherappearasifshe’s

abouttoburstintoanuglycry.

Theofficerscannotfindhumourinthewoman’s

weirdness,theydecidetoleaveandthat’sbefore

theywhingeaboutherwastingtheirtime.

Iescapeherclawsbyluck,leavinghercallingoutto

meamusedlyandthatquicklyturnsinto

complainingaboutthewifesheclaimsIhave.

MaDlomocouldbelying,sheisafterallthebiggest

gossipinXavierReef.Thenoisecouldcomefrom

TV,Reboanaisnotshytositbackandwatch



adulteratedmovies.

However,ifit’strueandshewantsout,thenIwill

grantherfullaccessinfact,Iwillevenopenthe

windowsforher.WhatIwillnottolerateis

disrespecttowardsmeandmyhouse.Iamsureto

catchherredhandedoneofthesedays.

THANDIWE…

NtuthukoagreedtodropusoffinWaterfallestates,

hissisterisgoodatthispleadingthing,moreover

sheishisweakness,hedrivesoffinfullspeedafter

givingmealectureaboutmyfriendshipwith

Bulelwa.Ihavetoacceptthathewilleveracceptit.

Loudvoicescomingfromthelivingroompullus

there,Iwouldknowthatgrowlfromamileaway.Mr.

Msibidoesn’tspeakwhenhe’sangry,hegrowlsas

ifreadytomurdersomeone.Icanonlypraythathe

didn’tfindRomeo.



Mypoorfriend,he’ssettledonthecouch,legs

spreadout,elbowsrestingonhisthighsanda

ruttedbrow.Ican’tdistinguishthemasculinityhe

hastaken,Bulelwasitswithlegscrossed,back

againsttheseatandavivaciouslookonhisface.

Msibiwouldevenmakethedeviladmitthathe

madeamistakebygivingEvetheforbiddenfruit.

It’shardtomissthewomanshylysittingnextto

Bulelwa,herheadbowedandfingerswrestling

againsteachother.I’mfamiliarwiththefrumpish

lookonher,aheadwrap,kneelengthdress

becausewevillagewomencannotexposeour

thighsinpublic.Trustthegorillatofindavillage

womanforhisson,Istillsaypartofmethinkshe

knowsabouthisson’ssexuality.

Bulelwaalmostjumpswithjoyaswewalkintothe

lounge,hecomposeshimself,clearshisthroatand

pullshisbodyup.Hesuffocatesmewithahug,I

thinkhewillletgobecauseMisspotentialishere

andprobablyfeelinguncomfortablebuthe’s

holdingon.



“IwasreadytogivethedevilalistoftheboozeI

wantwhenIgettohell,”hewhispershisdramatics

inmyear,Iwanttolaugh,butMr.Msibiisalready

lookingatmelikeIwanttostealhisson’svirginity.

“Ithinkweshouldletgonow,yourfatherhaskilled

meamilliontimeswiththelookinhiseyes.”While

theladyonthecouchhasslicedmeintopieces.

“Nonsense,helovesyou.”He’sright,Iwasluckyto

fallonhisfather’sgoodbooks.Hecallsmemakoti,

thoughtBulelwaandIwereanitem.Iremember

sadnessswampinghimwhenhefoundoutthatI

wasgettingmarried.

Mygreetingiswelcomedbyanextensivebeam,

whiteteeth,sparklingeyesandopenarms.

Awkwardly,IplodtoacceptthehugMr.Msibiis

offering.Hishugsfeellikethatofmyfather's,he’s

hugesohisarmsswallowme.

“Makoti,”thereisstillprideinhisvoice.

“Yebobaba.”Pullingawayfromtheencirclement,

helooksatmelikeIamhismost-priciest

possession.



Idon’tbotherwiththeladyaftersheshrugsoffmy

friendlysmile,Bulelwaforcesmeinthemiddleof

himandher.Secondslatersheisintroducedas

Xolile,rudenessknowsher.

Veronicahasoccupiedherselfwithcartoons.

Thisisratherawkward,alightconversation

emergesbetweenMr.MsibiandI.He’sdoingmost

ofthetalking.Bulelwaisuncomfortablyshuffling

onhisseat,itmusthavesomethingtodowiththe

maninthisroom.

HekeepsgabblingthatImakehisfatherdisappear.

Friendsshouldstartgettingpaid.Mymagic

probablyworeoffthedayIsaidIdo,gettingridof

hisfatherwillbedifficultespeciallysincehe

broughthomeapotentialbrideforhisonlybeloved

son.Theappleofhiseye,Bulelwawouldratherdie

thandisappointhim.

Alsohedoesn’twanttolosetheluxuriouslifestyle,

hislifebasicallyiscraftedbyhisfather.Comingto

hissavinggrace,weescapetheintensesituationby



supposedlygoingtoplayhousewifeinthekitchen.

VeroislostintheworldofTimonandPumba,

supposedfutureMrs.Msibistaysbehindwithher

supposedfatherin-law.

BULELWA…

“Whydidyouofferhimtea?Icouldhavedonethat

whilewaitingforyoutogethere.Ineedthatman

outofmyhouse.”I’mnotokay,thisisthelongest

dayI’veeverhadandit’sfarfrombeingover.

Mondaysdonotcomeclosetothis.

XolileisMr.Mchunu’sdaughter,myfather’s

businessassociateandlong-timefriend.Idon’t

knowmuchabouther.Idon’tcareaboutherandI

wanthertodisappear.Myfatherthinksthisis19-

vantoekawheremarriagesarearranged,Iam

capableoffindingmyselfapartner.I’mnotachild

thatneedstobespoonfed.

“Relax.”Relax?SincewhendoesThandiwespeak

foreign?



“Don’ttellmetorelax,didyouseethatwoman?”I

snap,notbecauseI’mangrywithher,butIam

suffocating.It’shardtobreathewiththatgorillain

theroomwithme,pretendingtobestraightisnot

fun.

“Howareyoubustlinginthekitchenlevelheaded?I

amabouttobebeheaded.Putthatcattledownand

getthatmanoutofmyhouse.”I’msnapping,

wheezingandpanickingallinone.Thandiweturns

thekettleonafterIgetchidedbyasternlook.Her

calmnessnettlesme,nosanepersoncanbecalm

withMandlaaround.

“Ithinkyoushouldtellhimthetruth,it’stheonly

wayyou’llbeabletofreelywhorearound.”She

suggests,amusementlacedinhercontemptuous

tone.

“Iearnedthattitle,thankyouverymuch.Anyway,

Mandlaisnotamanhe’sanancestorandyouknow

howtheywantthingsdonetheirway.”Ineedadrink,

mydrythroatdancesattheintoxicatingaromaof



thefinewineinmyhand,ifanythingthenthisdrink

willbringmynervestotranquillity.

“Ndlondlo.”Ishriekatthesoundofmyfather’s

voice,fallaciouslydroppingtheglassofdelicious

liquor.Myspiritcrashesalongwithit,Thandiwe

fallsintosneeringtitters.

“Didyouhavetoscreamlikealittlegirl?”She

questionsthroughascornfulmirth.

“Youdon’tknowhownervoushemakesme.”I

return,tryingtocleanupthemessImade.

“Bulelwa.”Oh,he’snotinabadmoodanymore.He

hardlycallsmeBulelwa,it’seitherthisGcinumzi

shitorNdlondlo.

“Baba.”Imakeuseofthefactthathecan’tseeme

anddramaticallyrollmyeyes.

“Hurryup,yourbrideiswaiting.Sheishereforyou

notme,rememberthat.”It’sgoodthathe’sstill

seated,I’matapointwhereI’lluseanythingtopour

myfrustrationson.Thandiweishavingagoodtime

atmyexpense.



“That’sit.”IgrabapacketofBicarbonateofsoda

fromoneofthecabinets.“Whichoneishiscup?”

Dazed,shepointsatalargewhitemugwiththick

milk,andprobablyhalfateaspoonofcoffee.Her

ideaofcoffeeisdreadful,Mandlasaysshemakes

thebest.Ithinkhehasalittlecrushonher.

Idropthreeteaspoonsinthereandanextraonefor

comingtomyhousebearingnonsense.

“YouknowI’mgoingtospillthatright?”Noshe

wouldn’t.“Whywouldyoudothat?”Whosesideis

sheon?

“Survivalofthefittestdarling,thislittlebabyright

herewillgivehimafewgoodrunstothetoiletand

bythetimehedecidesthathe’shadenoughhewill

bedrivinghometohiswifesoshetakescareofhis

upsetstomach.”ThisisthemostingeniousthingI

haveeverthoughtofandaftergivingmyreason,

Thandiwelovesitasmuch,themischievoussmile

onherfaceisplasteredsobeautifully.



“WhataboutCinderella?”Mypartnerincrime.Our

eyesmeet,there’sacommunicationand…

“Sleepingpills/Vodka.”Wechorusinunison,Ithink

myideaisgreat.

“Shewon’tacceptalcoholwhileJanVanRiebeeck

isseatedacrossher,thinkTee,think.”

“Idon’tthinksleepingpillswillworkeither.”She

disputesmyperfectplan.

“Wewon’tknowuntilwetestit,Ihaveawholebottle

inmyroom.”Scuttlingtomyroom,Iwalkpastmy

fatherandXolileliketheyarenotthere.

Idon’tknowifmyplanwillsucceed,desperate

timescallfordesperatemeasures,right?I’m

desperate,sureguiltiseatingmeup,butthe

universehasmadeawayandboyIshalltreadonit.

Beastieislyingonhisstomach,fastasleep.Who

toldhimtocomeoutfromunderthebed?Hebetter

notbecatchingfeelings,Idon’thavespaceto

accommodatethose.Lifeisgoodwithoutany



attachments,Loveisoverrated…Clingy…Boring…I’ll

pass.

Iwanttowakehimup,butsleepingbeautylooksso

peaceful.

Withthebottleofsleepingpillsinmyhand,Imakeit

backtothekitchentofindmyfatherloudlysipping

onhotpipingtea.Helikesithot,summer…winter…

teaisnotteaunlessit’shot.Girlcracksasmile

whenoureyesmeet,IhavenozealtoreturnitsoI

moveontojoinThandiweinthekitchen.

SherefusestogiveXolileherspecialtea,soItake

mattersintomyownhands.It’snotlongtillshe

startsyawning,myfatherhasbeentothetoilet

twice,suspectsnothingandIscreamvictorywhen

hedrivesoutthedrivewaywithhisbushedXolile

afterpromisingtocallandsetanothermeeting.

Thisoughttoteachhimalessonortwo.Ifind

ThandiwestandingbehindmethemomentIturn

myhead,acrankysneerclaimingher.



“You’reanasshole.”Itakeitasacompliment,a

smileofvictorysidlesonmymouthasIwinkatmy

bestfriend.

“Abeautifulasshole.”Isputter,andmentally

releaseasigh.Myfatherwillnotgiveupuntilhe

seesmewithawomaninmyarms.

Tobecontinued…

BURN...

8…

THANDIWE…

Bulelwaistoxic,hewokethatmanupandousted

himoutofthehouseasifhedidnothaveatasteof

hissoullastnight.Themanwasnotgivenameasly

glassofwater.

Thedooropensandhewalksinshakinghis



obscurehips,thisistherealBulelwa,sassyand

dramatic.

“Vero,baby,howareyou?”Thereisnoreasontobe

soloud,hethrowshisflatassonthecouchbeside

Veronicawhoshiesawayfromhisinquisitivestare.

“OkayBubu,”shereturnsbashfully.Anaughty

smirkonhisface,Bulelwaglancesatme,

suggestively.Mypoorabovesuspicionbraincan’t

evenfathomwhat’sgoingoninthatcrazymindof

his.

“Iknowthisguy,he’sjustasinnocentasyou

sweetie.”Inudgehisscrawnyelbow,hereturnsa

frown.“I’mseriousfriend,theywouldmakeagreat

couple.”Hefinishesasifitmakessense.

“Verodoesn’tneedaman,she’sachild.”Iforget

thatheisnotnormalattimes.

“Sheisnochild,areyouachildsisVero?”Hislanky

handslidesoverhershoulders,hesitsclosertothe

alreadyintimidatedgirl.

“Nooo,I’m25.WhataboutyouBubu?Areyoua

child?”Veroanswersandquestions,Bulelwaturns



hisnaughtyeyesbacktome,hisskankysmirk

drawsaseedofuneasinessfromdeepwithinmy

stomach.

“NoVero-listo,Iamnotachildthat’swhyIhave

menfightingtogetmyattention.”Liar.

“YoushouldfightbackBubu,don'tletthemtake

yourattention.”Verosays,sheappearstohave

gainedconfidencewithBulelwa’shandoverher

shoulder.Hestillcan’tcomprehendhowshe’slikea

childattwentyfive,hencethefrownhegivesme.

“DoyouknowwhatattentionisVero?”Whyishe

askingthis?

“Yes,yourfriendandyouhavetoprotectthemfrom

men.”

“Doyouknowwhatamanis?”Hequestions,

stupidly.WhereisGabrieltheangelwhenyouneed

him?Weneeddevineinterventionhere.

“Yes,daddyisaman.MziisamanandNtuthukois

aman.”Hesneersatheranswer.“Ihadamanonce,



buuut…Mzisaidhe’snotgoodforme.Hesaidall

menarenotgoodforme,”shereveals,hervoice

slowlydrawingoutofherbust.

“Asazi.”Hebreathesout,raisinghishandsin

surrender.

“Whatareyoudoing?Youknowshedoesn’t

understandanything.”Icannotstresshowinsane

Bulelwatendstobe,hemovesawayfromVero.

Likeahurricane,hisfocusfallsonme.Thestupid

grindisplayedonthecornerofhismouthreciteshis

senselessness.

“Youneedtogetthisgirllaid.”Awhisperrunsoutof

hismouth,Iwouldruntoo,it’sfoulandnaughtyand

unfiltered.

“Noshedoesn’t,shedoesn’tneedanyofthat.”

“TrustmeTee,she’llwakeupnormalinthe

morning.”Hetells,adeathwishiswhathehas

becausethoseBiyasebrotherswillnotletthat

happen.



“Noteverythingisaboutsex,whatthefuckiswrong

withyou?”

“Ifit’snotaboutsexthenwhatisitabout?You

peoplecannothidethisgirlfromtheworldforever.”

He’smakingsense,nonethelessit’snotforusto

decide,likeNtuthukosaid,theywillhandleVerothe

waytheyseefit.

“ButTee,she’swatchingBarneyatherage,even

Barneyisgettingsome.Lookatthatbelly,

relationshipweightI’mtellingyou.”Insteadof

laughingIsnortandchokeonmysaliva,Bulelwais

anidiot.HowamIsittinginthishousewithhim?

“Stopit.”Irebukehim,hewavesmeoffwithan

attitude.

“Soyou’reawifehey?”Hiscuriousselfisasking,he

can’thelp,butdothat.Thenagainit’sascornful

query.“UkuphiuNtuksngekhandalobhatata?”

(WhereisNtuthukowithhissweetpotatohead?)



Hisquestionpullsasmiletomylipswhichina

millisecondtransitionstoalaugh.

“Don’tlethimhearyousaythat,”evenifhedid,

Bulelwawouldn’tcare.

“Thatmanthinkshe’stheonewhowalkedonwater

andnotJesus.Howareyoumarriedtosuchan

asshole?”Heasks,venomcoveringhisvoice.Ihave

noanswerforhim.

“Thatbrotherin-lawofyours,Dracula.Ithoughtyou

saidheworksatapetrolgarage?”It’sgoodhe’s

movedawayfromthetopicofgettingVeronicaa

man,Ithoughthewouldneverstopbecausehe

neverstops,howeverhejumpedintothewrong

boat.

Idon’twanttotalkaboutNqaba,Inevergathered

thegutstotellBulelwathatIoncedatedmy

husbandbrother.

“Nqaba?”Goosebumpsswimallthroughmybody

asmymouthsmoothlybreatheshisname,the

beatingofmyheartspiralsandmymindisinstantly



filledwithscrumptiousthoughtsofhim.

“YeahIsawhiminEshowelikethreeweeksago

drivinganexpensivecarandlookingallyummyina

threepiecesuit.Themancancleanupwell,no

offensebecausehe’salreadydoingjusticetothat

hideouspetrolstationuniform.Butdamn,thesuit

wasscreaminghisnamelikeabitchhavingan

orgasm”Idon’tunderstandhowhecanspewwords

out,oneaftertheother,hiscontaminatedmouth

hasnotiming.Veronicaistooinnocenttohearsuch

things.

“StopbeingextraSquid-ward.”Ispit.

“USquid-wardngunyoko,”hethrowsbackandadds

atongueclick,hisrejoinderhasmelaughingout.

“Itcouldn’thavebeenNqabababe,maybehehasa

look-alike.”Isay.

“Noonecanmissthatflatnoseandpotatohead.”

Herollshiseyes,finishingitoffwithaheadshake.

“Ifitweren’tforthedark,powerfulaura,I’dpasshim

withoutablink.Doyouthinkhe’staken?Prettyboys



usuallyplayforbothteams,youknow?Howdoes

hedealwithonenightstands?Mybedcallshis

namenana,”mindthatdevilishsmirkonthecorner

ofhismouth.He'sprobablywatchinganerotic

movieofhimandNqabainhisdirtymind,Icringeat

thethought.

“He’snotforyouBulelwa.”Apangofjealousy

knocksmeout,mystomachturnsatthethoughtof

Nqabapleasuringmybestfriend.Ishouldn’tbe

feelingthisway,I’mamarriedwomanforPete’s

sake.

However,Nqabaisnotintomen.Iwouldknowifhe

were,youcantakemetocourtandIwillbe

acquittedduetomyevidence.Thewayhewaswith

meeachtimewemadelove,theroughnessofhis

largehandsmappingmybodywithplacidityand

adoration,makingmefeellikeIwaswrappedupin

velvet.

Thewaymybreastsfittedinhispalms,howhe’d

buryhisfaceonmycleavageandbreatheinlikemy



bustprovidedalltheairheneededtobreathe.

Hismoansandgroansthatspokeonbehalfofhis

vocals,lettingmeknowhewasenjoyingme.

Howhegentlysubmergedhimselfinsidemeand

whethersmoothsoftlovemakingorpurefucking,

hisgentlenessneverisolatedfromhim.

“EarthtoTee,wheredidyougo?”I’mbroughtback

byBulelwa’sfingersannoyinglysnappinginches

awayfrommyface.

“Doyouneedwaterforthatdrythroat?”Withasly

grin,abefuddlingquestionjumpsoutofhismouth.

“Huh!”Inshame,IclearmydrythroatasBulelwa

predicted.Myvoicehuskyandunrecognizable.

“Areyouhavingsexinyourmind?”Hiseyesare

taunting,hisvoicederisiveandhislipcurlingintoa

simper.

“Don’tberidiculousslima,”Iamnotrevealingmy

dirtythoughts.

“IstheresomethingIshouldknow?Areyoulusting



overbrotherman?”Bulelwawilldigthetruthoutof

meifIamnotcareful.

Tonguetiedandmylust-filledeyestryingconceal

mypast,Idigintomyhandbagformyringing

phone.It’sacallfromNqaba,hemakesmenervous

andthispryingfoolseatednexttomewillputthe

puzzletogether.

“H…hi.”I’mfaltering,itwasn’tthisbadbefore.

ThanktheheavensMr.Casanovaherehasdiverted

hisattentiontoinnocentVero,Icanonlyimagine

thenonsensehe’swhisperingintoherear.

“WhatshoesizedoesPeanutwear?”Strange

greetingthisis,heisNqabayomzianywayandI

doubtheknowsthatheshouldgreet.

“Didhelosehisshoesagain?”Okay.Again?The

boyneverloseshisshoes.

“No,hesawsomethinghelikes.”

“Ishenotwithyou?”Unlessruleshavechanged,the

lasttimeIcheckedcustomerswereallowedtofit

clothes.



“Simpleright?ButIdon’thavekidsofmyown,so

thisisnewtome.Idon’twanttogetthechild

somethinghismotherwilldetest.I’matEastGate

mall,you’llfindmewaitingoutsideJet.”Thecallis

disconnected,I’mnotgivenachancetorepudiate

hisdemand.

Didhejustaskmetomeetupwithhim,without

askingmetomeetupwithhim?Strange!Imakeit

knowntoBulelwawhoisexcitedabouttheidea.

NTUTHUKO…

“Givememoreofyoubaby.”Shewhimpersinmy

ear,hersweetmoansfuellingmeon.Myhands

exploitherbackasshedigsherlongnailsonmy

shoulders,it’spainfulbutapleasurablepain.She

knowsbetterthantoleaveanyscratchesonme.

Toclogascream,herteethdigdeeponmyright

shoulderasIintenselydriveintoher.We’reracing

againsttime,racingtotheend,thehappyplace

that’scallingouttous.



Shesemicirclesherback,herhipsgoingroundand

round.Up…Down…In…Out…Pleasure…Enjoyable

pain…heartrateincreasing…Orgasm…heartskipsa

beat…stopsandracesviolently.

Herhipshavealifeoftheirown,asifwritingaword

Icannotmakeout.Whatevershe’sdoing,she’s

doingitsolusciously,Iwanttoeatherup,allofher.

Iwanttoscreamhername,thankmyancestors…

God…daddy…

Athicklikewarmsensationwashesdownmyspine.

IthinkI’mabouttodie,breathinghasbecome

difficult,Iwanttotakeabreak,butIdon’twantto

stop.

Igrabherhair,pullingherheadbackandmyface

findsawayintothecurveofherneck.Ilikehowshe

moansforme,verifiesthatI’mdoingitright.Her

bodypressesagainstmine,she’sthefirsttocross

thelineandIgladlyfollowinhotmessypursuit.

Mybreathingvirtuallymatchinghers,myface

dormantonhersweatyneck.Ifeelherheartagainst



mychest,slowlygoingbacktoitsnormalrate,

sweetgigglesofpleasureescapinghermouth.

Straddledbythissexywoman,ispartofmy

everydaytreat.OneofthereasonsIlookforwardto

comingtotheoffice.

“Mr.Biyaseyouwereonfiretoday,”she

complimentsmelikesheusuallydoes.

“It’sallyoubaby,youmademeseestars.”Pressing

mylipsonhersIdeepenthekiss,likeIhaven’thad

heryet,myd***getstooexcited.Aburning

sensationdownmyspine,veinspulsatingwithrage.

“Whydon’twedothisagaintonight?Cometomy

house,I’llcookyouagreatmealandI’llletyou

guesswhatdesertwillbe.”Alluringly,sheproposes,

hersoftlipsdrawingtomineandfallintopecksand

kisses.Ilovethethought.

“Ican’t,mywife…”withawolfishkisssheclogs

whatmybrainhasrelayedtomymouth.

“Yourfatwifewillbefinebyherself,shealwaysis.”

Shesays,Ihateitwhenshetalkslikethis.



“YouknowmywifeisofftopicLumka.”Isayfirmly.

“Butyoudon’tloveherNtuthu.”Sidecheeksalways

thinktheycanreplacemaincheeks,Idon’tlike

nonsense.

Outoffrustration,Igripherwaisttightlytogether

offme.

Shepressesherselfdownonmylengthdrivingme

insane,thiswomanknowshowtogetmeexcited.

“WhosaysIdon’tlovemywifehuh?”Icontinuewith

thetopic,ignoringthetwitchonmygroin.

“Youwerewithmeonyourweddingnight,clearly

thatsayssomething.”AndIregretthat,Ishould

havebeenhomewithmywife.

“Itsohappenedthatyouweretherewhenwesealed

thedeal,Igotdrunk,onethingledtoanotherandI

endedupinyourbed.”

“Likeyoualwaysdoeverynightbeforegoinghome

toyourfatboringwife.Whydidyoumarryher

Ntuthu?I’msupposedtobeyourwife.”



Lumkawasnotmeanttocatchfeelings,Ishould

havedroppedherthefirsttimeIrealisedthatshe

hadcrossedtheline.NowI’mneckdeepandno

womanhassatisfiedmethewayshedoes.

Thandiwedoesn’tcomeclosetoher.Iwastiredof

theboringsex,lightsout…clothesoff…kissing…

andonlythenwegetdowntobusiness.That’swhat

Ihadbeensubjectedtoforyears,hermindwould

takeherplacesIknownothingabout.

Placeswheremypleasuringhermeantnothing,

therecameapointintimewhereIsuspectedthat

shewashavinganaffairandhadherfollowed.

Shecameoutclean,Ihadnochoice,buttoaccept

thatshedidn’tenjoymelikeIwantedherto.Her

bodymightbemine,herheartthoughisforeverlost

somewhere.Ihadtotakewhatwasmine,whether

shewasinthemoodornot.

SexhadawholedifferentmeaningwhenImet

Lumka,wewerestuckinanelevatortogether.

Surprisinglywehadalotincommon,ourfirsttime



togetherandIknewtherewasnoturningback.I

lovemywife,butnotenoughtowaitforhertolove

mefullyandpleasuremeasherman.

“Donottalkaboutmywife,youknowhowmuchI

despisethat.”Mydisapprovalforcesascowlonher

face,shewantsaringonherfinger.It’sabsurd,I

hadmadeitcleartoherfromthestartthatIhada

woman.Weagreedonnostringsattached.

“ButNtu…”Afamiliarvoicespeaks,haltingLumka’s

grumble.

“Getoffmysonyouharlot.”

Mother!Lord,whydidIhavetogetthisone?Her

angercrustedvoiceforcesastarkersLumkaoffmy

lapwithashriek,sheworkstopickupherclothes

thatarescatteredonthefloor.

Momguardsthedoorlikeasoldieratwar,her

piercinggazeshootingatLumka.Shecanfeelit,

hencehervisiblytremblingbody.Hereyesagape,

lusciouslipsslightlyopeninshock,shefightsto

throwhergarmentsbackon.



Momseizesherhandjustasshebendstowearher

undergarments,Lumkawincesinpainasifthegrip

istootight.

“I’msureyoucanwearthatoutside,you’rea

prostituteafterall,soyou’llbeokaywalkingaround

withoutunderwear.”BarbraistherudestpersonI

know,shehasnobackbone.

“Listentomeyounglady,mysonismarried.If

you’reusedtoridingdonkeys,Ematatiyela,don’t

thinkyoucancomehereandridemysonlikean

underpaidpornstar.”SheretchesandIam

embarrassedonbehalfofLumka.

“I’msorry.”Lumkafinallygainsthecourageto

speak,she’sabraveone.

Mymotherwouldmakeonejumpoutofthewindow

justtoescapeherdragon-ladymoments.

“Sorryiswhatyourfathershouldbetellingyoufor

bringingsuchanunrulychildintotheworld.Getout

ofhereandcrawlbacktothebrothelyoucame

from.”Iwanttoprotest,butyouneverknowwith

thiswoman.Shecanbeheartlesswhenshe



chooses.

Lumkahardlygivesmeasecondlook,tears

streakingface,shegrabsherhandbagandrunsfor

herlife.

“Thisplacereeksofsex.”Disgustinglyshehisses,

throwingthewindowsopen.

“Sexisanatureofmanmom,atleastI’mgetting

some.Dumahasbecomeuseless,amanwhofails

topleasurehiswifecannotbecountedamongst

men.Uhlazololunje.Seriouslymom,youcando

betterthanhim.”Shit,sometimesIforgetthat

respectmeanseverythingtoher.

Hercoldstaremakesmefeellikeadisobedientlittle

boy,it’stoolatetododgeherpalmthatcollides

againstmycheek,leavingbehindathrobbinghot

sensation.

Theimpassivelookinhereyesismorepainfulthat

thisslap.



“Don’tever,evertalktomelikethatagain.Iamnot

oneofyourfloozies,Iwillkillyouwithmybare

handsNtuthukoandburyyouinashallowgrave

wrappedupinablanket.”Shechurnsthroughher

teeth,voiceasconnivingasasnake.

Hereyesburnwithrageanddisgust,Imadea

mistake,I’monlyhuman.Thereisnoreasontobe

hostile,yetvoicingoutmyopinionwillearnme

anotherslap.I’mtoooldforthisshit.

“Sorry,”unenthusiastically,Imumble,myhand

rubbingawaythepain.You’dswearshewasa

prisonguardonceuponatimewithherhardhand.

“Shovethatdarnapologyupyourass,Idon’tneedit

youstupidboy.Mymistakewaslovingyouabove

yourbrother,that’swhyyouthinkyoucan

disrespectme.”

“Geezmother,that’senough.Isaidsorry,comeon.”

Womennevershutup.

“AndIsaidshoveitupyourass,Iwillnottolerate

shitfromyou.Idon’tcarehowmuchyouthinkyou

haveinyouraccountorisitthatlittled***ofyours



that’sdrivingyouinsane?Iamyourmotheryou

pieceofshit,youtreatmelikeoneorallofthis.”Her

handfloundersaround,gesturingmyspacious

office.“WillfeellikeitwasadreambythetimeI’m

donewithyou.”Fuckthiswoman.

“Okaythere’snoneedtooverreactmom,let’scalm

down.”Itakeherhandintomine,placeakiss.

Softeningherupisamission,itneedssoldiersfrom

Iraq.“Ngiyaxolisandlovukazi,ngilosiyami.Duma

Biyase'sbeautifulbride,therainqueen.Youwho

sitsonthethroneoftheBiyasedynasty.”Asmile

prowlsonheroncepoutedlips,thankfully.

Bloodynonsense,I’mamanandstilltreatedlikeI

wearasizefiveshoe.Withasanitizershejustdug

outofherbag,shewipesthechairbeforesettling

down.

SheprobablythinksLumkaandIhadsex

everywhereinthisoffice.

“Sitandtellmehoweverythingisgoingwiththat

wifeofyours.”Barbrairksmewithherdemands



sometimes.

“She’ssettlingin,Iguess.”

“Shebetterbe,wedon’twantanymistakes.Thisis

yourfuturewe’retalkingabouthere.”Mustshe

remindmethough?

“Iknowmom,I’vegotitundercontrol.”The

assuranceIgiveherbringsaboutasmileonher

face.

“Good,I’mproudofyouson.”Iknowsheisandit’s

refreshingtoknow.

THANDIWE…

MyheartstopsforasecondasIspotNqaba

outsideJetlikehesaid,mystridechanges.A

desperationtohavehimclosergrows,thewalk

appearstobelongerthanIthoughtmeanwhile

Veronicaisinhisarmsandhe’sspinningher

around.



MyeyesweretoooccupiedonhimthatImissedthe

partwheresheran,glancingatthemIseemyself

beingtwirledlikethat.HewouldspinmelikeI

weighednothing,itwasthemostpeaceful

experienceIhadeverfelt.Hislargearmswould

enwraparoundmeafterandhewouldkissmelike

hehasn’tseenmeinyears.

“Gosh,Tee.Lookatthatbeautifulchocolateman,I

thinkyouwentforthewrongbrother.”Bulelwahad

ceasedtoexistforawhileasIwaslostinthepast,

hemakesmefeellikeaguywalkingnexttome.

He’sflamboyant,dresseslikehe’sabouttowalk

downtherunwaywhileIlooklikeI’mabouttoclean

mygrandmother’skitchen.

“Isuddenlyhaveacravingforoldermen.”Hisbrain

needsholywater,hoursofTeletubbiesandmaybe

Purity.

“YouwillburnBubu.”Iriposte.

“I’llburnahappyman,”hetales,inallprobability

he’sscrutinizingthemanunderhisgaze.Iamnot



okaywithhimlustingovermyNqaba…dammit!!!

DidIsay‘myNqaba?ImeantNqaba,justNqaba.

“Thiscan’tbeacoincidenceTee,heisthesame

manIsawdrivingthatbeastofacarweeksago.”

Hetakesmebacktotheconversationwehadatthe

house,funnyhowNqaba’scurrentattiregainsays

withBulelwa’struth.

Aplainwhitet-shirt,washed-outbootlegdemin

jeansandblacksafetyshoes.It’stheoneshewears

towork,thismanwho’saginglikefinewinehas

drasticallychangedhisapparel.

Helookedbetterbackatthevillage,eitherhe’s

tryinghardtolookpoororhereallydoesn’thave

muchandthismakesmefeelbadbecausehe

wantstobuyZulushoes.I’llhavetopaywhenwe

gettothetill.

Oureyesinterlockasweapproach,eitherafigment

ofmyimaginationormyeyesarerecitingataleof

lies,buthislipsarefightingasmile.

ZulujumpsonmebeforeIcouldgrasphispresence,



he’sattackingBulelwawithpunchesanddramatic

Bulelwascreamsinreturndodginghislittlethumps.

“TakeiteasyBafoza,Ibruiseeasily.”Hecallsmy

sonbafoza.

HowdidInotseethebabyinNqaba’sarms,she

mustbeOfentse.

“Tan-tan,”hiseyesseemliketheycan’tsee

anythingelsebutme.He’stakingcamouflaged

stepstowardsme,hismasculinescentgreetsme

first,forcingthehairsonmyskintostandat

attention.

Myheartdancestoitcompellingmetoholdmy

breath.Aghostofasmilegainsownershipoverhis

lips,hisfurrowedbrowpullsaquestion.‘You

came?’Icanmentallyhearit,ashelooksatmelike

I’mahologramandwoulddisappearattheblinkof

aneye.

Anelectriccurrentsurgesonmyfingers,dropping

mygaze,Irealizehisfingersarebrushingagainst

mine.Howdoesheexpectmetobreathewhenhe’s

standingsoclose?



Everythingabouthimisenthralling,hisgaze,his

aura,hisfragranceandthisunexpectedtouch.His

bigbuildtowersoverme,hislipspartequippinghis

voiceonitsmarks.

“UnjaniTshabalala.”Hisvoicesingstomealthough

Istillcringeatthisname,mymouthbetraysmeand

giveshimasmile.

“Good,you?”

“Ngobaseng’bonawena,sekuyakhanyamanje.”He

says,leavingmedumbstruck.Ourwhispersare

interruptedbyathroatclearance,Bulelwahasmet

Nqababefore.

Idon’tthinkheneedsanintroduction,butknowing

him,hewantsoneandhedoesthehonours.His

handlingersonNqaba’sasheforcesahandshake,

unbothered,Nqabadoesnotreadtoomuchintoit.

“Chemistryhuh?”Bulelwaintonesbesidemeaswe

followNqabaintotheclothingstore,I’mgoodat



pretendingsoIkeepmyeyeswheremyfeetare

leadingme.

Nqabakeepsstealingpurposefulglancesatme,

nervouslyhishandfliestorubthebackofhisneck

eachtimeoureyesmeet.He’salreadypickedout

shoesforZulu,sneakymanisn’the?Thereis

absolutelynoneedformetobehere.

IdecidetograbsomeclothesforZuluandacouple

ofitemsformyself.Halfwaythroughtheshopping,

Bulelwalooksboredtosin.Hehasretiredona

benchandcountingsheep,theexcitementhehad

whenwecameherehasgonewiththewind.

Zulu,VeronicaandOfentsehaveteamedupandare

keepingavisiblyaggravatedBulelwaonhistoes.

Likemagnet,Nqabaisquietlytracingbesideme,he

hasn’tleftmyside.Ifeelhisheavypresencelikean

electricflowthatdrawsmeclosertohim,his

deliberatefootfallandhisself-effacingbreathing.

Allofthesemakemefeelsafe,hemakesmefeel

safe.



Istopatanaisleofdenimjeans,acertainpair

catchesmyattention.Hewouldlookgoodinthese,

he’snexttomelookingatthesame.Ishethinking

whatI’mthinking?

“Youwon’tfitinthose,”hesays,soIguesswe’re

thinkingabouttwodifferentthings.

“Theyarenotforme,butforyou.”Itellhim,

grabbingthepair.“Iwon’tknowwhatyouthinkif

youdon’ttellme,”he’sfrowningatthemlikethey

wereexportedfromMars.

“Notmystyle.”Whatstyle?Hedoesn’thavestyle.

“Youwon’tknowuntilyoutrythemon.”I’mgoodat

convincingpeople,Idoitforalivingandgetpaid

forit.Waitingtohearwhathismindissecreting,I

getasighinstead.

“ComeonNqaba,trythemplease.”Heshuntsanod

inthemidstofadispleasedexpression.“Great,go

fitthem.”hehatesmerightnow,it’sallgood

becausehe’sobliging.Imakeuseofthesparetime

tofindhimapairofsneakers,he’snothappyabout



itwhenhegetsback.Ithinkhestillcan’tsaynoto

me,thesneakersarecominghomewithus.

Beingthe15thofthemonth,themallispacked.

Queueslongerthanonewouldlikeandpeople

bumpingintoeachotherwithoverloadedtrollies

andgrocerybags.Kids,scratchthat.Brattykids

screamingforonethingaftertheother,tantrums

andcriesthatgiveyouanunwantedheadache.

I’mjoltedbyafamiliardynamicgrabonmywaist

insideapileofdroopedjackets.He’spressing

againstme,hisarmsclaimingmetobehisasthey

firmlyrestaroundmylovehandles.

HisfacesocloseIcansmellthefruitywinegums

hewasnibblingonearlier.Mybodyshudders,my

breathingreactstohiscloseness.

He’stooclose,closeenoughtotaste,there’sadeep

urgetoenfoldmyarmsaroundhim.Aneedsogreat,

desire,apastlovethatisawakeningduetothese

senses.

Heleansoverandmybodyquiversatthefeelofhis



lipsbrushingonmine,theylingerasifwaitingfor

consentonlyIcangive.Hishandcoversmylower

back,pullingmeintohimsoourbodiesare

touching.

It’sslow,it’srough,it’sgentle,itsaysIamneeded.

Myhandshavenohometorest,theysettleforhis

broadchest,hisheartbeatsvigorouslyundermy

touch.

I’mtremblinglikeasatinclothkissedbythewind,

myheartsees,recognizesandcallsouttohim.

“Nqaba,”hisnameisaquaveringwhisper.

“Tshabalala,”hereturns.Isittoolatetopullaway?I

don’twanttopullaway,Iwanthimclosetome,

foreverifpossible.

Iwanthislipsswayingwithmine,Iwanttobeloved

again.‘Pleasesaysomething,anything.’Mypleais

inaudible,there’sadeeplonginginmeasIstand

waitingforsyllablestoflybeautifullyoutofhis

mouth.



Therewasamomentintimewhenhisplumlips

wouldutterthethreesimple,butmostpowerful

wordseverformed.‘Iloveyou.’Theywerethevery

airinmylungs,thestrengthinmybones,theveins

inmyheartandmya.mwakeupcall.

Hiseyesburnwithdesireandtakemecaptive,I

missthewayhetastes,butitwillbewrongifhe

kissesmeandI’lldieifhedoesn’t.

Iwanthimtopunishmeforleavinghimyearsago,I

wanthimtotakeouthisfrustrationsonthekiss.

Alovehatekiss,lipsflatten,teethcrashingand

tonguesatwar.Handssearching,mapping,

worshiping,practicallydestroyingmysoul.

“GivememybreathbackThandiwe,Iwanttolive

again.KissmeorI’lldie.”Awhisperroughwith

emotions,mydramaticbodyvibrates.Hishand

firmlystandingonmylowerback,hesendsthe

othertomycheek.

Histouchiselectrifying,ittakesmybreathaway,

makingmefeellikeIamtrappedinapoolofice



coldwater.

“Letmetasteyouoncemore,maybe,thenmaybeI’ll

learntobreatheagain.”Theintimacyfeelsbetter

thansex,crazybutterfliesinmystomach,hiswarm

breathwhiffingmyskin.

It’shim,hisbodyagainstmine.It’sthebrushofour

lips,thesoftness,thewetness,I’minhisarmslikeI

neverleft.

Hecapturesmylipsintohis,slowlyandreluctantly

heindulges.Ireciprocate,it’swhatIwanted,right?

Itfeelsgood,itfeelsrightandforthefirsttimeina

longtime,Ifeelalive.Home,heaven,hell,whichever

itis,feelsgood.

Tellmethisisright,tellmewearenotcrazy,tellme

Imadeamistakeallthoseyearsago.

Tobecontinued…

BURN…
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THANDIWE…

Monthendismyfavouritetimeofthemonth,thisis

wheneverythingseemsbright.Theloudtrafficin

themorningsuddenlysoundsharmonious,taxi

driversfightingoverwhoshouldgofirstfeelslikea

moviesceneandmakesyouwanttogrababoxof

popcorn,sitbackandenjoytheshow.

Mymanagertransitionsfrombeinganintolerable

assholetosomeoneIcanstomachfortwoseconds.

Finallyitisalmostlunchtime,I’vebeencounting

theminutes.

“Thandiwe.”Ohgreat,theunbearablebossIspoke

ofwantstoruinmyperfectday.Ihavemoneyinmy

accountandit’saFriday-Pay-day,Ineedtorunto

themallandseewhatIcangetmyself.Thatcursed

husbandofminehastheballstoboastabout

payingthebillsandtakingcareofalltheexpenses,



soI’llravishmysalarythewayIlike.

Thisremindsme,Ihavetotransfermoneyinto

Nqaba’saccount,heinsistedonpayingforthe

itemsthatdayatthemall.Insisted?Imeanthe

calledhispatriarchalasstoplay,arealmandoesn’t

acceptmoneyfromawoman.Whatkindof

nonsenseisthat?

Ihaven’tseenorheardfromhimsincehebrought

Zuluhomethefollowingday,notmuchwassaid

betweenus.Icouldn’tlethiminthehouseafraidof

whatmighttranspire.

Idon’ttrustmyselfaroundhimanymore,hemakes

meweakandI’mforeverdreamingofbeinginhis

arms.

SuddenlyIwantmoreofhim.Iwanttotastehim

again,Iwanttofeelhisstronggriponmywaist.

MybodydivesintoaheatwavewhenIthinkabout

thefanaticalkissweshared…possessive…daring…

needyandinsatiable,itwaslikenothingIhadever

known.

Thandiwestopit...Ichastisemyself,self-controlis



imperative,nomatterhowmuchyoutrytoupholdit,

itlaughsinyourface.

IuseanapptotransferatleastR2000intoNqaba’s

accountandthatleavesmewithjustaboutenough

togetmyselfthathandbagIwantedfromWool

Worths.Habitually,IpassthatstorelikeIpassthe

cemetery,lastweekIwasdraggedintoitbya

colleagueandsawabeautifulmasterpiece.

IhaveafetishforhandbagsandImightjustbe

recklessandemptymybankaccountthere.I’llhave

toputasidetransportmoneyaswell,travelling

expenseshavedoublednow.FromRoodepoortto

Braamfontein,Ntuthukoreallydidn’tthinkthatfar

whenheacceptedthatgod-forsakenhouse.

I’minthebitch’soffice,he’samanclassifiedasa

bitchbecausehe’sgivenachancetoactlikeone

everyonceinawhile.Likeyesterdaywhenhe

embarrassedmeinfrontofthewholestaffonly

becausehisbloodycoffeewasoneteaspoonof



sugarshort.

Wehavetealadies,butthefoolisforeversending

me.He’sluckyIhaven’tspitinityet,thethought

hascrossedmymind.

“HowareyouThandiwe?”Whydopeopleseea

needtoenquireaboutmylife?Maybethequestion

wouldn’tvexmesomuchifIdidn’tfeellikemynext

stopisSterkfontein.

Thenightmareshavehalted,thehousethoughis

stillascreepyasever.Ntuthuko’sthreathauntsme

tilltoday,Ihavetothinkofawaytoleavethat

housewithoutlosingmyson.Thecursedmarriage

isnotwhatIhadenvisionedbeforeImarriedhim,

stupidmethoughtIhadfoundmyfairytalewiththe

Biyasejerk.

SometimesIwouldwatchrandomvideosofhimon

myphone,themanhewasbeforetheweddingis

completelydifferentfromthemanheisnow.His

eyesweresoft,hiswordsgentle,notallthetime,

buthewasmorehuman.Ilivewitharobotnow.



“Thandiwe!”Acoldhandonmythighstartlesmeso

muchIgaspinfright.Caughtinmythoughts,I

missedhisstepswhenhewalkedtositonthetable

infrontofme.

“Sorry,”hesaysandIdon’tcareabouthislousy

apology.Whyishetouchingme?

Thereissomethinginhiseyesthatputsmeoff,

Celehasworkedforthiscompanyfortenyears.

Apparentlyhestartedoffasanagentbeforebeing

promotedtomanager,I’veseenladieswalkintohis

officewithheadsheldhighandcomingoutlooking

likethedevilsnatchedtheirsouls.DidImention

thatyoudon’tenterCele’sofficeandcomeout

withoutapromotion?

“Whatareyoudoing?”I’mnotonetopanic,thisis

notthefirsttimethebloodysnakehasslitheredhis

handonmythigh.Histouchesarepervertedand

sickening.Hejoltsup,hisdubiouseyesruntothe

closeddoorthenbacktome.



Iwasthatloud,hebetternotthinkthatIamafloozy

andwilldropmyunderwearforhim.

“Sorry,youwereoutofitandIwastryingtohelp.”

Outofwhat?Hisvoicegivesawaythathe’s

entertainingsickthoughts.Strappedindisgust,I

makesuretoshiftmychairback.Heclearshis

throat,hisdevianteyesnotshyingawayfromme.

“WhyamIhereMr.Cele?It’slunchtime.”Myvoice

isascoldasthedevil’s,I’mnotokaywiththesmirk

onthatcrookedmouthofhis.

“Right!Mrs.Biyase.You’reaMrsnow,huh?”Iso

badlywanttorollmyeyes,andstormoutofthis

office.Idon’tfindthehumourinhissaying,he

seemstothinkTrevorNoahhashandedhiscomedy

crownovertohim.

“Yoursalesarelookinggoodthismonth,you’re

doingagoodjob.Keepitup.”Okay.Hecouldhave

toldmethiswithoutsummoningmeintohisoffice

asifhisfavouritecatdied.

“Thanks.”Ishrug,Idon’tcareaboutthatreally.My

salaryremainsthesame,forgetaboutthesaleswe



makearoundhere.Idon’tgettotasteasingle

commissionfrommyhardwork.

WhenIwashiredbythisinsurancecompanyI

thoughtmyfinancialproblemswereover.BoywasI

wrong.

“Youmightbegettingapromotion,there’sanopen

post.Igaveinyourname.”Hesays,smilingdownat

me.Doalloldmenhavecreepysmileslikethisone?

Iwonderifhiswifeseesittooorhaslovedeemed

herblind?

“Okay.”Nothankfulboneinmehasrisen,Iamnot

botheredaboutpromotions.Ihavedreamstooand

beingacallcentreagentisnowhereclosetothem.

“Aren’tyouthrilled?”

“ShouldIbe?”

“Othergirlswouldbe,Ididyouafavor,youknow?”

“IamnotothergirlsMr.Cele,”andIdidn’taskfor

anyfavours,I’mokaywithmyposition.Mymind

finishesoff.

“Iknow,you’respecialThandiwe.Doesyour



husbandknowthatheisoneluckybastard?”Didhe

justcallmyhusbandabastard?Wheredoesheget

theright?Thisismyqueue,‘walkoutThandiwe,

walkout.’

Mystepsareterminatedbyatightgriponmyarm,it

takeseverythinginmenottoslapthelivingday

lightsoutofhim.

“WhatthehellareyoudoingMr.Cele?”Isnap,

maddened.Thismanmustnottryme.Witharaised

eyebrowandacontemptuoussmug,hetakesastep

closer.Defensiveandfeelingstarkersbecausehe

hasundressedmewithhiseyes,Icrossmyarms

overmychest.

“Ihaven’tdismissedyouThandi.”Hiseyesprobe

mybodylikeacashierscanningastubborn

barcode,histongueswipesoverhislowerlipand

everythingIatethismorningviolentlytwirlsinmy

stomach.Ihavetoholdmybreathtostopmyself

fromretching.

“It’sThandiwe.”Icorrectthefool,I’msocloseto



pukingonhisface.

“Yes,butThandisoundsmoresexy,don’tyou

think?”Thisissexualharassment.

“Itappearsthatyou’retoocomfortableinyour

positionnow,Mr.Cele.IwonderwhatH.Rwillthink

aboutthis.”Hedoesn’tseemfazedbymythreat,

imbecile.

“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout,Ididn’tdo…”

Ifigurethisishowheplansondenyingeverything

beforeH.R.

Asoftknockpusheshisrevoltingwordsback,my

eyeswidenatthesightofNqabainhiswork

uniform.Bulelwawasright,he’sdoingjusticetoit,

whichissomethingIhaveneverpaidattentionto.

Ican’tmissthedeepscowlonhisface,glaringat

Celelikehe’sreadytokillhim.Hiseyesareviolent

withwhatappearstobewrath,hiscomprehensive

chesttangledinariseandfallmovement.Hehas

coveredhimselfwithablisteringtypeofanger.

Wideeyed,lowerliptremblingasitopensand

closesinanattempttoreleasewords,Cele



stumblesbackwards.Nqabahasn’tacknowledged

meyet,mymindswimsinamix-up.Icanbarelyput

twoandtwotogetherastowhatbringshimhere.

“Nqaba.”Igasp,failingtohidetheshockinmy

voice.Whyishenotlookingatme?Hemovesand

myheartskipsabeat,myeyesdistended.Whyishe

likethis?He’sscaringmeinallhonesty,itdoesn’t

helpthathelookslikeadangerousmanatthis

point.

WhileCelelookslikeawetcatterrifiedtohiswits,

whereasIcan’tcomprehendwhatcouldbewrong

withthismanwhoistoweringoverusintheroom.

“I…I’m…”Thepervertedmanagerfailshisspeech,

hisvoicefightingagainsthim.Nqabatakesanother

steptowardsCele…one…two…and…

“Nqabayomzi.”IshriekasIhavepicturedwhathis

nextmovewouldbe,hisconductisthatofabull

readytokill.Anangryflamethatcannotbe

quenched.

Hisfootpathshaltatthesoundofmyvoice,he

inclineshisheadback,waitingformetospeak



withoutfullyturningtofaceme.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Ichokethebotherout,not

here,notmyboss.Hecouldgetintrouble,whowill

bailhimoutofprison?He’sjustamerepatrol

attendant.

Likeasoldierwhosemissionhasbeenimmobilized,

heturnscompletely.Hisscaryeyessoftenupa

little,adistantsmilemovesatasnail'spaceatthe

cornerofhismouth.It’swipedoffalmost

immediatelybyanaggressiveclickofatongue.

Ihavetofollowhimwhenhemarchesout,he’s

takinglongstridesandI’mfailingtokeepup.What

happenedinthere?Howdidheknowwhatwas

happeningandwhywasMr.Celescaredstiffofhim?

Nqabahasabigstructure,wide-rangingshoulders

andhe'stall.It’saBiyasebone,theyareallbig

boned,fromfathertosons.Anappearancethat

wouldcauseanymantodriftawayfromtheir

intimidatingpresence.Butthekindoffeardisplayed

onCele’sfacewasthatofrespect,notterror.And



nowthatIthinkbacktominutesago,hiseyes

seemedtorecognizeNqaba.

“Nqabawaitup.”He’sintheliftandI’mrushingto

catchup.Hesitantly,heholdsthedoorforme.A

densesilencepushesusbackwithourbacks

againstthewallandtakesover.Alonewithhim,my

heartstops.

Involuntarilymybreathrefusestoleavemychest,

myearsareburningorisitmycheeks?Thoughtsof

thatdayfloodmymind,it’slikefrontrowticketsto

aclichéoverratedromanticmovie.

Hislipsagainstmine,hislargehandscaressingmy

backbonewhiletheotherplayedwithmyear.

Takingmebacktothedayswewereonceinlove

andfree,hewouldplaywithmyearwhileIwas

hypnotisedbyhiskisses.

“Thandiwe.”Hisvoicesoundssofarasitjoltsme

backtotheconfinementbox,IrealisethatI’m

panting.Mychestmovingonitsownaccordand

lowerlipcaughtbetweenthegripsofmyteeth.



“Areyouokay?”Hisvoicepenetratesthroughmy

soul,causingavisibleshudderonmybody.His

fingersdothatthingagain,likeaplugtoasocket,

theybrushagainstmineandsparklesevade

betweenthetouch.Hisintensegazeburnsthrough

myeyesandreachesthedepthsofmysoul.Eye

captivatingandsoulslurping.

BULELWA…

Myfatherhasbeenblowingupphonedaysonend,

sureIcan’tavoidhimforever.IfeellikeI’mhiding

fromthemafia,thewayhe’ssobentongettinga

holdofme.Ihadtochangethelocks,Idon’tturn

thelightsonatnight.TheTVkeepsthehouse

bright.

Ihavetocheckmysurroundingsbeforedrivingin

myyard,Idon’ttrustMandla.Hecouldhaveme

followedandIwouldn’tknowit.

Todayisshittyhot,thesunisoutforwar.Scuttling

awayfromit,Irushintothehouseafterlockingmy



car.

Myheartalmoststopsasmyeyesfallonthe

womanonmycouch,howdidshegetinhere?

Thesepeoplewillnevergivemeamoment’speace,

groaninginfrustration,Imakemywaytotheliving

room.

Hereyesfindmeandtheysmilebeforehermouth

capturesasmileaswell.Ihaven’tseenherina

while.

“Mamaka-Bubu!”Isalutewithakissonher

forehead,shesuffocatesmeinahugrightafter.

“Howdidyougetin?”Let’sstarthere,before

anythingelse.

“I’myourmother,Ihavemyways.”Shesays,

smilinglikewhatshedidisnotillegalandtakesher

placebackonthecouch.

“IchangedthelocksLilian,youhavesuperpowers

now?”Shehuffsatmysarcasm,unbotheredbyit.I

wouldsmileandbemerryifshewereherefor

differentreasons,butIknowKingKongsenther,he

knowsIcan’tsaynotothisbeautifulgoddess.



“Didyourfathergiveyoupermissiontochangethe

locks?”Hersmileissowarmandwelcoming,can

foolanyidiotintothinkingherquestioncomesfrom

agoodplace.“Itishishouse,”shefinishes,

needlessly.MandlaboughtmethishousewhenI

turnedeighteen,it’sinhisnamebytheway.Argh!!!

Iwantedfreedomandwouldn’tstopnagginghim

abouthowcrampedupIwaswithhimandmom.

Workingmymagiconhimwhichishardlyever,the

giantthrewasetofkeysatmeonedayduring

supper.Momhadoneofhersmileswhiskingonher

mouth,‘Angifuniamantombazaneemziniwam’or

youwillliveinatraileruntilyou’refifty.’(Idon’t

wantgirlsinmyhouse.)Thesewerehisexact

words.

TrustaZulumantobeforthright.Myexcitement

cameclosetoendingintearsbecauseIwas

reprimandedforscreaminglikeasixteenyearold

littlegirl.

Lilian’ssmileflipsfromwarmthtoadoration,she’s



practicallytheonlypersonIknowwhohasdifferent

kindsofsmiles,itcouldbeasuperpowermothers

have.

Nonetheless,myposturehaseverythingtodowith

thegleamonherface.Herbigroundinquisitive

eyesobserveeveryinchofme,myarmsthatare

crossedovermychest,mylegshuggingeachother

andmyfoldedlipsthathaveformedathinline.

Disorderlyandinsearchofareasonbehindher

demeanour,Irollmyeyesandonlyforittobe

receivedwithasweetgiggle.What’swrongwiththis

woman?

“IloveyouNdlondlo,youknowthatright?”Howcan

Iforget?Shelivestosingthesong.

“Isthisyourapologyforbreakingintomyhouse?”I

throwback.

“No,Ididnotbreakin.Yoursisterdid.”Traitor…It

hastobeLindiwe.Thobekileistieddownin

Mozambiquebysomefoolwhocallshimselfher

husbandandhasgivenhimthreebrattygirlswho

lookexactlyliketheirfather.Thebiggestbetrayalof



alltime.

“WhereisTwiggy?”Iaskeagertoseeher,myeyes

havegrownrestlessandareinfullsearchofthe

scrawnysecondborn.

“Inthekitchen,”everythingisokayinthiswoman’s

world,willsheeverstopsmiling?

“Whosekitchen?”Betternotbemine.

“Yoursofcourse.”

“Whatisshedoinginmykitchen?”Ican’tcookyes,

butIdon’twantwithmykitchen.

“Cookingforherfiancé,”herresponsejerksmeup

frommyseat.Lindiwehasafiancé?She’safraidof

men,she’sathirtythreeyearoldvirginasfarasI

know.Menarealiensfromspace,shecan’thavea

man.

“UyaxokamamakaBubu.”(You’relyingmom.)

TohealmyheartIhavefoundhumourinher

answer.HavingamanmeansLindiwewillbetaken

awayfrommelikeThobekile,Ican’tloseanother

sister.Whatifhe’salsoforeign?Aguyfrom



Jamaica,I’veseenUsainbolt…Lanky…darkskinned

andtasteslikechocolate.Well…I’vetastedhimin

mydreams,thatmanhasdonethingstomethat…

Bubuzipit.

LindiweandUsainBolt?Lordintervene,youknow

whattheysayabouttallskinnymenplusthese

foreignmenwilllovethefuckoutofyou,that’show

Thobekileendedupfollowingherhusbandtothe

endsoftheearth.

MypoorsisterwillhavetomovetoJamaicaand…

and…andIneedadrink…anxiety…

“Whathappened?”LilianwantstoknowwhyI’m

suddenlydrowningmyselfinaglassofliquor.

“Lindiwecan’tgetmarried.”SureI’mcrazy,wecan

blameitonthisoneglassofalcohol.

“Whynot?”Itwistonmyheelatthesqueakyvoice

thatcouldonlybelongtomyonlyremainingsister,

she’sstandingwithamanandIknewit,he’slong-

legged,darkandalooker.



“WhendidyougotoJamaica?”Curiositynudges

me,pushingaquestionoutofmybigmouth.Iget

frownsandstunnedexpressions.

Likemagnet,theymovefromthekitchendoorway,

headedtowardsme.IhavetotakeanothergulpasI

spotthebigbumponherbelly,thefoolgother

pregnant.

“Ididn’tknowIwasinJamaica,whenwasthat?I

wouldhavetakenpictures,”shejokes,dazed.

“Then,wheredidyoumeetthistallchocolate-

coatedpretzel?”He’sridiculouslytall,Godwas

probablygoingfortheGoliathlookandforgotto

givehimthebuild,makingtheguylooklikea

streetlight.

“Pretzel?”Hespeaks?AtleastGodgotthevoice

right.

“ForgivehimLonwabo,mysonis…special.”

Lonwabo?He’slocal?Wait!DidLilianjustcallme

crazy?

LindiwehooksherarmaroundLonwabo’s,herhead

findscomfortonhischest…ortorsorather.She’s



tooshortforthisruler.

“Mychocolate-coatedpretzel,”shemimicsmyvoice.

“ThisismyannoyinglittlebrotherBulelwa,wecall

himBubu.”Shestickshertongueoutatme,Ineed

tomoveawayfromthisshockingchairI’vebeen

placedon.

“I’veheardalotaboutyouBubu.”Who’sBubu?

“It’sBulelwaorGcinumzitoyou.OrNdlondloasmy

fathercallsme,he’sthemanwhoplantedaseedin

Lilian’swombandninemonthslatershegavebirth

toTwiggy.Theunmarriedpregnantgirlnexttoyou,

didItellyouherfatherisKingKong?Hewon’t

hesitatetosquashyourpretzelbodywhenhefinds

outthatyougothisdaughterpregnant.”Iamnot

abouttosmilewithamanwho’smilkingour

remainingfamilycowforfree.

“Yourplanofscaringhimawaywillnotwork,I’m

pregnant.”Lindiwe.

LikeI’mblindtowhat’sinfrontofme,Idon’tlike

thisfoolshebroughthome.



Mymothergrabsmyglassofheavenfrommy

tremblinghand,Idon’tknowwhyI’mshuddering.

Fearthoughhasmebytheballs,IguessIdon’t

wanttolosemybestfriendtothismanwho’s

lookingatherlikehecan’tbreathewithouther.I

guessmyselfishasshasrealizedthatIwillbeleft

alone.

“ControlyourselfBubu,youknowIdon’tlikeitwhen

youdrink.”Lilianisgettingonmynerves,Ineed

somethingstrong.

“Aword…inthekitchen.”Lindiwesays,findingher

waybacktothekitchen,leavingMr.Streetlight.He’s

makinghimselfcomfortableonmyexpensive

couch,Ineedtogetadog.Peoplecan’tbecoming

inandoutofmyhouselikeI’msellingthecheapest

kotasontheblock.

“Whendidyoustarthavingsex?Ithoughtwe

preferredShrekovermen,”Isayparadingbehind

her.She’slaughing,thesearetheperksofbeingthe

lastborn.Noonetakesyouserious.



“Stopbeingweird,I’vebeenhavingsexsinceIwas

twentyone.”Herrevelationforcessalivadownmy

throat,makingmechoke.

“What?Ithoughtmenterrifiedtheshitoutofyou,”

I’vebeenfooledandwhyaretherefoursteaming

potsonmystove?Isshecookingforavillageor

thattowerlightofhers?

“Theydid,indaddy’seyes.”Shegivesa

mischievoussmug,stirringwhatsmellsliketripe.

Mymouthwaters,shepushesmebackasIdipmy

headinthepot.

“Youskilledslut,andyoumademethinkyouwere

virginMarry.”Iscrutinizetofindagrinonherlips,

finallyshegivesmeherattention.

“Becauseyouhaveabigmouth,youspillwhenthe

gorillaisaround.”She’sright,Mandla’sintimidation

isaspecialkind.He’dfindOsamaBinLadin’s

hideoutinaday.

“Wellbecausehescarestheshitoutofme,tellme,

doesUsainfitinsideyou?”Hermouthdropsopen

andstillmaintainsasillysmile.“Seeingthathe’s



tall,orisitamyththattallmenhave…”herscrawny

palmcrashesonmymouth,shuttingmeup

completely.

“Mymanishungryplease,Idon’thavetimeto

entertainyoursillythoughts.”shesays,reaching

outforplatesinthecabinet.

“Howmuchdoesheeat?Thisisenoughtofeedthe

wholeOPWcrew.”

“He’saman,theyneverhaveenoughtoeat.”True.

“Ididn’tknowIhadtripeinmyfridge.”Isayopening

mypotstohavealookathermouth-wateringfood

again.

“Youdidn’t,Ibroughtit.Lonwabolikeshome

cookedmeals.”Lonwabothis,Lonwabothat,Ihave

afeelingIwillneverheartheend.

“Didyoubuyprepaidelectricityaswell,Twiggy?”I

spit,ithitsherbutshewelcomesitwithachuckle.

“Mydaddy’smoneyboughttheprepaid,Icancook

astormifIwantto.”

“We’llseehowlongyou’llhidebehindhim,waittill



heseesthatyou’vebeenknockedup.”She

becomesuneasyduetomyremark,howdoyou

hideawholehuman?“Howfarareyou?”

“Eightmonths.”Hey,thiswomanhasadeathwish.

“I’mthirtythreeandthatmeansI’moldenough.

Daddywillhavetounderstand,besidesweare

gettingmarried.”Tryingtoconsoleherself,Isee.

“Sothefoolmessedupandproposedtoescapethe

deathpenalty.”Icanbeblunt,it’snature.

“HelovesmeBulelwa,Ilovehimtoo.”Sighing,she

dropsherflatassonachair.Theloveshespeaks

offindsaneedtoshieldhereyes.

“AXhosaguyhey?Iheartheyaregoodatsports,

dribblinggirlsistheirmostfamousmove.”IknowI

shouldbecomfortingher,butletmetestthewaters.

Mandlawon’tbeaskindasIam.

“YoutrulyareMandla’sson,anasshole.”Shedabs

myshoulder,findingnooffenseinmystatement.

“Abeautifulasshole,”Ireturnwithawinkandgeta

headshakefromher,gesturingdispleasure.I’ll

acceptthebeautifullaugheruptingfromhermouth.



THANDIWE…

Seatedhereinthemidstofthecrowd,Icanfeel

everyinchofhispresence.Almostasifhe’sleaning

upagainstme,mynostrilstakeineveryscent

emanatingfromhimandwashingmybodywitha

tidalwaveofgoosebumps.

Iofferedtobuyhimlunchandhewentforstreet

eats,we’reatBreenotfarawayfromBraamfontein.

TheplanwastograbsomethingatKFCorWimpy,

butMrBiyasehada“better”idea.Hesaidhe

wantedfood,Ididn’tknowthattheydon’tsellfood

atKFC.We’reseatedoutsidesomelocalshopand

he’sravishingonahotplateofpapandchickenfeet,

Isettledforasandwich.

Iamlookingatmymostfavouritethingintheworld

atthismoment.

Nqabaeatingcanonlybethemostfascinating

thingIhaveeverseen,thepuckerbetweenhis

eyebrows.Theadorationinhiseyesashetakes



onescoopaftertheother.

Thewayhismouthwouldmovewhilehisteeth

grindthefood,hechewsfunny,it’scuteand

adorableandIwanttoobservehimforaslongasI

can.TakeinallofhimbecausewhenIgohome,life

goesbacktonormal.Iwon’tsmellhim,steal

glancesathimorlovehimfromadistance.

Ireprimandmyeyeswhentheymeethis,not

knowingwheretodropthemIclosethemwhichis

stupidofme.Peopledon’tjustrandomlyclosetheir

eyesincrowdedplaces.

“WhendidIbecometoouglytolookatTshabalala?”

Icanheartheamusementinhistone,itforcesmy

undisciplinedeyesopentomeetacoylook.

“DoIhavesomethingonmyface?”Thatsmile

makesmykneesweak,it’sabitwindy,butmybody

feelslikeithasbeenthrowninafieryfurnace.Every

boneinmeburnswithaneedofhimashecatches

mychinandlowershisfacetomeetmyreluctant

gaze.

“Kunganiungifihlelaumphefum’lowam?Ithi



ngibonewe-Thandiwe?”(Whyareyouhidingmy

soulfromme?Letmetakealook.)

Hesearchesmyeyeswiththisdemand,hissoul

doesnotdwellinme.ItdidonceandIsnatchedit

bybetrayinghim.

“Whatwereyoudoingattheoffice?”Idivertfrom

hismandate,hisintensescrutinyandhisfinger

that’sdrillingblazingtracesonmychin.

“Toreturnyourmoney.”Iforesawthis,buthecould

havetransferreditback.Iwanttoknowwhyhewas

readygoallBruiseLeeonCele.

“Nqabayou…”

“I’mnotgoingtotakemoneyfromyouTan-tan.”He

handsmeabrownenvelop,itscontentsreveala

stackofR100notes.Didhehavetowithdrawthe

wholeamount?

“Nqabaplease,youneed…”

“Don’t.”Heintrudes,offensewavingonhisface.It

wasn’tmyintensiontooffendhimandit’snotalie



thatheneedsthemoney.Ichoosenottoarguewith

him,soItakeit.He’sonhisfeet,amblingtohiscar

parkedonthesideoftheroad.

HejumpsinandI’mnumbedandrigidtryingto

processhowhecouldjustwalkawaywithouta

word.Iwanttoprotest,callhimandapologise.My

feetholdmedownashestartstowalkbackwitha

boxinhand.

Myheartbetraysmebylettingmeknowhowmuch

hemeanstome.Whathethinksofmematters,his

opinionsandthewayheseesme.

“Thisisforyou.”Hehandsmethebox,ashoebox

tobeexact.

“Youboughtmeshoes?”Idon’tknowifheknows

aboutthemythofbuyingagirlshoes,Iwouldn’t

wanttobeawayfromhimagain.Ihatehow

superstitiousIcanbe.

“Openit,”hegivesanorderofwhichIfollow.Letters,

deadyellowrosesthathavechangedcolourwith

time.RaisingmyeyesImeethisprobingstare,a



quicksmilemovesstealthilyonthecornersofhis

mouthanddissolvesbeforeitreacheshisears.

Mygazeholdsaquestion,‘whyishegivingme

this?’

“It’sforallyourbirthdaysthatpassedandIcouldn’t

call,”hesays,whoisthisman?Whyishesobent

onmakingmecry?Idon’tdeservethis.Howcanhe

continuetothinkofmewhenIbetrayedhim?

Hishandslidesacrossthetable,it’sslowlycrawling

onmine,creatingafrictionhasmyheart

aggressivelythumpingonmychest.

“I’msorryIdidn’tcall,I’msorryIdidn’twrite.I’m

sorryIwasn’tthereandI’msorryIdidn’ttellyou,I

loveyoueveryday.”Hesays,hisvoicecracking

witheveryvowel.Ihavetofighttheurgetothrow

myselfinhisarms,Ishiverashisthumbswipes

overthebackofmyhand.

Hewon’tmovehiseyesfrommine,everything

aroundusfallsaway.Ican’tseeanythingelse,but

thismanbeforeme.Iwouldcapturethismomentin



aphotographifIcouldandcarryitwithmeforever.

“Whydidyouholdmeonlytoletmefallagain,

Thandiwe?”Likeatsunami,I’mwashedoffshore

withthisquestions.“You’vebeenburningatthe

backofmymind,Ican’tmovefromthepast.I’m

staticinoneplace,willyouletmestayfrozenin

time?”HeseeksanswersIcannotgive,IwishI

couldtellhimwhathappened.IwishIcould

recreatethatdayandchangeitshappenings,Iwish

Icouldwaitforhim.

Hishandslowlyslidesuptomycheek,histhumb

effortlesslysashayingbackandforthonmy

cheekbone.Totakeinthemomentandmaybe

savouritjusttolettimeseemworthexisting.Ishut

myeyesandtakeinallofhim.Histouch,his

fragranceandhisbreathwhizzingonmyskin.A

stabbinggazeforcesmyeyesopen,he’sstaringat

medumbfounded.Bywhatexactly?Icannotsay.

“Tshabalalawami,ifIgetachancetoloveyou

again,IswearIwillloveyouright.Iwon’tleave

you.”HisvoicecontinuestocrackandIhateit.I

hatethathe’shurtingbecauseofme,Ihatemyself



forbreakingthisgoodman.

Thereissomethingtuggingandpullingatmefrom

thecornerofmyeye,itdemandsmyattention,I’m

forcedtomoveawayfromthistouchofheavenand

assistmyeyesacrosstheroad.

AlittlegirlaboutZulu’sagestandsalone,hergaze

transfixedonus.Thebrightredraincoatstandsout,

thehoodofitthrownoverherhead.She’sbarefoot

andthereissomethingaboutherpresencethat’s

drawingmetoher,theforcebringsmetomyfeet.

“Kwenzenjani?”(What’swrong?)

Nqaba’svoiceresoundsandfadesawayinaflash,I

havetogettoher.There’sastrongforcethat’s

pullingmetoherandIcan’tfightit.

Tobecontinued…

BURN



10…

NQABA…

“Thandiwe.”Ihollerafterher,itappearsshehas

fallenintoatrance.Wewereseateddownand

everythingwasgoingwell,untilsomethinggrabbed

herattention.

AtfirstIdidn’tunderstandwhyshewasgettingup,

untilInoticedhowhermindhadtakenabreak.It’s

lunch/rushhourandtheroadsarewitlesslybusy,

Thandiweiscaughtinthemiddleoftheroad.

Vehiclesarehootingforhertomoveoutoftheway,

driversshoutingandthrowingcusswordsather.

Surprisingly,notonesinglecarhastouchedher,

she’soblivioustohersurroundingsthough.Likea

robotshemovesdowntheroad,treadingtowards

somethingIcan’tsee.

“Thandiwe!!!”Ishoutfromacrossthebustling

streetsofBree,it’staxiaftertaxi…fullofcommotion.



Whenonetrafficlightclosestheotheropens,they

areallheadedtooneplaceandeachtimeItryto

crosstheroad,avehiclespeedsby,compellingme

tomovebacktosquareone.

“Tan-tanstop.”Myvoiceisshrunkanumberof

decibelsbythetaxissoundingthehorn.Imanage

tocrossthefirstlane,ataxirustlesbyonthe

secondoneandthisgivesmeachancetoscuttle

beforeanimminentmotorfliesby.

“WhoisMapula?”Ihearhersay,takingslow

frighteningmovements.Eachprovestobelife

threateningasmotorschangeovertoangelsof

death.

“Yeyi!Yeyi!Sukalaphowena.Voetsek,uzofanja.”

(Moveoutoftheroad,you’lldie.)

Anangrydriverbooms,histaxihurtlingtowards

Thandiwe,thehootrisesabovehisfuriousness.

Iscampertograbherwaist,myarmswrapping

aroundherandwithonescoop,wemakeittothe

sidewalkwithherinmyarms.



Herfacehiddenonmychest,westayinthis

positionforawhile.Somanythingsaregoingonin

mybusymindasItrytoprocesswhatjustoccurred.

“WhatthefuckiswrongwithyouThandiwe?Why

wouldyouwanttokillyourself?Whatwillhappento

Zuluifyoudie?”Myreproachdoesnotaccomplish

whatIsendittodoasitfallsonaconfusedand

shakenwoman,herbodyistrembling,eyeswidened

andlipsquavering.

“D…didn’tyou…didn’tyous…seethat?”She

mutters,pointingtoherrightsideandshiftsher

gazetowhereherfingerispointed.

“Thandiwe,”Igrabhershouldersandtwirlherback

tome“WhatIsawwasyouthrowingyourselfonthe

busyroadwithoutacareastowhatwillhappento

you.”

“ShewascallingmeNqaba,she…”Shestops,

exhalesdeeplyanddropsherheadonmychest.

Herarmssurroundmyabdomen,withoutwasting



time,Iholdherback.

“IthinkI’mlosingmymindNqaba,I’mseeingthings.

Ican’tsleepatnightbecauseoftheterribledreams

andmyhusbanddoesn’tbelieveme.HethinksI’m

crazy,maybehe’sright…maybeIamlosingmind.”

Herconfessionknocksmeout,Icouldtellthat

somethingwasn’trightwithher.

“Tan-tan.”ItakeherfaceinmypalmsasImoveher

frommychest.Hereyesdrop,she’shidingfromme.

“Tellmeeverything,”Isayinanundertone,bringing

herfaceuptomeetmyeyes.

“Itallstartedthatnightwhen…”Asshenarratesher

lifeIobservehergaze,thereistruthinhereyes.No

waywouldThandiwelieaboutsomethingso

serious,Ihaveknownherforalongtime.AlthoughI

spentalittlewhileawayfromherpresence,Iknow

howthetruthpresentsitselfinhereyes.

“Youneedtoleavethathouse,”Iadvise,walkingher

backtomycar.



“Ican’tjustleaveNqaba,I’mmarried.”Ipinher

againstthecar,mybodypressedonhers.Hereyes

runuptomeetmine,hermouthslightlyopensandI

seeaninvitationtokissheroncemore.ButIdon't.

“Youdon’thavetobe,youdon’thavetobemarried

tohim,”myhandslidesuptobathehercheek.

“Wejustgotmarried,Ican’t…”herwhisperedreply

forcesmetopressagainsther,adesperatepleato

feelher.

“DammitThandiwe,thisisnotwhatyouwant.You

don’tlovehim,Iknowyoudon’t.IregretthatIwas

awayorelseIwouldhavepreventedyoufrom

marryinghim.IcamebackfromEasternCapethat

morningonlytobetoldthatmylittlebrotheris

gettingmarried,Iknewitwaswithyouandhadto

seeyouurgently.Icametoyourhouse,sawyouin

thatcursedwhitedress.YoulookedsohappyTan-

tan,Iwantedaminutewithyoubeforeyouwentto

church.Butyourmotherforbidmefromseeingyou,

shepracticallychasedmeaway.”Itelland

seeminglygriefandfrustrationclotsbehindher

eyes.



“Shedidn’tsayanythingtome,Ididn’tknowNqaba.

Ididn’tknowthatyoustillcared.Ithoughtyouhad

movedon,Iwastoldthatyouhadmovedon.”

“Whotoldyouthat?”sheshrugs,hergazetravelling

inwavesofthoughts.

“Yourmother,itwastwomonthsafteryouleftfor

Joburg.Youstoppedallformsofcommunication

andIthoughtsomethinghadhappenedtoyousoI

wentlookingforyou.ItoldherwhoIwas,shesaid

youweregettingmarriedandthatyourfiancéwas

pregnant.Sheshowedmepicturesofyouandsome

woman…”

“Thatwasmycousin,shelied.”Iinterject,Barbra

andhertoxictraitshavecostmetheloveofmylife.

Whywouldshegotosuchanextent?“Soyouwent

formybrotherjusttospiteme?”Hereyesbulgein

wonder.“Comewithme.”Irequest,peopleare

watching.ThisisBreeanyway,theposture

ThandiweandIhavetakenbringsusmoreattention

thanwewouldlike.Peopleareglaringlikewe’re



sinninginpublic.

“Wherearewegoing?Ineedtogobacktowork.”

“Don’tworryaboutthat.”

“NqabaI’lllosemyjob,Ican’tjustdisappear.”She

stressesasIopenthedoorforher.

“Thatwon’thappen.”Irushtotakeherbelongings

onthetableweweresettledon,wecan’ttalkin

suchanopenplace.

NARRATED…

Itwasmoreorlessthantwentyfiveyearsagowhen

LindaMshengu,aresidentofNquthuatownin

Umzinyathiwasmedicallydeclaredbarrenafter

yearsoftryingforababywithherhusband.

Herin-lawsweregrowingtiredandneededanheir.

Theywouldthrowinsultsatherandthreatento

bringasecondwifefortheirson,VusiMshengu.

Lindawasagainstpolygamy,shehateditwith



passionandtheonlywaytoavoidherhusband

takingasecondwifewastohaveachild.

Vusiwaskeptinthedarkabouttheinfertility,Linda

wastooafraidtotellhimthetruth.Afraidoflosing

him,afraidofhersiblingsmockingher.

Desperateandhopeless,Lindasoughtaftera

witchdoctorwhichwassomethingsheneverwould

haveconsideredalone.Afriendintroducedherto

one,thewitchdoctorlivedintheoutskirtsof

Endumeni.Hishousewasinasecludedplace,in

theforestwherenobravehumandaredtostep.

Shiversrippledthroughherassheenteredthe

witch’shut,everyboneinherbodyscreamed

WARNING!!!Inred.Shoutingthatsheleavesthe

place,butdesperateLindahadnooption,Godhad

turnedablindeyetoherdemandsandcries.

Herancestorswereprobablyvacationing

somewheresunny.



“Youcan’thaveanychildren,thedoctorswereright.

Yourwombisincapableofcarryingachild.”The

witchdoctortoldheraftercastingsomeboneson

hisreedmat.

“Pleasetheremustbesomethingyoucando,Ineed

ababyormyhusbandwillleavemeortakea

secondwife.I’lldoanything,pleaseMakhosi.”From

thedepthsofherheartLindapleaded,shepleaded

asifshewerepleadingforasecondchanceatlife.

Shepleadedasifshewoulddieifshedidn’tgive

herhusbandtheheirhewanted.

“Thereisaway,”thewitchdoctorintroduced,seeing

thedesperationofthewoman.Agewasdoingaway

withheranditwasimperativethatshehadachild

beforetheageoffiftyfive.“Iwillgiveyou

somethingthatwillallowyourwombtoacceptyour

husband'sseed,howeverthere’sacondition.”Her

heartsunk,itcan’tbeagoodcondition.

“Makhosi.”Shesaid,holdingherbreathasshe

waitedfortheconditiontoberevealed.The

witchdoctorfiddledinhisdirtyanimal-skin,sling

bagandrevealedasinglebean.Hethrewitonthe



reedmat,groanedandfellintoaseriesofburps.

“Takethisseed,”heinstructedanowterrifiedLinda

whowashavingsecondthoughts.Thethoughtof

Vusikepthersteady,shereachedouttotakethe

seedfromthereedmat.

“Buyaflowerpotandplantthisseedinit,butdon’t

useanysoil.

Youneedtogathersoilfromtheriverandwaterit

withmilkeverydayat12amand12pm,don’tskipa

day.Afterplantingtheseed,youwillhavetobe

intimatewithyourhusbandthatveryday.Inthree

daysaplantwillgrowfromthisseedalongwitha

babyinyourwomb.”Outofexcitement,Linda

acceptedthepartwhereshewillfallpregnantin

threedays,itdidn’tmatterhowitwouldhappen.

“Youwillbearagirlchild,claimitasyourown,butit

willbelongtome.HernamewillbeMapula.”Linda

chokedinhersaliva,thewitchdoctorwasn’tmaking

anysense.SheandVusiwouldbetheonestobear

thechild,howwouldthechildbelongtothe



witchdoctor?

“Idon’tunderstandMakhosi,”herheartpursued

clarification.

“Thisistheonlywayforyoutobeamother,your

husband’sseedalonecannotharvestinyourwomb.

LikeIsaid,wateritwithmilkeveryday,don’tstarve

itorthechildwilldie.Therewillcomeatimewhen

thechildisalmosttwentysix,theplantwillwither,it

willbeasignthathertimehascome.

Twentyfiveyearsoflifeinthisearthwillbegivento

her,shewilldieonhertwentysixthbirthday.Her

soulwillgobacktoitsowner.”Lindacouldn’tcare

less,happinesshadfilledherheartthatshewas

finallygoingtobecalledamother.

ShewillberespectedinsocietyandintheMshengu

homestead.Thoughsheprayedthatatimewill

comewhenthecursewillbreak,orthewitchdoctor

diesbeforeherchildturnstwentysix

“There’sanotherthing,whenthetimecomesIwill

goandcollectMapulamyself.”



“ButMakhosi,willyoubealivethen?”Shehadto

ask,themanwassooldhecouldwakeupdeadthe

nextday.Inthatinstantshewishedforhisdeath,

morethanshewishedtohaveachild.

“Thatisnotforyoutoworryabout,yourjobisto

makesurethatshestaysawayfromthatman.”He

saidconfusinganalreadyconfusedLinda.

“Whatman?”Sheasked.

“Alovethatistrue,aloveshecan’tlivewithout.I

seeaman,heholdsherheart.Onlyhecansaveher

soul,butIwon’tgodownwithoutafight.Sheis

mine.”Thewitchdoctorspokeasifthechildhad

alreadybeenborn,hepointedatarocksandwiched

betweenthebonesonthereedmatandabone-

chillinglaughevadedfromhismouth.“Hethinks

he’scleverIsee,hewon’tstayawayfromher.”

“WhoisheMakhosi?”InquisitiveLindaquestioned.

“Hisfaceishiddenfromme,hisancestorsare

shieldinghimfrommysight.Heisamongstusin

thisearthaswespeak,IwouldkillhimifIcould.His

heartispureandhisloveistrue,it’sastubbornkind



oflove.Keephimawayfromherorawarwillarise,

therewillbebloodshedandliveswillbelost.Iam

greedywithwhatismine,Mapulaismine.”Again,

hereferredtotheunbornchildasifshebreathedon

theearth.

“Makhosi,”shebowedherheadinagreementtothe

man’sorders.

“Onemorethingbeforeyougo,burrythechild’s

umbilicalcodeinthepotplant.”Thatwasthelast

straw,theumbilicalcodebelongedtotheMshengu

ancestors.Howwouldtheyprotecttheirchild?

NinemonthslaterLindahadabouncingbabygirl

andnamedherThandiweMshengu,thesecond

name‘Mapula’wasconcealedfromthefamily.

Lindadidn’twanttoberemindedofthefuture,that

herchildwilldieoneday.Shefellinlovewiththe

babyandsworetoprotectherwithherlifeasshe

rememberedthedealshehadwiththewitchdoctor.

TherehadtobeawaytosaveThandiwe,she

couldn’tdestroytheplantthathadflourished



beautifullyinhergarden,itheldherdaughter’slife.

Thesecretwasonlyknownbyher,shewould

secretlyfeeditmilkandwatcheditgrowintoa

beautifultree.

NQABA...

“Whoseplaceisthis?”Thandiweinquires,carefully

walkingintotheapartmentinNewTowncloseto

theJunxion.

“Afriend’s.”IrespondasIshutthedoor,my

thoughtsaretangledupinourprevious

conversation.“Wouldyoulikesomethingtodrink?”

She’ssittingonacouch,hereyesfulloflife,

scanningeverycornerofthestudioapartment.

“I’mokay,thanks.”Herresponse.“Thisplacelooks

expensive,yourfriendletsyoucomeherewhenever

youwant?”

“Isitabadthing?”Herfurrowedbrowanswersfor

her.“I’veearnedmytrustinpeopleTan-tan.”Isettle



besideher,preparingmyselftofinishthe

discussionthathadleftmewithmorequestions

thananswers.

“Iaskthatyoudon’twithholdanythingfromme,I

needtoknoweverything.Howyouendedupwith

mybrother,”Isay,Thandiwereleasesaheftysigh

confirmingthatshedreadsthistopicandwould

ratheravoidit.

“Ididn’tknowhewasyourbrother,Ntuthuko

wouldn’tletmemeethisfamily.ImetthemwhenI

wassixmonthspregnant,yourmotherhatedme

instantlybecausesheknewwhoIwas.Idoubtshe

evertoldNtuthukoaboutus,hewouldhaveasked

meifshedid.”

“Wheredidyoumeethim?”Iask,agapeshehides

hereyesoutofshame.

“Ahouseparty,he….”Heranswercomesin

mumblesclothedinhumiliation.

“Aparty?Youneverwenttoparties.”Iinterrupt.



“Well,Ididthatweekendyouleft,”sheshrugsher

shouldersinadismissivemanner.

“Andwhat?Youhadaonenightstandandfell

pregnant?Ittookusthreemonthsformetofinally

haveyouThandiwe,butyouwereinmybrother’s

bedthesamedayyoumethim.”

“Howdareyousaythattome?Youhavenoright

Nqaba.”Sheshoutsjerkingupfromthecouch,I

shadowhermovements.Angerglimmeringthrough

hereyes,herhandsforcefullybangonmychest

beforesheturnstowardsthedoor.

Myhandgripsherwrist,stoppingherfromleaving

thehouse.ThisissotypicalofThandiwe,always

walkingawaywhenthegoinggetstough.

“No,IhaveeveryrightTshabalala.Ihaveeveryright

toknowthetruth.”I’mpullingherintomewiththis

demand,herbodycollidesagainstmine.

“Whattruth?Itoldyouwhatyourmotherdid.”

“Youcouldhavewaited…didn’tyoutrustme?Didn’t

youtrustmyloveforyou?”



“TwomonthsNqaba,twomonthsIcouldn’tgeta

holdofyou.”Hervoicepeaks,she’shurtingIknow,

butIneedanswers.

“Isthiswhenyoudecidedtopassmybabyoverto

mybrother?”Softlyandregretfully,thewordsspill

outofmymouthlikeanopentap.Theyhave

Thandiwewideeyed,shockrenderingher

speechless.Shesquirmsinmyarms,angerclearly

visibleinhereyes.

“What?”shegulps.

“IsZulumyson,Thandiwe?”Sheshrieksatthe

loudnessofmyvoice.“Tellmethetruth,tellmeif

thatboyismyson.”Herhandprevailsindetaching

frommygrip.

“Zuluis…”

“Don’teventhinkaboutit,don’tyoudarelietome.”I

interpose,sheiskeenonhidingthetruth.

“Idon’tknowokay.”Sheshouts.“Idon’tknow

Nqaba,I…thatday…y…”she’ssizzling,Ineedthe

truth,butI’mnotsureI’mreadyforit.Myhopes

havebeenbuiltandfindingoutthathe’snotmyson



willbreakme.

“I’mlistening.”Ihavetocomposemyself,yelling

willnotgetmetheanswersIsearchfor.

“IwouldneverbetrayyouNqaba,”toolate.“Iloved

youandwhenyouleftIcouldn’t…lookIwas

heartbroken,Istruggledtocometotermswithyour

departure.Afriendproposedthatwegotoaparty

whereImetNtuthuko.Ididn’tknowwhohewas,his

kindnesswonmeover.Helistenedtomyproblems

andgavemeadvice,weweredrinking,onethingled

toanother…”

“Youcheatedonme?”ThisisnotwhatIexpected,a

‘yesZuluisyourson’wouldhavebeenadequate.

Notthis,notthisheartshatteringrevelation.

“I’msorry.”Hereyesswellasafloodoftearsstand

atattention,readytobecalledtotheshow.

“ItoldyouIwasgoingtocomeback,youshould

havetrustedmeThandiwe.”Ihissandgrabher

wristsoncemore,causinghertosquirminmytight

grip.Hereyesheldinamuddleandpuddleofpain,



thoughIamcertainandconvincedthatitisnothing

comparedtowhatIfeel.

“StopitNqaba,you’rehurtingme,”Iwanttohurther,

IwanthertofeelthepainthatIfeelatthismoment.

Icradlehercheeksinmyhandstighterthanusual

andpullherfaceclosertomine,theurgetowipe

thetearscascadingonherfaceisnullandvoid.

Nothinginmesayscomfortyourbeloved,Iwant

herhurtinglikeshehurtme.

Ihatehowmyheartwrestleswithmymindthough,

twocontradictingorgansthathaveonethingin

common.‘LovingThandiwe.’

“Hurt?Youknownothingaboutpain,”mystupid

heartforcesmetobringherfacecloser…forehead

againstforehead…nosetonose…aprayerfromthe

depthsofmyhearttoletthisbeadream.“Ihad

barelymadeittoJoburgandmybrotherwas

alreadyinsideyou.”I’munabletokeepmythoughts

andfeelingsintact.Herbetrayalevokesatypeof

resentmentthatleavesmeasphyxiated.



“Nqabayou’reinsultingme,”snivelling,shefightsto

moveawayfromme,mygripstandsground.

“Why?Whydidyoucheatonme?Iwenttoworkfor

us,ourfuture.Icouldn’tfathomtolookatanother

woman,Ididn’tseeanyonebutyouTan-tan.Iwas

farfromyou,butyouwereallIcouldsee.”

HerheadfallsonmychestasIreleasehercheeks

andIdon’tknowwhattothinkabouthersobs.I

can’tcomprehendwhyshe’scrying,shebetrayed

meandbrokemytrust.

“Thandiwe.”Movingherawayfrommychestproves

tobeastruggle,herarmsareclaspedaroundmy

waist.Thisisnotimetoshedtears,weneedto

solvethismatter.

“I’msorryNqaba,I’msorry.”She’swailingandI

cannotmakeoutwhatherapologymeans.“Forgive

me,please.”Ican’tholdherback,forthelifeofme,

rageconsidersmeweak.Nowthatshe’shere,

beforeme.IrealizethatI’mmoreupsetthan

anything,Ilovedthiswoman,gavehereverythingI



couldgiveandthisiswhatIget?

“Thandiwesit.”Isnapandhavetouseforcetoput

heronthecouch,hereyesdoeverythingtoavoid

me.WhichisbadformebecauseIneedtoknow

thetruthwhilelookingintothem.

“IsZulumyson?”Iknowheis,hearingitfromher

wouldsealit.

“Idon’tknow,hecouldbe…IfoundoutIwas

pregnanttwoweekslater,that’swhenIwenttoyour

houseinsearchofawaytogettoyouandyour

mothertoldmethatyouweregettingmarriedto

yourpregnantfiancé.IdiedNqaba…everythingin

medied.Ntuthukohadgonebacktothecitythen

andIwasn’tsureifhewasgoingtocomeback.A

fewdayslaterhecametomyhouseandIwentwith

him,toldhimaboutthepregnancy,hepromisedto

loveandtakecareofme.”Bullshit!!!

“DoesmybrotherknowthatZulucouldbemine?”

shegestures‘no’withaheadshake.“Whydidn’t

youtellme?”

“YouweregoneNqaba,Ithoughtyouweregetting



marriedlikeyourmothersaid.”

“Fuck!Thatdoesn’tmakesenseThandiwe.Let’s

saythatwasthecase,whatrightdidyouhaveto

keephimawayfromme?”ThistimeI’mstruggling

tokeepmyvoicefromrising,herexplanationis

lame…andludicrous…andIwanttohateher.

“Please…”shepleads,hertearsmeannothingtome

rightnow.

“IwantaDNAtest,ifZuluismyson,Iwanthimwith

me.”Myintroductionisnotmollifyingher.

“I’msorry,”thisisallshecancontribute,alousy

apologythatcannotchangethepastanditpisses

meoff.

“FuckyouTshabalala,fuckyou.”Thecussspews

outofmymouthagainstmywill,GodknowsI

respectthiswoman,butshebrokemyheart.

“Whereareyougoing?”Idon’tanswertoheroutcry,

I’mtooangrytoanswer,tooangrytobearoundher.

Idashoutoftheapartmentandlockthedoor

behindme.



“Nqabaopenthisdoor,don’tleavemehere.”She

bangsonthedoorwhileshouting,she’llbefine.I

needtogetoutofhere,Ineedtothink.

LINDA

NquthuKZN…

It’sbeenhourssinceLindawateredtheplant,she

feelsaneedtocheckonit.Toddlingoutofthe

house,thesunhitsher.Sheissousedtothe

scorchingheatthatitdoesn’tbotherher,Linda

dragsherbaretiredfeetonthethickblisteringsoil

thathasbeenbakinginthesunsince12noon.

Sheletsherfeetguidehertothelittlegardenshe

hadbuiltbehindthehouse.Herworldcrumblesas

shefindstheplantemaciated,Thandiwe’slifeis

abouttoendandsheispowerless.Theprayersshe

offeredtoGodfromthemomentThandiwewas

bornwereinvain.



HerbabyisnolongerknownasThandiwebecause

itistimeforthewitchdoctortocollecthisMapula.

Whetherheisstillaliveorhaddiedfromoldage,

remainsamysterytoLinda.WhenThandiweturned

thirteen,Lindahadgonelookingforthewitchdoctor

andhermissionwasfruitless.

Theplacewheretheoldcreepyhuthadstoodwas

occupiedbyaseriesoftrees,noevidencethata

houseonceclaimedtheland.

“Baba.”Shecallsouttoherhusband,herworldis

crumblingbeneathherandthere’snothingshecan

doaboutit.Vusiappearstakingtortoisestrides,the

walkingstickassistinginhiswalks.Oldagehas

takenawaythestrengthinhislegs.

“Nkosazana.”Standingafewfeetawayfromhis

wife,heobservesheroldfacethat’sadornedwith

wrinkles.Agony,griefandregretpresentedonits

frontage.

“Ithasbegunbaba,IprayedandaskedGodfor

forgiveness.Iaskedhimtosaveourbaby.”The



timehascometotellherhusbandthetruth,hecan’t

twigwhatshecouldbetalkingabout.

“Thandiweisgoingtodie.”Shereveals,Vusihas

alwaysbeenastrongmanandherheartalmost

stopsasherhusbandfallsonthegroundwitha

loudthud.

Tobecontinued

BURN

11…

THANDIWE…

BANG!!!

“Shit!Whattimeisit?”Ijumpfromthecouch,only

toslipandfallfacedown.Nqabaishelpingmeup

beforeIcouldgraspwhatjusthappened.Didhe

havetobangthedoorthough?Andwhyisheonly

comingbacknow?



“IstillknockyouoffyourfeetIsee.”Isthiswhathe

saysaftercussingatmeandlockingmeinthis

apartment?Iaminnomoodforhismoodswings,

it’sdarkoutsideandIshouldbehome.Zulu…Ohmy

God…

“He’ssafe.”Nqabaanswers,didIsaythatoutloud?

“He’swithyourfemininefriend.”Myfemininefriend?

Nqabathough,Igiveup.WaittillBulelwahearsthis.

“Wherehaveyoubeen?Didyouhavetogothe

wholeday?WhydidyoulockmeupinhereNqaba?

IhavetobehomebeforeNtuthuko.”Mywords

bounceonanunbotheredjerk,he’samblingtothe

kitchen,ignoringmyrantings.

“Weneedtotalk.”Ishenottheonewholockedme

inaflatandlefttoheaven-knowswhere?Nowhe

wantstotalk?

“Tellmewhyyoulockedmeup,whatifyourfriend

hadcomeback?Iwasaloneinhereand

unprotected…”I’mfollowinghimtothekitchen.

“Iwouldneverletanythinghappentoyou.”Hesays

afterspinningtofaceme,Ionlygetoneglimpseof



hiscalmfacebeforeheturnstoopenthefridge.

Nqabawasreallypissedoffawhileago,hurting

himwasnevermyintention.Iwasyoungandstupid

andIregreteverything.

“DoyouthinktherearestilltaxisatBree?”Whatwill

NtuthukothinkwhenhefindsoutthatI’mherewith

hisbrother?Theman’smindcreatesstrange

concepts.

“TaxistoRoodepoort?Idoubtit.”Heripostes

calmlyanditaggravatesme.Hisslowmovements

inthekitchengrabmyattention,hemoveslikehe

wasbornforit.Thewayhistorsowouldshiftashe

reachestograbapotonthetopshelf,hishands

movingfromspoonstoplatesandhowhiseyes

focusonsomanythingsatonetime.

“Whatwouldyouliketoeat?”I’mnothungry.

“Takemehomeplease.”

“Iwill,aftersupper.”WhatmakeshimthinkIwantto

havesupperwithhim?Ihopehe’snotplanningon

poisoningme,IwouldpoisonmeafterwhatIdidto

him.



“Areyoutryingtokillme?”Great,Isoundlikea

psychonow….

“Likeyoukilledmeeightyearsago?”Hequestions

courteouslyandthatshouldscaremeright?His

voiceisdisdainful,italsotellsmethathewillnever

forgivemeforwhatIdid.“MyloveisgenuineTan-

tan,Iwouldn’tdreamofkillingyou.”Yeahtellthatto

thecoldtonedancingdownyourthroatandthat

emotionlesslookinyoureyes.

“I…IthinkIshouldgo,Zulumustbeaskingforme.”

AnythingtoescapetheshameIhaveputmyselfin,

tillthisdayIlivetoregretmyactions.I’llnever

forgivemyselfforwhatIdidtoNqaba,hedeserves

better.HedeservesReboana…Ipunchmyselfinthe

stomachatthethought.

“DoIscareyouTan-tan?”Heforgetstheboiling

waterinthekettleandgiveshisfullnerve-wracking

attentiontome,shruggingmytensemyshoulders

isallIcando.

“Comecloser,”thisfeelslikeascenefromthe

movieScream.



Theknifeinhishandhasmeshudderingand

mumblingshitIdon’tknow.AllthesameItrustthis

man,whyamIthinkinghewantstoendmylife?If

anything,he’stheonlypersonthatmakesmefeel

safe,hewoulddriveaknifethroughmyheartandI

wouldstilltrusthimindisputably.

“Ineedyoutocuttheseonionsforme,fourhands

arebetterthantwo,right?”Thesarcasminhistone

stretchmylipsintoasmile,browsfurrowedanda

simperonhisfacialfeatures,hetipshisheadashis

eyessearchmyface.

Theonlywaytoavoidthisintensegazeistoletmy

feetfollowhisscent,IswearI’mdruggedeachtime

mynostrilsgetatasteofhim.ItscaresmethatI

willnotbeabletostayawayfromhim.

“Justdicethem,itdoesn’thavetobeperfect,Ihope

you’reknowledgeableinthekitchen.Lasttimewe

sharedakitchenyoucouldonlyboilwater.”He

takesmebacktomydays,thankstomymotherI



canneverfeatureonacookingshow.Icanputa

mealtogether,butnotsomethingedible.

“Itry,youatemyfoodthatdayatthehouse.”Isay,

prideresidinginmyvoice.Nqaba’sarchedbrow

confirmsthatitwasn’tthebestdishhe’severtasted,

butthechumpwipedtheplateclean.

“Iknewthatwasyou.”Whatdoeshemeanheknew

itwasme?“Yourfoodhastoomuchoilinit,it

doesn’train,itpours.”Hecontinues,laughingathis

stupidjest,it’snotfunnyalthoughI’menjoyingthe

soundofhislaughter.

Themostpeacefulsoundintheworld.Iwouldn’t

mindbeingherewithhim,safe.Goshthethoughtof

goingbacktothathellholeIcallahouse.

Nevertheless,thisisnothim.He’swithme,buthe’s

notwithme.He’sbotheredbysomethingandI

mightjustknowwhatitis.

“Whatarewemaking?”Iask,tryingtodivergemy

mindfromthegnawingthoughtsthatbringme

nothingbutheartache.

Mymindtravelsandearsclogashetellsmeabout



somedishafriendpresented,thisisthefirsttime

makingitandIdon’theartherestashisvoice

becomesbackgroundnoise.Ineedtomakethings

okaywithNqaba,apologiseformywhoringandfor

nottrustinghim.

“Nqaba,I…”Great,myphoneisringing.It’sprobably

thatmanwho’sbeenfooledintothinkinghe’sa

husband.

“Ishouldgetthat.”Myforward-nervous-self

stumblesandalmostfallsonNqabaasIattemptto

rushoutofthekitchen,hishandsaretightlycircled

onmywaist,eyesjudgingme.

“What’swrongwithyou?Areyoutryingtolosea

tooth?”He’sright,myclumsinessisouttogetme

today.PartlyIblamehim,hemakesmenervous

sincethatfightwehad.

Itbafflesmethathehasn’tsaidanythingaboutit,

hewaslividwhenheleftanditworriesmethathe

camebackcalm.Makesmewonderifhe’splanning

something.

“S…sorry.”Ifighttomoveoutofhisgrip,hewon’t



letgo.He’sbreathingdownmyface,hislipstoo

closetomine.

“YouseemtohaveadoptedanewwordTan-tan,

howlongwillyoucontinuesaying‘sorry.”Iseewhat

he’sinsinuating,myconscioushasprobablybeat

metoitandapologizedonmybehalfasmymouth

keepsspewingtheapologyunnecessarily.

Ifindmyselfclosingmyeyesasheholdsmycheek

inhispalm,thiswayIfeelallofhim.Mybody

shuddersviolentlyatthefeelofhiscoldlips

brushingonmine.

“CanIkissyou?”Idrowninshiversattherequest,

mylipstwitchwhiletheyreminisceabouthisand

howtheyperfectlyandrefreshinglyfitonmine.I

alreadyfeelallofhim,althoughhehasn’tkissedme

yet.

“I…the…”Mydryhungrymouthcanonlyget

crummysyllablesout.Thegripofhislargehandon

mywaistmustbesinful,heholdsmelikeIwill

escapefromhisarms.



Idon’tthinkIcanwaitanymore,isthisZuluman

awareofwhathe’sdoingtome?Thefirehe

awakensfromthedepthsofmystomach,likea

blackholehispresencesuckseverybreathfrommy

lungs,makingithardformetobreathe.

Astifledscreamemitsfrommymouthashegrips

mywaistandscoopsmetoplacemeonthekitchen

counter.

Withasmirkplayingonhisface,Nqabaslowly

separatesmythighsandonestephashimstanding

inbetweenthem.

Thefireinhiseyeshasmetimidlylookingaway,my

chiniscaughtinhisfingers.Hebringsmygaze

backtohimandcrasheshislipsonminebeforeI

couldgraspanything.Thekissisfast,wolfish,and

justwhatthedoctorordered.

Histongueisfightingtotakemine,Ilethimin

becauseIwantallofhiminme.Iwanttobe

coveredwitha‘Nqabayomziblanket’,soft,gentle

andfulloflove.We’rebreathinglikewildanimals,



nooneiskeentobreakforair.IknowI’mnot,lest

thisbeadreamandifitisthenletmedieinhis

arms,inthisdelicioustasteofheaven.

Hishandslidesundermygarmentandajoltof

energysurgesthroughme,mylegshookaroundhis

torsopullinghimcloser.Myhandshavegoneon

theirownmissiontotryandremovethisheavyt-

shirthe’swearing.WhenlastwasIkissedlikethis?

Lipsbiting…nibbling…sucking…andtonguesdoing

atango.Nqabagroansandpullsback,hisheavy-

liddedeyesaredoingwhathislipsaresupposedto

bedoing,smileatme.Hesimpers,runningafinger

onhisbleedinglowerlip.

OhmyGod,he’sbleeding.

“I’mso…I…”Ican’tgettheapologyout,Ibitthepoor

guy’slip.HemustthinkI’maweirdo.

“Don’tbe,”hisforefingerlandsonmylipstoshut

meup.“Ilikeit,”hesmacksmylipsonce.“Justhold

ontomelikethisandIpromisetoneverletyou

fall.”Hisbreathhitsmyface,hesmellslikemeat.It



isnowthatIrealise.

Anadequatesmileonhisface,Nqabatakesmylips

intohis,Icantastethecopperybloodinmymouth.

It’snotlongtillourclothesareflyingaround,the

hungerforeachothergrows.Handsmovewith

desperatetouches,hepullsbackandhisnowsmall

eyesruntomybust.Heburieshisheadonmy

cleavageandbreathesinlikehe’ssearchingfor

everyounceofhisbreath.

“Nqaba,”Iwhimperasheslideshishandsbehind

meandunhooksmybra,theremovalisfluentwith

histouch.Hetossesitandmyeyesbroadenatmy

undergarmentlandingonthehotstove.

“Nqaba.”Awarninghashimjumpingforit.“That’s

myfavouritebra.”Hesneers,droppingitonthe

floor.

“We’llgetyouanotherone,”Anamusedfrenzied

Zulumansays,kissingmeonceagain.

Hishandsnonchalantlyplayonmybreast,myveins

fillupwithanoutpouringofelectricalenergy.It



travelsdownmyspine,drivingmeinsanelycrazy.

Hetrailshiskissesdowntomybreast,myhand

findsaspotonhishead.Ilockmylegsaroundhim

againanddrawhimcloserthatourbodiesare

fluent.There’saloudsoundthat’shardtoignore,

it’spullingmeawayfromthismomentofecstasy.

It’smybloodyphone,Ishouldhaveputitonsilence.

“Nqaba.”

"Mmhh,"hegroans,thewarmthofhismouthonmy

breastfeelssounreal.

“Nqabamyphone,”Iwhingeinshortshudders,my

heartracingfasterthanthebloodinmyveins.I

don’twanthimtostop,butitcouldbeaboutZulu.

Hebringshisseductiveglanceupandsighsbefore

buryinghisfaceonmycleavage,graduallyhe

movesawayfrommeandhelpsmedown.Myt-

shirtisheldtomebeforeIbegintosearchforit,I

throwitonandrushtothelivingroomtoanswer

thecall.

“Whereareyou?Gohomenow.”Mymother’s



unnervedvoiceresoundsoverthephone.

“Mama?”

“Gohome,you’resupposedtobehomewithyour

husbandThandiwe.Whatareyoudoingwiththat

man?”HowdoessheknowwhereIam?

“Areyouintown?”Iaskmystifiedbyherknowledge.

“AreyounothearingmeThandiwe?Gohomenow.”

herheatedreprimandfillsmyears.“Andcallyour

fathertomorrow,he’snotfeelingwell.”Andwith

thatshecutsthecall,leavingmeinastateof

confusion.

Inasecondanabruptsmellofsmokecatchesmy

attention,thekindthatcomesfromtheburningof

timber.AsIwonderwhethermynoseisdetecting

thewrongwhiff,smokeparticlesdanceintheroom

untilitisdeepanddarkgreyincolour.

Panicrisesupandmymouthgoesdry,theliving

roomisengulfedininfernos.Watchingthe

profoundflamesofinfuriatedfire,Icanhearthe



simplicityofmyheartracinginmychest.

Intoxicating…pungent…

Ichokeandsplutterunderthedensesmoke,itclogs

myvoiceasItrytocallouttoNqaba.ThenIspot

her,intheheartoftheblueandorangeflames,

wearingtheredraincoat,barefootedandglaringat

me.Icanalmostfeeltheextentofherangerhitting

againstme….

“NQABA!!!”Ascreamfromdeepwithinmeforcesits

wayfrommymouth,it’sasifmysoulhas

unleashedademon.

NTUTHUKO…

“WherethehellisThandiwemom?I’vebeentrying

herphoneanditringsunanswered.”ItoldThandiwe

thatIneedherhomewhenIcomebackfromwork,

thisisthesecondtimeIarrivetoanemptydark

house.

Anhourhasgonebyandthereisnotraceofheror



Zulu.

“Relax,panickingwillnotgetyouanywhere.”She

takeshersweettimetosettledownonthecouch

andthrowsherfeetonmytable,itmustbethewine

she’sdrinking.Itmakesherthinkshe’sthequeenof

thecastle.Hercalmvoicecontradictswiththe

poker-faceshe’sgivingme.

“I’mnotgoingtorelax.”Isnap,andthisisenoughto

getakillerstarefromher.“Thereisapossibilitythat

mybrotherisfuckingmywifeandyou’retellingme

torelax.”

“WhatwillNqabadowithher?Besides,hehas

nothingtoofferherbutpiesandpineapple

flavouredTropika.Aplainpatrolattendantcannot

becomparedtoanaspiringmillionaire.”Almost

comforting,butno.Thisiswhatpiquesmeabout

Thandiwe,shethinksshecandoanythingshe

wantsinthismarriage.

“IfNqabatouchesmywife…”Momshakesherhead,

asmileplayingonherface.

“ThisisyourproblemNtuthuko,youseemtoforget



yourplaceinthatfoolishgirl’slife.You’reher

husband,youcalltheshotsinthismarriage.”Her

serenityisgettingundermyskin.

“Whatareyouproposingmom?”Asinistersmile

twitchesonhermouthasitteasesagenuineone.

“Dowhatyouhavetodotokeepherintact,gether

firedfromwork.”

“Ican’tdothat,Thandiweisanindependentwoman.

Shewilldivorcemewhenshefindsout-”

“Thenmakesureshedoesn’tfindout,mustIdo

everythingforyouNtuthuko?IsitnotenoughthatI

hadtohelpyougetthislavishlife?Keepthat

womanonaleash,controlhersteps.Ifyouhaveto

useforce,doit.”

“Youmeanhither?”

“Well?”Clearlythisoldhagknowsnothingabout

Thandiwe,shepenalizesmewithasterngazeasI

failtoswallowmylaughter.

“Ohmom,youdon’tknowThandiwedoyou?Imight

beanarse,buthittingherwouldbetakingittoofar.



ShewouldwalkfromGautengtoKZNjusttoget

awayfromme,”everythingaboutBarbraisdaunting.

There’sthislookshegivesyouthatmakesyoufeel

inferior,that’stheoneI’mgettingrightnow.I

shouldn’thavebroughthertomyhouse,shehad

insistedoncomingbecauseshesawLumka

waitingformeattheoffice.Barbraisgoingtoruin

mylife,Ican’tnotgetlaidbecauseshewantsmeto

tailmywife.

“Ifyouwanttosucceedinyourplans,thenyouhave

todowhatIsay.I’veseenherstubbornness,she

forgetswhothemanofthehouseis.Putthat

womaninherplaceorourplanwillbackfire,”the

devilmustbeproudofthiswoman.”

BULELWA…

“Okayfamilyitwasnicewhileitlasted,now

everyonegetoutofmyhouse.”Iannouncetothe

pack,Ilovemyfamilytodeath,butbeingcookedup

inthehousewiththemisnotmyideaoffun.



LindiwehadproposedathirtysecondsgameandI

havetosaythatIamboredtosin,Ihatehavingmy

mindchallenged.Overthinkingboresmeand

boredommakesmehorny.It’s8:30pmandabloody

Friday,Ishouldbeataclubgrindingonsome

vanillacoatedhunk.

“Nowecan’tleavenow.”Twiggyandherbigmouth,

herpretzelisstillhereaswell.Shouldn’thebewith

hissidechick,promisingherheavenandearth?

“Whynot?”I’montheedgeofthecouch,readyto

showthemthedoor.AllIneedisthesepeople

crampeduponmycouch,todragtheirassesoutof

myhouseandit’s'partybaby'.

“Yourfatherisonhisway,”Lilianbreaksthenews

thatleavesmeajar.”

“That’smyqueue.”Ignoringgawkingeyes,Igrab

mycarkeys.TheycanhaveapartyhereforallI

care,IamnotstayingforMandla.Nowayinhellwill

IspendFridaynightwithmyfatherbreathingdown

myneck.

“Whereareyougoing?”Lindiweneedstoshutup.



“Togetfucked,”Itell,shockingLilianintheprocess.

I’mtwentythree,ofcoursehersonisgettingsome

orIwoulddie.

“Gcinumzi.”Lialianroars,displeased,shewon’tdie.

“Isthisthewaytospeakinthepresenceofour

guest?”

“Whatguest?Hegotmysisterpregnant,heisno

guest,butadeadmanwalking.Mandlaisgoingto

killsomeonewhenhegetshere.”Lonwabolooks

terrified,thesisterforgottomentionthatwehavea

crazyfather.Theundertakeriswhathe’llbeknown

asoncehe’sdonewiththiscockroach.Igetalook

ofdisprovalfrommymother,Lindiwedropsher

gaze.ItoldherhowIdon’tlikethisfoolshewants

tobringintoourhome,shesaidIwilllearntolove

him.‘Whenpigsfly.’

“Yourfatherisonhisway.”Lindiwesaysstruggling

tohidethehurtcausedbymywords,I’mherbrother

andit’smyjobtoprotectherfromvultures.

“YesIheardyouTwiggyandI’mnotstaying,Ihave

amonkeyonmyback.”Myfeetareinching,Ineed



togetoutofhere.

“Amonkey?”Motherisastounded.

“AcravingLilian,”myhandsfallonmywaist

reluctantly,joyinmyheartasthethoughtofhaving

mydailytreatsurgesthroughme.Thandiwesays

I’masexaddictandneedtoseeashrink,IsayI’m

youngandlivinglifetothefullest.“Whatareyou

craving?Wecanorderin,youdon’thavetogoout

son.”Mamaka-Bubuisfunny,Ilikeher.

“Nodarling,wecan’thavethatonedeliveredIhave

tofetchitmyself…”

“Mommydon’tmindthisidiot,he’stalkingtrashas

usual.”Lindiwecutsin.

“No,mysonishungryandwehavetoorder

whateverhewants.”Reactionless,butinsideI’m

dancinglikeDavidwhenhedancedforGod,maybe

IshouldtellLilianaboutmysexuality.Shemight

understand,she’slikestrawberrieswithcream…

sweetandlovable.



“Mommyifyouonlyknewwhathewants,”Lindiwe

narrowshercrazedeyesatme,she’stheonlyone

whoknowsthatI’mgay.Idon’tknowwhenshe

foundout,butshesaysIwasobsessedwithher

dollsgrowingupandIwouldwearherdressesand

pretendIwasontherunway.

Idon’trememberanyofthat,Idubbedheraliar

becausewell,I’dratherbedeadthanseeninher

clothes.HerdresssenseislikeAmasiwithsugar,

terrible.“WenaMr.longlegs,youcan’tleave.You

haveachildsleepinginyourroom.”

Argh!IfNqabadidnotmakemyd***excitedand

hadmedrooling,IwouldhavetakenZulutohis

fatherawhileago,butThorsaidhe’llfetchZulu

alongwithThandiwe.Thosetwohaveahistory

together,Iwillfindoutwhatthatsneakygirlis

hidingfromme.

“IaminnomoodtomeetMandla,mommyplease

callhimandtellhimnottocome.”Ithrowmyselfon

thecouchnexttoher,myheadfindsaplaceonher



shoulder.Shefeelslikehomeandsmellslikeittoo,

asoldasIam,I’mstilladdictedtohersweetfloral

scent.

“I’mmommynow?IthoughtIwasLilian.”No

feathers,diamondsorsparklesforher...

“Pleasemamaka-Bubu,”Ihavetopleadforpeople

nottocometomyhouse,whatisthisworldcoming

to?Shebrushesherhandonmycheekscausing

metowrapmyarmsaroundhershoulders.

“Fine,butyoucan’tavoidhimforever.You’llhaveto

tellyourfatherthetruthBubu,youcan’tkeep

pretendingtobesomethingyou’renot.”What?I

scootawayfromher,agapeandmyheartreadyto

leavemyribcage.Godisthisyourwayofcallingme

backhome?

“Mamaka-Bubu!”Awheezingwhisperslidesoutof

mymouth,Lilianwantstokillme.Myeyeschase

Lindiwefromoppositetheroom,shockhasher

captive.Thelankybastardnexttoheriswatching

thisfamilydramaasifit’salousyepisodeof

RhythmCity.



“You’remybaby,Ichangedyourdiapersandraised

you.”Anddon’tIknowthat?“Iknowyour

preference,”sheconcludes.

“How?”Iask,can’tgetmyvoiceright.

“AmotherknowseverythingBubu.”

“You’reokaywithit?”Lindiwe’scuriositytakesover.

“He’smybaby,myson.AllIwantisforyoutobe

happyBubu.”Ilovehermorenow.“Youwillneedto

tellyourfather,orelseyou’llwakeupmarriedtoa

womanyoudon’tlove.”Icringeatherwords,I

wouldratherjumpinalakeoffire.

“Let’ssayIcan’tbringmyselftotellinghim,willyou

letyoursonmarryawomanmamaka-Bubu?”Her

teethsparkasshefindsamusementinmyquestion,

thewomanlivesinTakalaniSesamiStreet.Lifeis

notthatrosy,adult-ingisnotfun,butshemakesit

seemliketheeasiestthingintheworldwithher

smiles.

“Yourbrotherisgay?”Mr.Long-maninterruptsour



familydiscussion,pushinghisskinnyselftothe

edgeofthecouch,hisdubiouseyesthrowmeon

thebrinkofuneasiness.

“Gayandprouddarling.”Iriposte,itfeelssogood

sayingitinfrontofmymother.Iwasafraidofher

rejection,herapprovalmeanseverythingtome.I

amwhoIamandIwouldn’tchangeitforanything.

“Oh!”Hisshiftyeyesturntohisfiancé,aforceful

smileonhisface.“Baby,lalelaneh,Ihavetogo.

RememberIpromisedmymotherIwouldpassby

thehouse?She’sprobablywonderingwhereIam.”

“Okay,letmegetmythings.We’llgotogether,”

Lindiwesays.Lonwabostopsherfromdraggingher

pregnantselffromthecouch.

“Nobaby,I’llgo.Ididn’ttellherthatIwasbringing

youalong.Youknowhowthatwomanhates

surprises.”Bloodyfool…

“O-okay.”PourLindiweisconfused,Iseeright

throughhishomophobicplankass.

“Letmewalkyououtbrother-in-law.”Letmeput

himtothetest…hesquirmsandjumpsafootaway



asIplacemyhandoverhiswoodyshoulder,

Lindiwecan’tseewhatIsee.Shebroughta

homophobicinmyhouse.Hebidsfarewellandhe’s

gonebeforewecouldcompletetheword‘goodbye.’

NQABA…

Thescreamslicesthroughmelikeagreatshardof

glass,myeyesamplifyandpulsequickens.My

heartthudslikearockrattlinginabox,thescream

resoundsagain,desperate…terrified…Thandiwe.

MyfeetmovebeforeI’mawareofmakinga

consciousdecision…one…two…threestepandI’m

furiouslyscuttlingtothelivingroom,Ihavenoclue

astowhatIwillfindorwhatI‘lldowhenIgetthere.

IfindThandiweonherkneesbesidethecouch,

coughingherlungsout.

“Tan-tan!”

“UmliloNqaba,umlilo!!!”Shedeclaresinhorrific



screamsandmymindisblankinstantlyfailingto

putherwordstogether.

“Fire?”Myvoicefoundersinkeepingthe

bewildermentaway.

“Dosomethingshe’sgoingtoburntodeath,please,

UYASHANQABA,UYASHA!!!”(She’sburning.)

Acrudeandbattle-like,heartwrenchingscreamof

paineruptsfromhermouthassheroughlygrabs

myshirt.

Herwidenedeyestellastoryofterrorandtorment,

whileasIcan’tseeathing.Thereisnotraceofa

fire,theonlythingoccupyingthisroomareher

screamsthatcouldundoubtedlybeheardfrom

downthehall.

“Thandiwe.”Iclutchherarmstryingtokeepher

steadyandmaybesnapherbacktoreality.She’s

fightingmeoff…

“UYASHANQABA,SAVEHER,SAVEHER.”She

somehowscreamswithherwholebody.Eyeswide

withhorror,mouthsaggingandexposed,herface

travellingtoandfro.Itraceherfingertotheexit



doortofindnothingstill.

“Thereisnofireandthereisnoonethere.”Iraise

myvoicethinkingitmightsnapheroutofthe

supposeddreamshe’strappedin,thisistheonly

coherentexplanation.

Idon’tknowwhereThandiwegetsthestrengthto

pushmeoff,she’sfranticallyheadedtothekitchen.

Itrailherstepsafraidofwhatshemightdo,she’s

notfullysensibleofhersurroundings.

Eyesstilllockedwide,legspoundingbacktothe

livingroom,ajugofwaterliesinherhand.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Iaskovercomebyher

insanity,isittruethatshe’slosinghermind?Could

itbethat…no.no.noNqaba.

Iderideatthethoughtasitpiercesthebrainand

ignitessomeinstinctivepathway.NotmyTan-tan.

“Ihavetoputoutthefire,she’sgoingtodie.Why

areyoustandinghere?Whyaren’tyouhelpingher?

Youshouldbehelpingher.”Ascreamofhysteria



anddisbeliefborderingonterror,myearsare

strainingfromallthatloudness.Asmyfingerscurl

aroundherbicepsshebecomesflaccid.

“Thandiwestop!!!”Myvoiceisauthoritativeand

challenging,tearstakepleasureintastingher

cheeks.Herchestmovesinheavypuffs,her

breathingrapidandshaky.Itakethejugfromher

andplaceitonthecoffeetable.

“She’sgoingtodieNqaba,saveherplease.”Iwatch

herdrowninuntoldemotions,confusionandterror

beingtheonesIcanpointout.Sheshakesherhead

uncontrollablyandhidesherruffledfaceinher

palms.

“LookatmeTshabalala,”myhandsnestleher

cheeks,fearisblatantlystaringbackatmethrough

hereyesasifmockingordaringme.“Allyouhave

todoislookintomyeyes,”awhisperleavesmy

mouth…apromise…asolemnpromise.Idon’tknow

what’sgoingon,butIwillprotectherwith

everythingIhave.“AndIwillneverletyougo.”her



handsfallsonmine,assistingincaressingher

cheeks.

“Youwillneverletmego?”SherepeatsandIknow

shehasfoundcomfortinthesewords,hereyesare

slowlyfallingbackintocalmnessastheyrideevery

corneroftheroom,herbreathingcooperatingwith

itsowner.

“What’swrongwithmeNqaba?”andjustwhenI

thoughtwe’reokay,hertearsdecideotherwise.

“Nothingiswrongwithyous’thandwasam.”She

goesquietforawhile,justpanting.Hermind

tangledupinmisperception,herfacialfeatureshold

arawqualityoftorture,therealnessofaperson

consumedbypainthatknowsnolimitorend.

“Shewon’tleavemealone,”shespeaks,leisurely

takingasitonthecouch.“Sh…she’salwaysinmy

dreamsandtormentingme,sometimesI…Iseeher

themomentIclosemyeyes.Iwastalkingtomy

motheronthephoneandthen…”theversesstrain

fromhermouthasiftalkingabouttheexperiment

painsherdeeply.“Thentherewasfireandshe



appeared,butshewasn’tscreaming,shewasjust

standingtherelaughing.Iwantedtoruntoyou,but

shestartedcrying,that’swhenIdecidedtohelpher.

Icouldn’tgettoher,Icouldn’thelpher.”

“It’sokay,don’tspeakanymore.”Isitbesideherand

holdherhand,thedesperationinhereyesislouder

thanherprecedingscreams.

“NtuthukowillthinkI’mcrazyandhe’lltakemyson

fromme,”shespeaksofherfears.

“Noonewilltakeyoursonfromyou,”Thandiwe

hidesherfaceonmychest,herarmsfindtheirway

aroundmytorso.Shescootscloserandpresses

herbodyonmine.Myarmsgladlyembraceher,one

thingIamcertainofisthat,ThandiweandZuluwill

neverbeseparated.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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LINDA…

ItwasaboutafewhoursagobeforeThandiwe’s

horrificexperience,Lindawaspreparinga

concoctionforherhusbandVusiwhowaslying

unconsciousinthebedroom,whenthedoorswung

open.

TheforcearousedahorrificscreamfromLinda’s

chest.Asshefreedunsteadybreathsoutoffear,a

heavypresencehoveredoverherhouseina

millisecond.

Linda’sbodyfrozeasterrorcapturedherinatight

space,everythinginhermindfellawayleavingeerie

thoughts,beyondherscariestimagination.

Shecrunchedherteethoverherlipharderthanshe

everhad,saltedbloodfilledhermouth.Beadsof

sweatdrippeddownherbrow,herbodywantedto

eitherrunfastorhideunderthetable.Hidefromthe

unknowndarkpresencethathadevadedherhouse.

Itfeltasthoughherboneshadnomorestrength

andmuscleshadfallennumb.



Somewhereinthebackofhermindafeelingof

déjàvutickledher,twentyfiveyearsagowhenshe

enteredthewitchdoctor’shutandherwholebeing

frozeinfear.‘He’shere,hecamebacktocollect,’

shedreadfullythoughttoherself.It’snotfearorthe

numbnessthat’sworse,buttheanticipated

approachingevents.Thandiwe’sdeath.

“Iwantout,”shescreamedthewords,buttheywere

inaudible.Hermouthmovedwithnovocabulary

spewingoutofit.

“Mapula.”Theappallingnamewascaughtin

puffingwhispersasifthewinditselfhadreleasedit.

Thoughtsofprayerwerefarfromher,toofarto

reach.Sluggishlyherbrainpickedupherfeetin

unbalancedmovements,adrenalinrushedinfloods

inhersystemcausingviolentpumps.

Herquickstepswereleadinghertotheroomher

husbandwasrestingin,perhapsshe’llbesafethere.

Shemissedastep,onlytocomecrashingdown

withaloudthump.Apetrifyingwickedlaugh



harassedherearsasshefellintounconsciousness.

AWHILEAFTERTHANDIWE’SEPISODE.

Lindawakesupafterwhatfeelslikealifetime,the

houseisdarkandthereisnooneinsight.Hermind

worksovertimetryingtorecallwhyshehasbeen

lyingonthefloorandnotinbedbesideherhusband.

Itisasifeverythingthathappenedhasbeenwiped

outofherbrain.Dustingherselfup,shesearches

foranswerstoherstrangequestions,yetastill

silenceawaitsher,leavingherdumbfounded.

THANDIWE…

Anawkwardsilenceisstandingbetweenusaswe

walktoNqaba’scar,myhandisburiedinhis.He

tookitwhenheexitedtheelevator.Thestreetsare

buzzingwithcarsandpeople,mostvendorsare

packingawaytheirgoodswhileothersarehopping



forthatextracoin.

TheeveningbreezeisheavenlyIcanjuststayhere

andbaskonthismannexttome.TheJunxionis

visiblefromthehereandsurprisinglywe’reheaded

thereonfoot,IraisemyheadtofindNqabastaring

back.HekeepsthestareuntilIcan’tlookathim,

howdoeshemakemeforgetmytroubleswithout

trying?NowitisguaranteedthatImadeamistake

bychoosingNtuthuko.

“What’swrongwithyourcar?”Iask,wantingto

knowwhywearewalkingawayfromit.

“Nothing,”hereplies,tighteningthegriponmyhand.

“Okay,wherearewegoingthen?”Trustme,my

curiositywillnotkillme.

“Ithoughtyoumightneedawalktoclearyourhead,

Idon’twantyoucookedupinthatplace.It’sdriving

youcrazy.”Drivingmecrazy?Idon’tknowifhe

meansitsarcasticallyorhe’sserious,helooks



downatmeapologetically.“Ididn’t…”

“It’sokay,Iknow.”Iexclaimandrestmyheadon

hisarm,aswecrossthestreettogettotheother

side.

“Mzistontwana.”Amalevoiceresoundsfrom

behindus,amaninablackSUVisparkedonthe

sideoftheroad.Hehashisheadoutofthewindow,

hisfaceunapproachableandaloof,butstrangely

kind.

“Ndoda,unjani.”(Howareyouman?)Nqabasays

and…okay,we’rewalkingback.Theyengageina

handshake,afewlaughsbeforehefinally

acknowledgesmypresence.Hejumpsoutofthe

car,hisinquisitiveshort-livedlookpinningmeon

Nqaba’sside.

“Awusukamadoda,spononokemang?”(Whois

this?)

Hesaysreachingouttotakemyhandandpastes

hislipsontheback.



“Ousie!”Hissalutation,Ireturnwithasmile.“Mzisto,

thisisyountwana?”Hecontinuessmilingatme,I

don’tknowwhathemeansbyhisobservation.

“Indabauyaphapha,IwarnedyouaboutthisMzisto

name.”ItsoundsfunnycomingfromNqaba,this

manthoughmakesitsoundnatural.Hechucklesas

hethrowshishandbehindhisneckandnervously

rubsit.

“Hadentwana,eishyouZulusareaproblemneh.

LearntoembracechangeNqabayomzi.Thisis

Joburg,we’llcallyoubyanynamesuitable.”He

tapsadispleasedNqaba’sshoulder,Ihavetohold

backfromlaughing.Biyaseistooreservedtobe

witty.“Sowhenisthewedding?”He’sforward,

Nqabachortlesbashfully.

“Didyouaskwhosheisbeforeconcludingthingsin

thatbrainofyours?”Nqabathrowsback,theman

takesoffinaquicklaughandhe’sbackbeforewe

misshim.

“WhatelseshouldIconcludentwana?Letshwarane

kamatsoho.”(You’reholdinghands.)



Heremindsmethatmyhandisstillwrapped

aroundNqaba’s.Idon’twanttoletgoandIwon’t.

“So?”Nqaba.

“Soit’snotnormalforMzistotobeholdinghands

withawoman.YouremindmeofUzentwana,eish

sethotoseowasafraidofwomen.Nahana.”He

shakeshisheadasthethoughtbringsasmile

acrosshisface.

“Thatarrogantbastard,howishe?”WillIstandhere

andwatchthemconverselikeIdon’thaveahome

togetto?

“Thebastardisokay.”Theamusingstrangerreplies.

“Doesheknowthatyoucallhimabastardbehind

hisback?”Nqabaquestions,hisvoicegivingoffa

warning.

“WellifIperish,I’mtakingyouwithme.”Hisriposte

isescortedbyagrin.

“You’restillcrazyNeo,Ithoughtyouwould’ve

gottenhelpbynow.”

“Pleaserefrainfromsayingsuchthingsinfrontof



beautifulwomen,Idon’twantmyreputation

tainted.”Howishesarcasticwiththatstraightface?

“Areyougoingtointroduceme?”hiseyespointat

me.

“ThandiwethisisNeo,afriend.”Nqabafinally

familiarises,Iwanttoaskifhe’stheownerofthat

apartment.Helooksaffluent,fromhisattiretothe

carhe’sdriving.

“NicetomeetyouNeo.”Hischarmingsmilepullsa

beamatmylips,he’skissingmyhandagain.

“ThepleasureisallmineNkosazana,howdoesa

beautifulladylikeyouendupwithagoatlike

Nqabayomzi.”Withnowordsforhisquery,Ilaughit

out.

“You’reSotho?”Iaskandhenods,hischarismatic

smileisgone.“Howareyouabletopronouncethe

clicks?”

“MywifeisZuluandshe’dkillmeifIbutcheredher

language,”hiseyeslightupatthementionofher.

“ThisiswhatIgetforgettingawifeatSterkfontein.”

HejokesbutIstruggletofindmywaythroughitas



I’mremindedofmyepisodes.

“Doyouneedaride?”Neoasks.

“No,we’regood.”Nqaba

“Sharp,Ihavetogo.Thewifehasbeenblowingup

myphone,womenhaveissuesMzisto.Thinkabout

itbeforeyoucommit,orbetteryet‘hippoit’.”Okay,

helaughsathisownjoke.“Nooffenseousie.”

“Nonetaken.”Ilie.Neosayshisgoodbyesafter

advisingNqabatoshaveandcuthishairbecause

hewillbemistakenforSjava.Lies.

“Yourfriendissomethingelse.”Iintroduce,

comfortablywalkingbesidehim.We’restillgoingto

themall.

“He’sspecial.”It’sashockertomethatheisfriends

withwealthypeople,firsttheapartmentandthen

Neo.Wemakeittothemall,it’spacked.Music,

vibesandserenity.Ilovetheatmosphere,Nqabaon

theotherhandiswearingthisfrown,the

commotionmustbegettingtohim.He’snotreallya

fanofcrowdedplacesandnoise.



Hedragsmetoatableatthefoodcourt,it’spacked

withpeoplefeastingondifferentmeals.

“Isstreetwisethreeokay?”Streetwisethree?I

thoughtwehatedKFC,Ihardlyateanythingtoday.

Lunchwasdisturbedbythecreepylittlegirlsame

assupper.“Youstayhere,I’llgoandorder.”he’s

gonebeforeIcouldprotest.

Iobservehimashewalkstowardstheeatery,he

hasn’tchangedovertheyears.

StillthesamemanwholeftmeineNquthutomake

alivingforus,Johannesburgswallowspeople.

Ntuthukoislivingproofofit,speakingofthegarish

husband,Ihaveacoupleofmissedcallsfromhim.

I’llseehimwhenIgethome,Idon’tneedanystress.

AlsoIhavetofindawaytotellhimthatIwantout

ofthemarriage,Iwasanidiotformarryinghim.He

hasnointentionsofholdingmyhand,I’mallalone

inthisgodforsakenmarriage.

KFCanditslongqueueswillhaveyougoinghome

emptyhanded,Nqabaisbackintwentyminutes.



Streetwiseitis,hegothimselfpap.

“Aren’tyoueating?”Iaskbecausehe’sstaringand

makingithardformetoopenmymouthandeat,

I’mnotashyeater,buthisintentlookmakesme

wanttohideunderthetable.“Nqabayou’re…”

“Iloveyou.”Nothingcouldhavepreparedmefor

thisandhowcanheloveme?Ibetrayedhim…broke

hisheartandmarriedhisbrother.OhGod,he’s

gettingcloser,hereachesformyhandanditsinks

intohis.Warmth…security....Hiseyesarepiercing

intomine,eagerandchallenging,it’sadeep

penetrationonethatvacuumseveryinchofmysoul.

Hehasawayofdiggingintomeasifhecanseethe

mostsacredpartsofmybeing.

“IloveyouThandiwe,”herepeats,hisvoicea

windedwhisper.

“Nqaba…”

“Iwanttofightforyou,givemeawordandIwill

fightwithmylife.”HecutsmywordsandIlosethe

restastheysinkbackdownmythroat.I’mthelast

personheshouldbetrusting,aftereverythingthat



hashappenedinthepastyearshestillwantsme?

Theuniversewillnotletusunite,there’sNtuthuko

whosayshelovesmetodeathandIhaveafeeling

hemeansitliterally.Hewon’tletmegothateasily.

Nonetheless,IwantNqabamorethananything.

Thenthere’sReboanawhohashischild,she

doesn’tlooklikethetypethatwouldlethimgo.

“Idon’tknowwhattosay.”It’snottheanswerhe

wants,atwingeofdisappointmentplaysinhiseyes,

hebrushesitoffbeforeittakesfullownershipof

him.

“IwantyouThandiwe,you’reminetokeepandI

wantyoubackTshabalala.”ThisTshabalalathingis

heretostay,Isee.

“WhataboutReboana?”Imurmur,hehatesitwhenI

bringherup,heflinchesashiseyesrunawayfrom

me.Asighoffrustrationemitsfromhim,hishand

claspsaroundmine,he'sbacktoglancingintomy

eyes.

“TellmeyouwantmetooandIwilltakecareof



everything,IwilltakecareofyouandZulu.”Take

careofeverything?Isthereahiddenagendabehind

thesewords?Iwouldn'twanthimtodoanything

illegal.

“ImessedupNqaba,ImessedupandI’msorry.I’m

sorryforbetrayingyou,I’msorryfornotwaitinglike

Ipromisedand…”

“Awukahlemama,”helightlypressesafingeronmy

lips,cloggingmywords.Myeyesaregluedonhis

intimateflaminggaze,hisdeepfierystaresare

almostlikehavinganorgasm,butmoreintense

thanthat.It’sunexplainable.Thelovewehadeight

yearswasn’tthisconcentrated.“Khawula

Tshabalala,that’sinthepast.”(Stop.)

Hebrushesafingeronmylips.“Ihadtimetothink

andIstillwantyoulikeI’vealwayswantedyou,”he

regardsmewiththisdeclaration,atypeofhunger

dwellsinhiseyes.

Irespondwithaninsatiablekiss,Ican’tgetenough

ofhiskisses.

Hishandscagemyback,atightholdthathasme



tremblinginhisarms,Icanhearhisbreathless

inhalationsashedeepensthekiss.Thenoiseand

everythingaroundusfadesaway,onlythesetwo

peopleremainwithaburningpassionforeach

other.

“NgiyakuthandaTshabalala.”(Iloveyou.)He

declareswhilehislipsarepressedonmine,

“ngiyakuthandamama,ngenhliziyoyamiyonke.”(I

loveyouwithallmyheart.)

Hissweetwhispersbringabouttearsinmyeyes,I

feelit…thelove…Ifeelitsdeepness…It’swinged

aboveusandhedgedaroundus.

****

Thelightsareon,Ntuthukoishomeearlierthan

usual.I’mnotlookingforwardtoseeingthe

pompousbastard,agentletouchgrabsmy

attention.He’stheonlyoneIwanttosee,theman

myheartyearnsfor.



Iloveeverythingabouthim,thewayhebreathes,

histouch…howhiseyessparklewhentheylook

intomine.Hisactionstellmehelovesme,his

handstellmehe’sthereandhisarmsspeakof

unboundedprotection.

“I’llwalkyouin.Youcan’tcarryZulu,he’stoo

heavy.”Ican’targuewithhimaboutthat.Bulelwa

wasn’thappywhenwewenttofetchZulu,Iwas

accusedofkeepingsecretsfromhim.Apparently

thefriendshipwillceasetoexistifIdon’ttellhim

aboutNqaba.

Myheartdivestomythroatandmystomachflips

andknotsatthethoughtofhavingtoexplainmy

whereaboutstothespouse,Ihavenozealinmeto

explainanything.

“Thanks.”Isaytothegiantwalkingbesideme.Zulu

issnoringonhisshoulder,Iwishmysondidn’t

havetobeinthishouse.

Thedooropensasweapproach,you’dswearthat

Ntuthukoisthatnosyneighbourwho’salways

peekingoutthewindow.Hishandsplummetinto



thepocketofhischinotrouserswhileholdingan

implyingfurrowedbrow.Nqabaisgreetedwitha

coldglare.

“Bafo,whatwereyoudoingwithmywife?”A

breathingfireNtuthukoquestions,theurgeto

attackhisbrotherisbeyondhim.Iseeitintheway

hisshouldershavesquared,theclenchedjawand

stabbingglower.He’sreadytoreleasehispentup

rage.Nqabaisunmoved,undisturbedasifhe

knowsthatNtuthukowillnotdoanything.

“NtuthIhadanaccidentatworkandNqabawas

closeby,hehelpedmeout.”Lyinghasbecomeso

easylately,Iwillneverseeheavenwiththis

untruthfulmouth.Ntuthukoreputesmewitha

straightface,hewouldcussatmeifhecould.

“Youseemtobemistakingmybrotherforme,

sthandwasamiandwehardlylookalike.”His

scornfultoneishinting.

“I’mnotanidiotNtuthuko,maybeIwouldcallyouif

youavailedyourselftome,butyourjobcomesfirst,



right?”Somebodywipethatsmirkoffhisfacefor

me.

“Ulakamkami?Iamonlyasking,unlessthereis

somethingIshouldknow.”(Whytherage.)

“Getoutofthewayplease,”Ipushthroughhim,not

beforeInoticeNqaba’sdangerousdeadlyglare

directedatNtuthuko.

Ahh!Lookwhatthedevildraggedin,mydear

mother-in-law.Sittingonmysofalikesheownsthe

house,shehuffsatthesightofme.Scansmewith

anintimidatinglook.Witch.

“Themanofthehouseishome.”Bitterness

escapesherheartandevadeshermouth.

“Mrs.Biyase!”Isalute,soIamnotallowedto

addressherasmomandIdon’tcare.

“IsthisthetimetocomehomeMaMshengu?”

Argh…She’sonetotalk,shouldn’tshebehomewith

herhusband?

“Mother.”Nqabatotherescue,honestlyIdidn’t



haveacomebackfortheoldwitch.“You’rehere?”

Hewelcomesherwithapeckonhercheek,she

feignsasmileashereyesfindZuluwhoisclinging

ontoNqaba’sneck.

“What’sthis?”Araisedbrowaccompaniesher

stupidquestion.

“Yourgrandsonofcourse.”Nqabareplies

unsmilinglyandplacesasleepingZuluonatwo

seatersofa,Idon’tmisstheexchangeglances

betweenNtuthukoandmotherdearest.There

seemstobeaveileddiscussionbetweenthem.To

thinkNqabawillleave,hecrusheshisbigboneon

thetinyspacewhereZulu’slegsend.Hishand

landsonthechildhipandtakesoccasionaltaps

muchtoNtuthuko’sirritation.

“I’mhungry.”Ntuthukorandomlysays,thatlookis

suggestive.Iamnotgoingtoslaveinthekitchen,

henceIbroughtfood.

“Ibroughtfriedchicken,I’lldishupforyou.”The

smileonmyfaceisasfakeastheGuccibagIgot

fromSmallStreet.



“Sincewhendoweeatthatshitinthishouse?”

Sinceforever.

“Thishouse?Never,butourhouseinOrlando?

Almosteveryweekend.”Thetruthputsagrimace

onhisface,heaskedandIanswered.

“Isthiswhatyou’refeedingmyson?Nonsense?”

Whyisthiswitchstillhere?

“Surelyyoudon’texpectmetoslaveinthekitchen

at10pm.”Ispit,movingtositononeofthechairs,

Ntuthukosettlesdownnexttohismother.

“Ifyouwerehomeearlierandnotgallivantingthe

streetswithothermenyouwould…”

“Mother,wouldyoulikemetodropyouhome?”

Nqabaintrudes,thetoneofhisvoiceisicyand

unwelcoming.Iwouldn’tcatcharidewithhimifhe

askedwithsuchatone,Barbrauncomfortably

shiftsonthechair.

“What’sgoingonbetweenyouandyourbrother’s

wife?”Caughtoffguardbyherquestion,Igagon

mysaliva.Ntuthukathespoiledbratsitswithhis

legscrossedovertheother,hisdemeanourtellsme



thattheyweretalkingaboutusinourabsence.

“Whathaveyouestablishedmother?”Hisvoiceis

standard,buteyesarestone-cold.

“You’realwayswithyourbrother’swifeNqabayomzi,

surelythatcannotbenormal.”

“Definenormal.”Nqaba,notbackingdownfromhis

glarethathasBarbrastumblinginherwords.

“I-you-”shechokes,clearsherthroatandIinstantly

becomehertarget.“WillyousitthereThandiwe

whileyourhusbandisstarving?”

“Wouldyoulikeyourfoodwithrollsorbread?”Isay

tothehusbandwhoreturnswithnarrowedeyes.I

standonmydecision,Iwillnotbecooking.

“IamnothungryanymoreThandiweseeingthat

you’reuseless?”hemurmursafrownclaiminghis

features.Foodisfoodtomeandifhethinkshe’s

betterforthistypeoffoodthenthehusbandwill

starve,Ican’tmissthebigelephantintheroom.

Thesilenceisdenseandcouldcutthroughabone.



MyheartbleedsasNqababidsgoodbye,Iwantto

gowithhim.Istealglancesathimashewalksto

thedoorwithNtuthukotrailingbehindhim,he’s

walkinghimout.Catchingaglimpseofhisfaceas

hestopsatthedoor,asmileflittersonmymouth,a

lumpbuildsuponmythroat.Idon’twanttocry.I

spotaghostofasmileonhisfacade.

NtuthukoproceedstomoveandthatpushesNqaba

outaswell.BlinkingafewtimesIfindBarbra

blatantlyglaringatme.Iamdonewiththiswoman,

shemonitorsmystepsasifshe’saperfectwife.

Dumaisterrifiedofthiscat,Iwouldn’tbesurprised

ifshewearsthepantsinthatmarriage.Hypocrite.

Thesoundofthebangingdoorbringsmeoutofmy

musing,Ntuthukoisback.Hisheadisbowedand

shouldersdropped,he’stryinghardtohidehisface

withhishand.

“Whathappenedtoyou?”Barbraisonherfeet,

inspectinganannoyedNtuthuko’sface.Hedoesn’t

wanthertosee.“Whatdidthatanimaldotoyou?”

Animal?NqabaishersonasmuchasNtuthukois.

BecauseIlikethings,I’mstandingnexttoBarbra



tryingtoseewhatthefussisabout.Mama’sboy

hasacutlip,spotsofbloodaroundit.Hemusthave

saidsomethingtopissNqabaoff.Nqabadoesn’t

reactunlessprovokedandNtuthukohasabig

mouth.I’mgoingtobed,thesetwowilldriveme

crazy.

IdecidetocallmymotherafterputtingZulutobed,

it’slateIknow,butIcan’tsleep.Ineedtoknow

whatthecallwasabout.

“Yebo,”sheanswersjustasI’mabouttohangup,

soundingverymuchawake.

“Mama,areyounotsleeping?”

“No,Iwaspraying.Yourfatherisnotfeelingwellmy

child.”Thisisodd,shesoundscalmerthanshedid

whenshecalled.

“What’swrongwithhim?”There’saminuteof

silencebeforehervoiceresonatesonthereceiving

end.

“Hefell,butdon’tworry.He’llbeokay.”That’sa



relief,Ican’taffordtolosemyfather.

“Mama,howdidyouknowwhereIwas?”Iask,keen

togettheproblemoutoftheway.

“Whatdoyoumean?”

“Afewhoursago,youtoldmetogobackhometo

myhusband.”Ihopeshe’snothavingmemoryloss.

“Ihaven’tspokentoyousincelastweekend,Iwas

waitingforyourcall.”Noway,thenwhowasI

talkingto?

“Areyousure?IswearIspoketoyouonthephone

today,youweretellingmetogobackhomeandyou

saidubabaisnotfeelingwell.”Panicmocksme,my

heartfeelslikeit’sabouttoexplode.

“Yourfatherissickyes,butwedidn’ttalkonthe

phone.”hervoicebreaksandaheftysighsprings

overthephone.There’saheavysilencefollowedby

sniffing,she’scrying.“Thandiwelistentome,you

needtopray.TurntoGodmychild,hewillnever

disappointyou.”she’spanickingandIamdragged

intothesamepanic.



“Whatisgoingonmama?”Mychestisheavy,Ican’t

breatheandeverythingaroundmeisspinning.My

heartbeatslikeit’stryingtoescape.

“Iamsorrymybaby,IloveyouThandiwe,please

don’teverforgetthat.Praymybaby,pray.”Thecall

disengages,eithermymotherisactingstrangeor

myfearsarecomingtopass.Iamlosingtouchwith

reality.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

13…

NQABA…

Thepastfewdayshavebeenhardforme,staying

awayfromThandiwehasbecomemoredifficult

nowthatIhavetastedher.Responsibilitieskeptme

awayfromher,textsandphonecallsarenot

enough.



Limitedphonecallsactuallybecausemybrotheris

saidtobewatchinghermoves,Iamcertainthough

thatifshegivesmeagoaheadIwillconfess

everythingtomybrotherwithoutanyfear.

Thetimehasarrivedtotakebackwhatbelongsto

me,Thandiwewasneverhistokeep.

It’sbeenalongdayandI’mrushinghomefromKZN,

Reboanaknowsnothingaboutmyarrival,Ididn’t

calltoaskifshe’shome.

Excitementfillsmyheartatthethoughtofseeing

Ofentse.

Amblinginthehouse,I’mwelcomedbyfamiliar

sounds,erotic.Reboanabetterbewatchingpornor

IsweartoGod,Iamgoingtokillher.

FirstIcheckOfentse’sroom,she’snotthere.Ihope

thechildisnotnextdooratthistime.Reboanahas

thistendencyofleavingherwithaneighbour,she

saysshewasn’treadytobeamother.It’snotan

excusethoughtoneglectthechild.



Thebedroomdoorisopen,barelyacrackandthere

sheis,armsandlegswrappeduparoundamanin

myfuckingbed.Sinceit’smyhouse,Iletmyselfin.

Thesoundofthedoorshuttinggrabstheirattention,

Reboanaisfrozenisfear,whilethebastardcovers

himselfwithabedsheet.

“No,don’tstoponmyaccount.”Adarkchuckle

emitsdeepwithin,imagesofherlifelessbodyplay

inmyhead.Howdareshedisrespectsmyhomelike

this?

“Mzi…”shegasps,pullingawayfromthemanriding

her.

“Pleasecontinue.”Igroan,angerlocatedinmy

voice.

“I’m…so…sorryMzi…It’snotwhatitlookslike.”

Stupidbitch,Idecidetoturnmyattentiontothe

manwho’sbeengivingherpleasureinmyabsence.

“Mfowethu,maybeyouunderstandwhatI’msaying

sinceusisihasherearsblockedbyherscreams.

Qhubekanimfowethu.”(Continuemybrother.)



“Ngiyaxolisabafo,shesaidyouwereoutoftown…”

Isthisfooljustifying,defilingmyhouse?Itappears

theyarebothdimwits.

“Ngithibhebhalomuntumgodoyi.”Reboanashrieks

asIpulloutagunfrommywaist.

“Mzi,baby…I’msorry.Please…”hervoicequavers,

shejumpsoffthebed,fallstoherkneesbuttnaked

andstartstocrawltome,Imoveavoidingherfilthy

handsfromtouchingme.“I’msorryMzi,please

listentome.”

“Iwantyououtofmyhousenow.”Mycalmness

narksme,I’mafraidIwillkillsomeonetoday.

“Please,don’tdothistome.Iloveyou,wherewillI

go?”Incapableofcontrollingmyanger,Igrabherby

theneckandpinheragainstthewall,legsdangling

fromtheground,eyeswidened,mouthslightlyopen,

shegagstryingtospeak.Itightenthegrip,theplot

istosqueezethelifeoutofher.

“Myguystop,you’regoingtokillher.”Theidiot

shouts,unyieldingfromthebed.Ishrughispetition

away,mygoalistoseethiswomanloseherlife.



Herhandsclaspmywrists,strugglingtoloosefrom

mytightgrip.Ifindjoyinseeinghersquirmand

throttle.

“Mz…”sheraspsandquicklyswallowsmyname.

“Mfowethu,I’mbeggingyou,mybrother.Shehasa

child,whatwillbecomeofherifyoukillhermother.”

Fuck!Ihatehowthismoronisknockingsome

commonsenseintome.

“TwominutesReboana,twofuckingminutesandI

wantyououtofmyhouse.”Myvoicetrembleswith

rage,freeingherfrommygripshefallswitha

clatter.Iignoreherhystericalcoughs,herlittle

boyfriendistremblingunderthesheets.Iamgoing

todealwithhimmyownway.

THANDIWE…

I’minthekitchenwhensomeonepressesagainst

mefrombehind,Ishriekandpanicuntilafamiliar

voicecalmsmedown,butnotenoughtokeepme



still.

“Yousmellgood,”akisscomeswiththis

declaration.Hisfaceisburiedonthecurlofmy

neck,heplantskissesthatmakemewanttogag.

Ntuthukodidnotsleepathomelastnightnordidhe

calltoreporthislocation.

He’sgrindingagainstme,pushingmetowardthe

table,hisperspirationrubbingonmyneck.He

smellslikesexandAvonfragrance,noonecan

missthesmellofAvon.AtleastIknowthewoman

he’sfuckingisnotsomesugarmamawho’spaying

hisbillssinceI’mnotsurewhathedoes.

“I’monmyperiods”Imovethehandslidingupmy

thighs,Iamnotgoingtolethiminsideme.The

thoughtisrevolting.

“Iwon’tgoallthewayin,justatip.”Hesays,

unbuttoningmyshirtandkissinghiswaydownmy

chest.Thesmellstemmingfromhimmakesme

wanttopuke.Eightyears,Iwassubmissive,I

supportedhimduringhistoughesttimesinlife.And

todayhetreatsmelikeapieceofmeathewantsto



ravishwheneverhefeelslikeit.

“Stop.”Ican’ttakemymindoffthescentthathas

filledmynostrils.WhatdoesNtuthukotakemefor?

Iclenchmyteethatthedisrespectheportraysto

meashiswife,Iamnotasaint,buttocomeatme

reekingofsexandsomecheapfragrance.Fuckhim.

“Whatthehellisyourproblem?”HehowlsasImove

awayfromhim,hisfacehaschangedtothatofa

monster.

“Yousmelllikeanotherwomanandsex.”IfIperish,

Iperish.

“What?”Thetwitchinhiseyesisevidence,Icaught

himredhanded.

“You’redisgusting.”Ican’tholdbackmythoughts.

“Stopbeingparanoid,you’reimaginingthings

Thandiwe?”Ofcoursehe’lldenyit.

“AmINtuthuko?AmIreallyparanoid?”

“Yes,”hesnaps.“Whydon’tyouaskmewhereIwas

yesterday?Wereyouentertainingothermenthat



youdidn’tnoticemyabsence?”hegripsmywrist

andpushesmeagainstthefridge,helooksdifferent.

Almostdrunk,redcellslacedoverhisdarkeyes.It’s

acreepylookthathasmyheartracingforfirst

place.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?It’snotmyjobtokeep

tabsonyou.”Myriposteearnsmeanotherrough

pushagainstthefridge,painrushesdownmyback.

“It’syourfuckingjobasmywife,whatifsomething

badhadhappenedtome?Whowereyouwithlast

nightThandiwe?Wasmybrotherhere?”Heseethes,

movinghisfaceclosertomine.Hispresence

switches,adarkauraandahair-raisingoccurrence

lingersoverhim.

Alookofdisgustandhateresidesonhisfeatures,I

can’trecognisethisman.ThisisnotNtuthuko,his

eyesarefullofwrathandevil.Hisappearanceis

thatofamanwhoispossessed.

“You’rehurtingme,letgo.”Isnap,tryingtopush

himoff.I’mtryinghardtostaycalmandhaltthe

shuddersthathavetakenovermybody.



“Tellmewhoyouwerewithlastnight,’Igasp,

shockedbyhisunexpectedoutburst.Desperateto

moveawayfromhim,Ismashmyshoulderonhis

chest.Myactionsareunproductive,I’mpushing

againstaconcretewall.

“Iwashere,athome.”Cryingwouldgivehimthe

satisfaction,Ihavetodenyhimthatatallcost,push

backthetearsthatarefightingtobeseen.

“You’remine,woman,noothermanwilleverhave

you.Iwillkillthemall,startingwiththewhothinks

heownsyou.”hegrowlsandpullsawaywitha

devilishsmilethathasmeshiveringwithfear.

“Nowfeedme,I’mhungry.”Thepompousbastard,I

hatehim.PantingandabitshakenIturnbacktomy

pots…tonight…I’mleavingthishousetonight.

“It’stimeMapula.”Acreepywhisperspinsme

aroundtofindNtuthukostandingonthedoorway

withapatronizingappearance.Myeyeswiden,heat

rushesthroughmybody…thisname…thatgirlhad

mentionedthisname.

“Whatdidyousay?”Ihavetodoublecheck,nothing



makessenseanymore.I’mlivinginaworldwhere

nothingseemsreal.

“Isaiddon’tburnthefood.”Herepliesandwalks

outleavingmeintotaldisarray.

Ntuthukoappearstobeabitcalmnow,I’vebeen

observinghimseatedonthecouch.Heisnotthe

manwhoattackedmeinthekitchen.

“Doyouwanttosaysomethingdada?”Zulu’s

minusculevoicepullsmebackfrommypondering,I

hardlynoticedNtuthukoscrutinisingmybabyunder

hisgaze.

“Dada!”Zulucallsoncemore,hedoesn’tseemto

understandwhyhisfatherisglaringathim.

Ntuthukoclickshistongue,Iknowhe’snotfondof

Zulu,butIdidnotexpecthimtojumpatthechild.

“Ntuthuko!”Istandonmyfeetreadytostophim

fromhittingmyson,hepausesbeforehishand

reacheshisface.Zuluiscurleduponthefloor



terrified,hecannotfindareasonbehindhisfather’s

hostilitytowardshim.Ishebeingcrucifiedformy

sins?

“Youareastupidboy,howmanytimesdoIhaveto

tellyounottocallmedada.Whatisthat?Areyou

gayboy?”Thatishalfoftheangerburiedinthe

depthsofhisstomach,ifheweretoreleaseallofit.

LittleZulu’ssoulwouldbesoaringtoheavenina

spark.

“Answerme,areyougay?”Hisfierceangryvoice

echoesthroughthehouse,Zuluwouldanswerhim

ifheknewwhatthewordmeant.IrushtotakeZulu

inmyarms,mygazetransfixedonthischild-bully.

Eyeballtoeyeball,hisglarechallengesmetomake

amove.

“WhatareyouteachingmysonThandiwe?Why

doeshehavegaytendencies?”Hedoesn’thaveto

shoutforyoutofeelinsulted.

“Whatisgayda…baba?”Hislowerlipquivering,

eyesflashingwithtears.ThewholeofVictoriaFalls

isreadytoflowdownhisface.



“Zulugotoyourroom,”hehesitatesatmyrequest,

buteventuallymoves.Iwatchhislittlefeetscurry

away.Ntuthukoisnothappyaboutmyparenting,

wellIamnothappyabouthis.

“Whydoeshecallmethat?”Astupidquestion

resemblinghimsweepsoutofhismouth.

“He’sbeencallingyouthathiswholelife,whydo

yousuddenlyhaveaproblemwithit?”

“I’vealwayshatedit,heneedstostop.”Idon’tsee

theneedtoshout.

“Youbastard,youhavenorightNtuthuko,noright

tolayahandonmyson.Idon’tknowwhothehell

youthinkyouare,butIamnotgoingtoallowthis.”

“WhatareyougoingtodoThandiwe?Youare

powerless.”Hespits,provokingme.

“Daretryme,touchmysonandIsweartoGodIwill

killyou.”Thesehaughtylaughsofhisareso

exaggerated,I’vegottenusedtothem.

“Justsoyouknow,ZulumightbeNqaba’sson.”



Thisoughttoputhiminhisplace,agapehis

laughterhalts.

“AndI’msureyouknowhowyourbrotherMzican

be,hedoesn’ttakeshit.”Ideclareinsultingly,Ifeel

hiseyesstabbingmeasIgaitawayfromhim.My

bagsarepacked,Iwilltakemysonandleavewhile

thepompousbastardsleeps.

Tobecontinued…
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THANDIWE…

“Ohnoyoudon’t,”hechurnsandpullsmebackasI

takemythirdstep.Rageboilinginhiseyesthat

haveturnedredinamicrosecond.“Mybrother,

Thandiwe?Yousleptwithmybro…?”Thetruth

shatterssomethinginhim.Amidsttherage,there’s

asadnessinhiseyes,aheaviness,astiffsorrow



thatslowshisspeech.“Howcouldyoudothisto

me?”

“IknewhimbeforeyouNtuthukoandIswearon

Zulu’slifethatIneversleptwithhimwhileIwas

withyou.”Isthereevenareasontomentionthis?

Themarriageisoverinanycase.

“That’saloadofbullshitandyouknowit,you’reevil

Thandiwe.Jumpingfromonebrother’sbedtothe

other,areyouanaspiringprostitute?”Hisinsults

hurtmorethanIwouldliketoadmit.

“Youtakeprideininsultingmelately,lookIwas

wrong,IknowandIshould’vetoldyou.”Irejoinder

andheesteemsmewithanunbothered

countenance.

“Whydidn’tyoutellme?”Hebarks,apparentlyhe

can’tstopgrabbingmyarm,Iclaimitbackfromhis

tightgrip.

“Iwasafraidokay.”Myvoicepeaks,Ihavestirred

upafight,somethingthatcould’vebeenavoidedby

keepingmymouthshut.Angerreallyisabitch,

lettingmespillthenewstohimlikethatwasharsh.



He’shurting,it’sinhiseyesandIdon’tunderstandit.

Ntuthukohasnostitchofkindnessinhisbeingfor

Zulu,hetreatshimlikeanoutcast.

“Afraidofwhat?ThatZulumightlosehistrustfund?

Becausethereisnowaymybrothercanaffordhis

schoolfees?You’renotfarfromagolddigger

Thandiwe,mymotherwarnedmeaboutyou.She

warnedmeaboutvillagegirlsandhowtheyare

alwayslookingforawalkingatm.”

“DamnyouNtuthuko,”Ihavetostopmyselffrom

landingaslaponhisface,I’vehadenoughofhis

insults.YesIfuckedup,butIdon’tdeservetobe

degradedlikethis.Isharedmylifewiththisman,

theleasthecandoisrespectme.

“No,damnyouThandiwe.Damnyouforlyingtome,

damnyouformakingmelovealowlifelikeyou,

onlytodenymemyplaceinyourlife.”Heyellsat

thetop,restrainingmeagainstthewallwiththe

palmofhishandpressingonmychest.

“IlovedyouNtuthuko,”Snapping,Ipushbackand



moveinchesawayfromhim.“Ilovedyouforthe

yearswespenttogether.Hell,IlovedyouwhenI

saidIdo.”Isayalittlelouder,walkingawayfrom

thelivingroom.It’stooclosetothebedroomsand

Zuluwillbealertedofthisquarrel.Ntuthukograbs

myarmandtwirlsmearoundwithonepowerfuljerk.

“Noyoudidn’t…”he’sinmyfaceashegetsinmy

personalspace.

“YesIdid-”shoutingbackisexpectedinthiscase.

“Youdidn’t,youdidn’tlovemeThandiwe.You

fuckinglovedtheideaofhavingmybrother,I

remindedyouofhim,didn’tI?ThewholetimeIwas

withyouandyoulovedMzi,youmadeafoolofme.”

He’sthrownintoacoldhumourlesslaughingfrenzy.

“NowthatIthinkaboutit,oursexlifehasbeen

awful,dryandunsatisfying.Soallthiswhileyou

werethinkingabouthim,youkeptmeinthecold

becauseofMzi.Everythingmakessensenow,”the

coldchuckleagain.“Ihadmysuspicions,sawhow

helookedatyou.I’vebeenbetrayed.”



“Ididn’tbetrayyou,Igaveyoueverything,allthatI

was.”Icrackle,loudly.

“Stoplying,stoplying.Yougavemenothing,but

yearsofheartacheandmiserablesex.Iwaitedfor

youtoloveme,IwaitedThandiwe.Butyounever

botheredtolookatme,nomatterhowhardItriedto

makeyouloveme.”

“I’mnotgoingtoargueaboutthisanymore,I’m

tired…”I’mbroughtbacktowhereIwasstandingby

anotherpainfuljolt.

“Youbroughtthisup,didn’tyou?Nowfinishwhat

youstarted.”Hemaintains.

“WhatdoyouwantfrommeNtuthuko?Imadea

mistake,shouldyoucrucifymeforit?”

“Ohplease,”hethrowshisheadbackchortling.

“Youknewverywellwhatyouweredoing,youhad

manychancestocomeclean,butyouenjoyed

thesetwobrothersfightingoveryou.Youtoxic

whore.”

“WhataboutyouMr.Idon’twantanymorekids,I

wentthroughthreemiscarriagesandnotoncedid



youcomfortme.Iwasbrokenanddepressed,yet

youwouldblamemeforlosingthepregnancies.

YouwereneverthereformeNtuthuko.”

“What?WasIsupposedtoorganiseafuneralfor

wastedsperm?ItoldyouIdidn’twantanymore

kids,butyoumadesuretogetpregnantallthree

times.”Hespewsaudaciously.

“You’reanevilbastardNtuthuko,IhateyouandI

wantadivorce.”Ifeelthedeclarationcomefrom

thecoreofmystomach.

“No,nosweetheart,tilldeathdouspart,remember?

IamnotlettingyougoThandiwe,you’renotgoing

anywhere.”Rage…jealousy…pain…allthesehave

takenover,we’reyellingatthetopofourlungs.

Eachfightingtobeheard,eachfightingtobe

understood…it’s‘each’manforhimselfnow…Ihave

puthisfeelingsasideandhe’sdonethesamewith

mine.ThefireIhaveignitedcannotbe

extinguished…

“Mybrotherwillneverhaveyou,IswearThandiwe.



EvenifIhavetoslaughterthislittlefamilywehave,

sohelpmeGodIwill.”Histhreatstopsthebeating

ofmyheart.

“Whyareyoudoingthis?”

“BecauseIloveyoumysweetThandiwe,”acold

glareglazeshisface,adevilishspinechillingglare.

“Iloveyoutodeath.”

“IhateyouandIamnotgoingtostayinthishouse.

IfIdie,Idie,Iamtakingmysonawayfromyou.”I

allowmyfeettomovemeuptheoldstaircase,the

woodenstairscreakwitheachpoundedstep.

There’sanextrapairploddingbehind,hispresence

weighsheavyonmyshoulders.Imakesuretopick

upmypace,rushingtoZulu’sroom.

“Thandiwe.”Ntuthukoyells,loudenoughforZuluto

haveheard.Idon’twantmysonexposedtothis,

whateverthisis.“StopThandiwe,you’renotleaving

thishouse.”Atightgrippullsmyhand,thegrab

forcesmeafewstepsback.Goggle-eyed,Istagger

tomeetNtuthuko’scoldface.



“Whatareyoudoing?”Ishout,disregardingmy

questionandinaunitoftime,hepullsthebedroom

doorshutandlocksit.Zuluisinthere.

“OpenthisdoorNtuthuko,”Imustbepullinghisleg,

judgingfromthesmirkonhisface.I’munawareof

what’sinhismind,Ihavetogetmysonoutofthere.

“You’renotleavingthishouse,notifIhaveanything

todowithit,”hebooms.

“Whatthefuckdoyouwantfromme?”Imurmur,

mindingZuluinhisroom.

“Tobeafuckingwife,isthattoomuchtoask?Iam

notstupidThandiwe,Iwillnothavemybrothertake

mysonfromme.Thatboyisnotgoinganywhere,

heismineandnoDNAtestwillbedoneonhim.”

“Yes,yesyouarestupidNtuthuko.You’reauseless

father…”dishingoutallthepossiblecusswordsmy

braincanprovide,Ipushpasthimwithataskto

forcethedooropen.It'safutilemove,thefoolhas

keptthekeyinhispocket.



Cussingandbelittlinghim…hisarrogance…sudden

fashionsense…egoandsomewhereinbetweenI

mentionhismother.Idon’tknowifthat’swhatgot

metheslapthathasleftmestunnedandmyhead

spinning.

Myhandtakesupthejobtoeasethethrobbingpain

onmycheekwhileItrytograspwhatjusthappened.

NtuthukoBiyasedidnotjusthitme,notthismanin

frontofme.Mypig-headednesswillgetmekilled

oneday,myhandcrashesonhischeekbeforeI

couldregistereverything.

Andit’slikeIpouredgasolineonaburninghouse,

hepunchesmeacrosstheface.Myheartfallsright

throughmyheelswhenanotherpunchsendsmeon

thefloor,anunexpectedbatteringbegins.

“Mama,mama!!!Openthedoor,mamavula!!!”Zulu

hasheardmysupressedscreamsandprobablythe

loudthumping,he’sbangingonthedoorpleadingto

beletout.Hislittlescreamsaremorepainfulthan

theblowsonmybody.Ntuthukocontinueslikehe

can’thearthechild,hiseyesareemotionless.



Allofhisangerfallsonme,thekicks,thepunches…

he’sgroaninglikeananimalashebeatsmelikeI

amanothingandtheonlydefenseIhaveistocurl

mybodyonthewoodenfloor.

Ican’trecallhowlongthebeatinghasbeengoing

onfor,onlythefinalkickandsoundofhisfootsteps

movingawayfromme.

“UngijwayelaamasimbawenaThandiwe,we’llseeif

you’llleavethishousewithoutyoursonandifyou

darecallforhelp.Iwillendeveryoneinthishouse

beforeanyonegetshere,Zuluwillbefirstonthe

list.”Hespeaksofamurdersuicide,myheartand

breathingstops,myworldcomescrumblingatthe

realizationthathecouldkillusandthereisnothingI

candoaboutit.

Ihearmysoncryingfromthebackgroundlikehis

hearthasbeensplitintwo.Iwanttogettohimand

comforthim.Iwanttotellhimit’sokay,thatI’m

okay,butjustlikemyancestorsmyvoicetoohas

turnedagainstme.



Weak,batteredandimmobile,IwatchNtuthuko’s

stepsleadhimtomyson’sroom.Hepauses,turns

andwithaclickofatongue,shutsthedoorbehind

him.EverythingcrashesaroundmeasIhearthe

crackofthekey.Onemovefrommeandhe’llkillmy

baby,he’sleftmepowerless.

NQABA…

“Thankyouforlettingmestay,”she’sbrazenly

standingbehindthecouch,staringrightatme.

Rebaknowshowtoplaywithhertears,the

crocodiletearsstreakingdownhercheeksdonot

moveanythinginme.

“IdiditforOfentse,sheneedsahome.”Iriposte,

indifferently.

“YouhurtmeMzi,youbroughtanotherwomaninto

ourrelationship.”HersobsbeginastoryIwillnever

heartheendof,Igiveheralookandshedropsher

gaze.“Iwaslonely,somehowIknewthatIwould

nevertasteyourlove.Thandiwewas…”



“Don’tsayhername.”Ihissquietly,Ofentseis

sleepinginherroom.Theneighbourbroughther

afterhearingacommotionoutside,Reboana

screamingandpleadingthatIletherstayand

Ofentse’spresenceputoutthebloodboilinginside

me.Ican’tabandonthatlittlegirl,I’mtheonlyfather

sheknows.Takingalongweightysigh,Reboana

settlesdownnexttome.Extendsahandtoreach

mineandmeetsmyrejection.

“I’msorry,”quietly,shedeclares.“Butshouldn’tyou

takeresponsibilityaswellMzi?Iamnottheonly

oneatfaulthere,youbroughtmeintoyourlifeand

failedtofulfilyourdutiesasmypartner.”

“Whatduties?Didn’tIgiveyouahome,Itookcare

ofyouandourchild.”Reboanashakesherhead,

renouncingmydeclaration.

“Youmighthavedoneallthat,butyouhadnoplans

infulfillingyourdutiesasmyman.Youdeniedmea

chancetoloveyouright,youwereselfishwithyour

loveandkeptifforher.DoIevenhaveaplacein

yourheart?”Idon’tneedtothinkaboutthis,my

hearthadfallenintonumbness.Againstmywill,it



refusedtoloveanyoneelse.

“Icareaboutyou,”Isay,shehuffsandemitsa

quickchuckle.“Iknowit’snotwhatyouwantto

hear,I’mincapableoflovingmyselfReba,letalone

anyoneelse.”

“Becauseyougaveitalltoher?”Herjawclenches,

notoutofanger,butpain.“That’snotfairMzi,what

abouttherestofuswhocraveandyearnforyour

love?Theworlddoesn’tconsistofThandiwealone,

I’mhereandIwanttoloveandtakecareofyou.”

“You’reaskingforsomethingIcan’tgive.”Ireturn,

guiltlaughinginmyface.Ihurtthiswomanwithmy

selfishness,putmyfeelingsbeforehersanddrove

hertoinfidelity.

Herhandfliestoherbruisedneck,Idon’tneed

theseshowersofguiltthathavecometovictimise

me.“Howisyourneck?”sheshrugs.“I’msorry,I

couldhavehandledthisalotbetter.Youdidn’thave

tobringhiminmyhouseReboana,couldn’tyoudo

thissomewhereelse,buthere?Doyoudisregard

methatmuchthat,youwouldbringamaninmy



house?MybedReboana?”

Droppinghergazeshesays,“I’msorry,itwas

stupidofme.”

“Doesheloveyou?”Hertearyeyesrise.

“Hesayshedoes,”softlyandunfeelingshereplies.

“DoyoutrusthimaroundOfentse?”shenodsandI

believeher.

“ButIwantyouMzi,Iloveyounothim.”hervoice

cracks.

“Wecan’tforcethisanymore,it’sover.”Isay.

“No,”shestiflesasob.“Pleasedon’tdothis.”A

straininhervoice,Reboanadesperatelyimplores.

“Ithasbeenlongandcoming,evenifIdecideto

giveusachance.It’llneverwork,notafterwhatI

saw.I’mmovingout,youcanstayhere,Ofentse

needsahome.”Eyesglisteningwithtears,shock

availsitselfandherpupilsdilate.

“Pleaseyoucan’tleavemeMzi,can’twework



thingsout?”Shehooksherarmsaroundmyneck,

plantskissesonmyface.LeisurelyIpushherback

andgetuponmyfeet.

“Gotobed,it’slate.We’lltalkinthemorning.”

Reboanacloseshereyestomyrequest,leansback

onthecouchandentertainswaterworks.The

bruisesonherneckconjureupanunavoidableguilt,

Iwouldneverhurtawoman.HowdidIletmyselfgo

likethat?

“I’msorryagainReboana,I’msorryforhurtingyou,”

andImeanabouteverything,Isitbackdownandlet

herrestonmychest.ReboanaandOfentsewillbe

okay,Iwillmakesureofit.Lifehastogoonthough,

Ican’tcontinuetolivealie.

THANDIWE…

TheknowledgethatNtuthukocandosomethinglike

thisbreakssomethinginsideme,somethingthat

willremainlongaftermywoundshavehealed.



Ihavenostrengthtogetup,mymindfailstorelaya

messagetomybody.

Timeseemstopassmeby,everytick,everyminute

andeverysecondpassesmelikeI'masoulthathas

leftthisearth.EventuallyIamabletogetmybody

tocooperatewithmymind.

Mybodyisstrugglingtonumbthepain,torepairthe

damage.

Unabletomove,withanygracemymovementsare

lopsided,ittakesmeawhiletodragmypainful

bodytomybedroom.

Gaitinginfrontofthemirror,Istripoffmytoplayer,

onmyribsthereareblackswellingsthatwillonly

hollowoutoverthecomingweek.Myjawisasblue

asmyribsthatbarecongealedblood.Relief

embracesmeseeingthatmyeyeswerespared.

Ihaveworktomorrow,butIdon’tneedtobe

strollingaboutinpublic,soIguessI’llhavetohide

inthisdarkhovelforawhile.Leavingthishouse

meansleavingmysonbehind,somethingIcan’t

affordtodo.



Thedoorbellcallsformyattention,greatIforgotI

hadaskedBulelwatofetchusat11pm.It’salmost

12am,Ntuthukohasn’tcomeoutofZulu’sroom.

KnowingBulelwa,hewon’tleaveuntilItellhimto,

mysilencewillalerthimandhe’llcallthepolice.

Walkingtothedoortakesmelongerthanusual,I

reachthelightswitchtoturnitoffbeforeopening

thedoor.Thiswaymybruisedfacewillbehidden

fromhissight.

“Ididn’tgetthisbeautyfromMandla’sgenesTee,

it’sallfromsleeping.What’sgoingon?I’vebeen

waitinghours,yousaideleven.”He’swhispering,I

toldhimNtuthukowouldbesleepingbythistime.

“Whyareyoustandinginthedark?Whereisbafoza?

Weshouldgetgoing,”hecontinueswithout

stopping,hiseyesscanningthehouse.“Yohgirl,

thisisoneuglyasshouse,thedarknesscan'teven

hideitsugliness.Howdidthatpotatohead

convinceyoutolivehere?It’ssounnecessary,



whereareyourbags?”Ithinkhecansensemyfoul

moodhencehestopsblabbering.Hisfullattention

turnstome.

“What’sgoingonTee?Whyareyoustandinginthe

dark?”Heasks,softly.

“We’renotleavinganymore.”Ihavetopushaway

tears,it’sagoodthinghecan’tseeme.

“Why?Yousaidyou’releavingthatfool,don’ttellme

heconvincedyoutostay.Andwhereisthelight

switch?Myeyesarestraining.”Hefindsit,don’task

mehow.He’stooforwardandshrewd.Open-

mouthedheoglesatme,hisgazepointsoutevery

bruiseonmyface.“Ohmyheavens,didhedothis

toyou?”Hereputesmewithpitywhichinstantly

switchestoanger.I’mashamedtospeakasI'm

packedupagainstthedoor.

“Whereishe?”

“LockedupwithZuluinhisbedroom,hewon’tletus

go.Hesaidhe’llkillus-”AttentivelyInarrate

everythingleavingnothinguncovered,frommylife



inthevillagetothisverymoment.

“Teelet’sgo,I’mtakingyououtofhere.”Histoneis

demandingandfinal.

“Ican’tBubu,Ican’tleavemyson.”Ireply,

frightened.

“Hewon’tdoanythingtohim,butyou’renotsafe

Tee.Thatmanmightkillyou.Lookatyou,looking

likeyouwerehavingwildsexwithJohnCena.”

Everythingboilsdowntosexwiththisone.“How

areyougoingtoexplainthosebruises?UphiloMike

Tyson,I’mgoingtodealwithhim.”Hestartsmoving

towardsthestairsandIcan’tlethimdothat,

Ntuthukowillhurthim.

Bulelwaisnotreallymasculine,hisemotional

capacityisthatofawoman.Oneslapfrom

Ntuthukowillsendhimintears.

“PleaseBulelwa,you’llmakethingsworse.

Ntuthukoisnothimself,he’llhurtyou.”Heshakes

hisheadbecausewhatI’msayingisnotregistering,

mostlybecausehe’sstubborn.



“Whatcouldbeworsethanthis?”Hegroans,waving

hishandovermydiscolouredface.Hedoesn’tcare

aboutbeingdiscreetanymore,tearsstreakdown

myface.Ibroughtthisuponmyself,it’smyfault,I

putmyson’slifeindanger.

“AmurdersuicideBulelwa,youdidn’tseethe

coldnessonhisface.”Desperationcoversmyvoice,

andIhopeBulelwawillletthisgo.Heneedstolet

thisgo,maybeNtuthukowillsnapoutofitinafew

days.He’sangryrightnowandIunderstand,Ihurt

him.“Youhavetogo.”

“I’mgoingtocallThor.”HedubbedNqabawiththis

name.

“You’renotlisteningtome,Ntuthukoislockedupin

thebedroomwithmyson.IfIcallthepoliceor

anyone,hewillkillhimandhimself,that’sifhecan’t

gettomefirst.SocallingNqabawillmakethings

worse.”Hisbreathingpeaksashebeginspacing

abouttheroom,hismovementsmakemedizzy.

“OhmyGodTee,whatarewegoingtodo?”

“Nothing,Iwilltakecareofthis.Youneedtogonow,



hecan’tknowthatyou’rehere.”Iimplore,dragging

himbacktothedoor.

“ThisiswrongTee,he’sholdingyouhostage.This

isillegal.”Bulelwaisonlyaddingtomystress,I

don’twanttothinkwhatNtuthukomightdoifhe

findshimhere.Induecourseheleaves,butnot

beforegivingmeaspeechaboutmystupidityand

promisestocomebackthenextday.

Tobecontinued…
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NTUTHUKO

“WhyareyoucallingmesolateatnightNtuthuko?

Iseverythingokay?”Barbracomplainsinasluggish

tone.

“Ourplanmightbackfiremom,Thandiwewantsto



leavemeforMzi.”Ihaven’tbeenabletosleepsince

thefight.TheinsultsgottoomuchandIwas

compelledtolayahandonher,shewantedtoleave

meandnowaywouldIeverletthathappen.

SuddenlyIrememberedmom’swords‘putherin

herplace.’Andthat’swhatIdid,ifIloseZuluand

ThandiweIwillloseitall.“Thosetwobetrayedme

mom,theymadeafoolofme.”

“Oh,sheeventuallytoldyou?”Thecasualtyinher

tonedigsaholeinmyheart.

“Youknew?”Ican’timaginewhyshewouldhide

thisfactfromme.

“Ohcomeon,sometimesIthinkIbabiedyoualot.

Don’ttellmeyou’reabouttocry.”Thereisno

remorseinhervoice,momisascoldasice.

SometimesIwonderhowshebecameamother.

CouldshebethereasonVeronicaisthewaysheis?

Mysisteristerrifiedofthiswoman.

“You’reevilmom,Ihavebeendeceivedbymywife

andbrother.”Ipop.

“Ohsuckitup,itwaslongbeforeyouknew



Thandiwe.”

“Okay,whataboutZulu?Shesaystheboycouldbe

his.IknowMzi,hewillwanttodoaDNAtest.What

ifheisMzi’sson?”IsaymovingawayfromZulu’s

bed,withgreatdifficultyImanagedtoputhimto

sleep.

“Don’tworryaboutthat,Zuluisyoursonandnoone

willtakehimfromyou.”Idon’tknowifIshould

laughatherorbelieveher,howisshesosureof

whatshe’ssaying?“WhereisThandiwe?Don’tlet

hergo.”

“Probablysleeping,shewon’tbegoinganywhere.I

threatenedamurdersuicide,ifshedarescall

anyonetheywillmeetagruesomediscovery.”Mom

chucklesproudly,ifshewerehereshewouldbe

pattingmyshoulder.

“Good,kindnesswillnotgetyouanywhereinlife.

Youhavetofightforwhatyouwant.”Shesaysand

fightIwill.

THANDIWE



Idon’tknowwhenNtuthukocametobedandI

didn’tthinkhewouldeverleaveZulu’sroom.Ihave

tocallNqaba,maybehecanhelpus.Ineedtoget

outofhere.

MakingsurethatNtuthukoisfastasleep,Itoddleto

thebathroomtomakeaphonecall.Myhopedies

whenIleavetwomissedcallsonNqaba’sphone,

he’sprobablysleeping.

IdecidetotryBulelwa,itfeelslikeforevertillhis

huskyvoicefillstheline.

“Ishedead?Didyouuseagunoraknife?Please

tellmeyoupoisonedthesonofabitch.”Bulelwa's

talkativenesshastobeadisease.

“Ineedyoutocomeandgetus,Ntuthukois

sleeping.We’llwaitforyououtsidethegate.IfI’m

notoutintenminutes,leave.”Iquicklymakemy

requestknown.

“Whyleave?DidyoucallThor?Hecanhelpyou

Tee.”



“He’snotansweringthephone,he’sprobably

sleeping.Pleasehurry,thisisouronlychance.”

Peepingthroughthebathroomdoor,IseeNtuthuko

tossingonthebed.Calmnesskissesmeashe

continueswithhissnores.

“Say,doyouknowifwitchesUberatnight?Imight

aswellpretendtobeasonofawitch,sinceI’llbe

travellinginthewitch-hour.”Thisishiswayof

complaining.

“Bubucomeon,thereisnotime.”I’mwhispering,

onewrongmoveandeverythingcouldbackfire.

“Fine,”hegroans.“Ineedtofindmycross,bibleand

theanointingLiliangotfromthatchurchwherethey

shoutIreceivethroughoutthewholesermon.Black

peopledon’ttravelatthistimeofthenightTee.”

Lordthankyouforthisfriend.

****

Ithasbeendecided,Iamleavingthisdarkhovel.



AftermakingsurethatNtuthukoisfastasleep,I

sneakoutofthebedroomtakinggentlestepsto

Zulu’sroom.Thedarkcorridoriseerie,creepsme

outeverytime.

ThelasttimeIspoketomymothershetoldmeto

prayandI’vebeendoingjustthat.Thebaddreams

havestopped,thoughIcan’tshakethefeelingthat

wheneverNqabaisaroundtheseepisodesseemto

takeplace.Imightjustbeexaggerating.

ThisiswhatIhavebeenreducedto,awomanwho

leavesherhusband’shouselikeathiefinthenight,

“Zuluwakeup.”Hetossesonthebedlikealittle

puppy,Ihatetodothis,butthereisnootherway.

Ntuthukopromisedtotakemysonfromme,Ihave

tokeephimawayfromhimatallcost.

We’regoingtogotoNquthu,Zuluwillhavetomiss

schoolforacoupleofdaysuntilIsortoutourliving

arrangements.Wemakeitdownsafely,thelights

areout,Icanstillfindmypath,though.

“Whereareyougoing?”Ifwitchesweretoreveal



themselveslikethis,wewouldberidofthembefore

thesecondcoming.Whodoesn’twanttohearthe

words‘welldonemygoodandfaithfulservant?

Whatisshedoinghere?Barbraslowlywalkstome

fromthekitchen’sdoorway.

“We’regoingout,”myanswer.Hercoldeyesnarrow,

theyracetoZuluwhoisclingingontomyjacket

thenbacktome.

“Notwithmygrandchild,”shesnaps.

“Myson-”Imakeitapointtoemphasizeonthat.

“GoeswhereIgo.”Barbraisashardasaniron,

emotionlessandunkind.Sheregardsmewitha

gravefrown.

“Mysonisnotgoinganywhere.”Startledby

Ntuthuko’sroarsfrombehind,mybrainfailsto

arrangeanswersastohoworwhenhegothere.

He’sploddinginfromthekitchenaswell.

SlightlyIshoveZulubehindme,takingrandom

stepsback.Ntuthukoglareswithapeculiarlook,he

seemstotakedelightinthis.

“Iwouldn’tmoveifIwereyouThandiwe.”Acruel



smirkformsonhisface,eyesgluedonme.

“PleaseletusgoNtuthuko,”Iimplore,butdeep

insideIamseething.

“Zulucometodada.”Thebastardstretchesahand

outtoZulu.

“No.”Myvoicefailsmeduetodistress.

“It’sokayson,cometodada.”Ifeelmychest

tightenintoaknotlikeacrampandaquietrage

buildsinside.

“Iwanttogowithmama.”Zuludeclines.

“Mamaisnotgoinganywhere,”Thespouse

exclaims,withasmirkonhisfaceherevealsagun

onhishipandwinks.Ihavetoforcemyselfto

remaincalmforZulu’ssake.

“Ntuthuko…”

“Ssshhhh!!!”hegesturesbypressingafingeronhis

lips.“Notinfrontoftheboy.Wouldyoubesokind

andtakeZulutobed,mom.”

“Nooo.”ShieldingZulu,Isnapattheoldhagwho’s

tryingtowalkoverme.



“You’rescaringtheboyMaMshengu.”Herglareis

scaringme,butIrefusetogivein.

“Don’ttouchmyson.”BarbrastaggersbackasI

pushmyhandsagainstherchest,inasplitsecond

Ntuthukohasmetrappedaroundhisarms.He’sso

bigIcan’tfighthim.

Zuluacceptsaconfusedlook.Hispanickyeyes

shiftingfrommetothisman,hedoesn’tunderstand

whatisgoingon.IfIscreamhewillbenotifiedthat

somethingiswrongandIcan’thavethat.

“PleaseNtuthuko,letusgo.”Afranticmurmurcalls

outtohim.

“Comemybaby,letmamaanddadaplay.”Barbra

andherbloodysmartmouthplantalieinmyson’s

head,he’seight.Whatelsecanhedo,butfollowhis

grandmother?

Ntuthukomovesawaythemomenttheyareoutof

sight.ThedevilmustbeangeredthatItookmy

mother’sadviceandturnedtoGod.He’sgoingall

outtoruinmylife.

“Don’thurthimplease,”Ihavenotearstocry,



thoughtsofdeathisallIcanoffer.

“Nothingwillhappentohimifyoubehave.Mylove,

whydoyouwanttoleaveme?”He’sstrollingback

tome,cockinessplayingaroundhim.“YouknowI

wasbrowsingthroughsomecasketsontheinternet.

AndIfoundthreeperfectones.Didyouknowthey

havehisandherscoffins?Shockingright?”He

givesoutaquietlaughter.

“AndIfoundthisperfectlittleoneforourson,it’s

white.He’lllooklikeanangelinit.Pitywewon’tsee

him.Doyouthinkourfuneralwillbebeautiful?I

knowitwill.”I’mfrozeninmyspot,hopeless.His

wordsdrainmeofeveryfeeling,replacingthem

withdespairandfear.Itsclawswraparoundmy

brain,chokeseverybreathfrommylungs,leaving

mybodyheaving.

“Whyareyoudoingthis?Whywon’tyouletusgo?”

“Youwillsoonfindout,stopthinkingalot,you’ll

giveyourselfaheadache.”Hesaysandwalksaway.

Thedoorisjustbehindme,butIcan’tleave.



NTUTHUKO…

“NTUTHUKO,NTUTHUKO!!!”Andsoitbegins,

Thandiwe’svoiceresoundsfromupstairs.Ican

hearherfeetviolentlypoundingonthefloor.“Where

areyou,yousonofabitch?”Thisisgoingtobe

fun.”Andsheappearsinthelivingroom,

approachingmeinstaggeringexhaustion,

quickeningthepacetoanalmost-run.

“Whereismyson?”shegrunts,temperdancingon

herface.Imadeplanswhileshesleptlastnightand

whatagoodmorningshehaswokenupto.

“He’ssafe,don’tworry.”Ireplylookingupather.I

amnotonetogiveup,ThandiweandNqabayomzi

willpayforwhattheydidtome.Sheclaimsthat

theyareinlove.Bull.

SheismywifeandIamnotlettinghergo.What

goodwillThandiwebetomewhenwe’redivorced?

MymotherwillkillmeifIletthishappen,theplanis



inmotionandadivorcewillruineverything.Death

thoughisaperfectwayout,buthidingZuluiseven

better.Thiswilldriveherinsanelikemomhadsaid.

“WhereismysonNtuthuko?”Hervoicecracks.

“Pleasetellmewheremysonis.WhereisZulu?”

Shepleads,inthegripofsorrow,wildeyes,pupils

dilated,ashrillscreamandarmsflappingalmost

comically.

“Youworrytoomuchwifey,amInothisfather?Our

sonissafe,atleasthe’sfarfromthisnegative

environment.Wecanfixourmarriagewhilehe’s

away.”

“Whatdoyoumeanhe’saway?Wheredidyoutake

him?”Thandiweisglaringatmebewildered,inwait

ofananswerIcan’tprovide.

“Let’sjustsayoursonwillexperiencelifeinanew

countryforsometime,lettheboylivealittle.He’s

beencookedupinSouthAfricasincehewasborn.”

Shefallsintoacompletestateofpanic,herbody

wrackswithrawsobsandshudderslikealeaf.



Terrordevourseverycellinherbody,swellingthem

withfear.

“Pleasegivemebackmyson.”Crying,shegrabs

myleg.Thereisadesperatepleainthewayshe

clingstoit,herheadpressesagainstmyknee.“Iwill

doanythingplease,Iwon’tleaveyouandgo

Ntuthuko.”Anoverwhelmingsenseofdread

consumesher,Ithinkofgettingheraglassofwater

asshestartshyperventilating.Drymouth,chest

movingonitsownaccord.

“Wouldyoucalmdown?”Isnapasthesoundofa

knockatthedoorcatchesourattention.

“Thandiweopenthedoor,areyouinthere?”Iknew

hewouldn’tstayaway,Icouldkillhim.Myarms

wraparoundThandiwe’swaistfrombehindasshe

attemptstoruntothedoor.

“Letme…”Myhandmakesittohermouthintimeto

clogherwords,shekicksandsquirmsinmyarms.

Withmylipspressingonherear,Imutter…



“Youneedtocalmdown,ifyousayanythingtohim,

youwillneverseeyoursonagain.Iamnotkidding

Thandiwe,ifthepeoplewhohaveZuludon’thear

frommeinthirtyminutes,theyhaveorderstotake

himdown.Thenexttimeyouseeyoursonwillbein

atinycoffin.”Ihearherscreaminsobsagainstmy

hand,herbodysinkstothefloorandsheslapsher

mouthtoshuthercries.

“Cleanyourselfup,Idon’twantmybrotherthinking

I’mabusingmywife.”Takingheedofmyrequest,

shetakesaminutetopullherselftogether.She

coulddoabetterjob,butthiswilldo.“Fixyourhair,

youlooklikeFiona.”Iexclaimploddingtothedoor,

Nqabayomziissmartandmightdictateanything.

Thandiwebetterpullthisorhernightmareshave

justbegun.

NqabayomziglaresasIopenforhim,thefireinhis

eyescouldburnhimtoashes,aninfernotoomuch

forhishearttohandle.Hisenquiringyet

apprehensiveeyesflickfrommetoThandiwe,she’s

staringrightback.Thereisawaytheylookateach



other,awaythatbuildsknotsinmystomach,

creatingajealousytypeoffeeling.It’sasiftheyare

oneperson,naturallycommunicatingthrougha

simpleglance.IwouldobjectifIwereinalignment

withthem,butthenIwouldbehailedascrazy.

“HowcanIhelpyoubafo?It’stooearlyforavisit,

don’tyouthink?”Nonchalantly,Iquestion,giving

nothingoff.

“WhatisgoingonNtuthuko?”hestridesinuninvited,

ananxiousgazefixedonmywifeagain.“Whatthe

fuckhaveyoudone?”hehissesasifhisjawis

wiredshut.Hemustbetalkingaboutthebruiseon

herface.

Thatthingshouldhavebeenhealedbynow,he’s

standingbeforeherwithhisprobinghandsthattrail

everyinchofherface.Thandiweallowshimto

touchher.Hehashercheeksinhishands,looking

atherlikesheisapreciousgem.

“WhatdidhedotoyouTan-tan?”Ihearhimwhisper.

“Tellhimwhathappenedtoyou,mylove.Mywife

canbeclumsysometimes.Ialwayssaytowatch



herstep.”Nqabayomzi’spresencemakesme

nervous,Ihavetostaycalm.Thandiwe’shands

stretchtopushhisgripfromhercheeks.

“I’mfine,Ibumpedintothefridge.”Notconvincing,

butitwilldo.Goodgirl.

“Thandiweiseverythingokay?”Hepushes.Ifshe

werelightskinnedherfacewouldberedfrom

suppressedrage,herhunchedformdisplays

acrimonythat’slikeacid,burning,carvingand

intoxicating.WithNqabayomzi’sbackturnedtome,

onelookfrommeputsherbacktoorder.Shestares

blankly.

“Yes,”Icanalmostfeelthefearthathascovered

hervoicelikeabedofdarkcloudscoveringtheblue

sky.

“Youheardher,nowgetout.”Isneerathisloud

throatyhuff,heshiftshisattentiontome,hands

packedintohispockets.Glarepiercingand

threatening,Iwouldthinkheknowswhat’sgoingon.

Apictureofthemstandingtogetherisunsettling,



mymindpointsouthowThandiweappearstobea

pieceofapuzzlethathasbeenremovedfrommy

brother,atenderfaultlessfit.

“Thandiwe,comewithme,”Nqabayomzigrimaces

atmewithademanddirectedtomywife,agape

Thandiwelooksatmewithafar-reaching

desperation.Sheknowswhat’satstake,oneword

andshewillbemotherless.It’sawin-winsituation,

ifIcancallitthat.Nqabayomzikillsmeandwifey

willneverhavehersonback.

“No.”themostdreadedwordintheuniverseandI

loveit.

“Areyouwillingtostayherewiththisabusive

maniac?IsthatwhatyouwantThandiwe?”Hegrips

herwristcompellingly.

“LetgoofmywifeMzi,youhavenoright-”

“You...havenorighttolayahandonher.”Freeing

Thandiwe’shandandmarchingtome,hebarkswith

anaccusatoryfingerpointedatme.I’mobligedto

wobbleback,butquicklystandstill,thisismy

houseandNqabayomziistrespassing.“Noright



bafo,”hefinishes.

“Bafo?”(Brother)Hisstatementtickles,triggering

anunfriendlylaughfromme.“Whatrightdoyou

havetocallmethatafterfuckingaroundwithmy

wife?”

THANDIWE…

Apersoncannotbesubjectedtosuchcruelty,pain

andhelplessness,I’matwarwithmymindand

heart.Ican’tbreathewithallofthisrage

suffocatingme,IwanttoscreamandtellNqaba

thatNtuthukohastakenmyson.Butthatwillbe

puttingabulletthroughZulu’shead,maybeifhe

hadlovedZuluonce,Iwouldcallhimbluffandsing

likeabird.

“YousleptwithmywifeBafo?Youfuckedmywife.”

NtuthukoaccusesNqabaofwhatheknowstobe

false,he’spurposefullyrilinghim.Thesame



Ntuthukowhoisterrifiedofhisbigbrothersuddenly

hastheboldnesstobarkinhisface.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Nqabastandstoo

close,notshowinganyfearorhesitation.

“Iknoweverything,youbastard.”Ntuthukoripostes,

furiouslygloweringathim,thisisagamefor

Ntuthuko.

“Thatweloveeachother.”Nqabasays,everypartof

hisbodylanguagecausal.

“Shesquirts,youknowthat?”Ntuthuko’swords

stingmyheart,thecockybastard.Agrinpullsat

onecornerofNqaba’smouth,Icanalmostfeelthe

energyofhiswrath.

“Didshesquirtbafo?Didshescreamlikethebitch

sheis?”That’sthefinalstrawthatunleashes

Nqaba’swrath,withoneblowhetacklesNtuthuko

wholandsonthefloorwithathud.Nqabastraddles

himandeverystomach-turningblowcomeswitha

loudgroan.

“Iamgoingtokillyou.”Nqabaproclaimsasifkilling

hisbrotherhasbeenonhisvisionboard.Iwatch



thehorrificscene,numbedandshaken.Ntuthuko

hasmyson,hecan’tdie.Hewill,ifIdon’tstop

NqabaandIwillneverfindmyson.

“Nqabastop.”Mymindsaysmove,butmybody

refuses,mylegswon’tobeymeanymore.Wide

eyed,nauseous,myheartracing.Thegrislysightis

nauseating,Icanfeelsalivathickeninginmythroat.

Myheartrateisacceleratingandmymindreplaying

theblood-spatteringpunches.“Nqabastop,please

stop.”Istrainmyvocalchords,emanatingahigh-

pitchedscream.Heswingshisdarkeyestome,I’ve

seendarknessbefore,thekindthatsendschills

downyourspineandthehairsonyourbodyrising.

Thisisnotit,thedarknessinhiseyesisthe

paralysingkind.Ifitcouldhaveavoiceitwouldspit

nothing,butunbearableconfrontations.

“Please.”Awhisperisthelastthingmydiminishing

strengthcanprovide,thelastounceofitdropsme

tomyknees.Mystomachgivesout,lettingme

knowthatI’mabouttopassout.Itfeelslikethe



innardsarebeingreplacedbyablackhole.The

nauseacreepsfrommyabdomentomyheadand

theworldfallsblack.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

16…

NQABA…

Littlebrothersgetyoulikenothingelse,brutally

loyalandoverprotective.TherewasatimewhenI

waseverythingtoNtuthuko,beforemotherdecided

topoisonhismindagainstme.Hewasalwaysher

goldenboy,theappleofhereye.Shehatedhowhe

shadowedeverythingIdid.

TheboywouldremindmehowIwasthebest

brotherinworld,ofcourseIwouldlaughandcall

himstupid,wrappingthewordwithlove.His

admirationformechangedwhenheturnedthirteen,



wegrewapartandsomehowIthinkBarbrahad

everythingtodowithit.

Joburgmadehimworse,hecamebackhaughty

andunkind.SuddenlyIwasn’tthecoolbrother

anymore,Iwastheuneducatedcowherder.Surehe

didn’thavetheboldnesstosayittomyface,I

wouldoverhearhimandBarbrahavingalaugh

aboutmymisfortunebehindaveilofgossip.Ilove

himstill,weareofthesamebloodline.

Honestly,Idon’tknowhowtofeelaboutthis

situationweareentombedin,hurtinghimisnotmy

intention,IamtrappedbetweenthewomanIlove

andmylittlebrotherwhoiscagedinBarbra’sclaws.

Iwokeuptoatextthismorningfromanameless

number,sayingIshouldcheckonThandiwe.There

weremissedcallsfromheraswellandthat’swhen

panicsettledin.

“Hellopolice,amanbrokeintomyhouseand

attackedmeandmywife.”IhearNtuthukosayasI



placeanunconsciousThandiweonthecouch.

Stirringmyalertnesstohim,Ifindhimdragginghis

injured-selfupfromthefloor.Thecockybastard.I

don’tcareaboutthatrightnowandhisthreatsdon’t

fazeme.

“Stayawayfrommywife.”Hecommandsafterhis

call,jawthrustforwardwithexasperation.Thisis

howhespeakstomenow?

“Seewhatyou’vedone?”Acomplaintparadesout

ofmymouth,hisnarrowedeyestrailmyhandthat’s

pointingatThandiwe.“Isthiswhatyouwanted?Do

youlikeseeingherlikethis?”Hestudiesherwitha

criticalsquint,unbothered.Thereforehesnorts,

pushingmefromherpresence.

“Easywiththeinterrogationbafo,Iwouldbe

runningifIwereyou.”Hisvoicetingleswith

menace.“Thepoliceareontheway.”Acloudof

warningsettlesonhisfeatures,thesmuglookhe

holdshasconvincedhimthathemadeasmart

move.

“I’mnotgoinganywhereuntilThandiwewakesup.”I



mutterspacingthewordsevenly.

“Suityourself,butstayawayfrommywife.Shewill

beokay.Ofcourseshewouldfaint,youwere

beatingupherhusband.Themansheloves.”He

highlightsthelaststatement,arrogantlyso.Idon’t

knowwhathe’stryingtoprove.IthurtsmethatIam

atwarwithhimandthereisnothingIcandoabout

it.Barbrahasbrainwashedhim,heisfargonewith

nohopeofsalvation.

Ihavetostandbackandwatchhimtakecareofher,

thewomanIlove,myThandiwe.Shewasmine

beforehim,asweetinnocentgirlwhoknewnothing

aboutloveandhowtoholdaman’shand.

“Whydidyouwaitalltheseyearstopursuemywife,

bafo?”Thequestioncomesunexpected,he’s

placingacoldwettoweloverhertemple,yethis

witheringgazeremainsonme.

Itwasn’tplanned,thenewsoftheirweddingcame

asasurprise.MaybeIwastoofocusedonstaying

awayfromThandiwethat,Imissedallthesethings,

ormaybetheweddingwaspurposefullykeptfrom



me.

Thedancewesharedattheweddingchangeditall,

holdingherinmyarmsagainarousedthedeep

passionthathadbeensmotheringmeforyears.I

wouldstayaway,butIhavebecomeapuppetto

thisselfishheart.

There’sasuddenknockatthedoorwhichNtuthuko

gladlyattendsto,IwashopingthatThandiwewould

beawakebynow.Withmybrothersnitchingonme

tothetwopoliceofficers,Itaketheopportunityto

slip(ubuhlalu)abeadedbraceletonherwrist,my

heartleapsandmysoulreactsasIamtakenback

tothedayshegavemethisbracelet.ThedayIleft

thevillageforthecity.

Undoubtedly,Ntuthukoisnarratingsomehocus

pocus,judgingbythelookstheyaregivingme.Iam

notacowardtorun,howeverIwillneedbackup

andIknowjustwhotocall.

“Mzisto,Mazistos.Mzistariza,Mzistnator.Awu



sukamadoda,NqabayomziBiyase.Ugrand

ntwana?”(Areyougood?)Ifonlylifecanbeas

brightasNeo’spersonality.

“Ineedyourhelp,thepolicearetakingmein.”

“Whereareyou?”Histonetransitionsfromplayful

tostern.

“Roodepoort.”

“I’llbethere.”Neohascomethroughformeinthe

past,Ihaveknownhimfortwoyears.Ifanyoneis

loyal,itisNeoandmybrainhasconvincedmethat

hewouldtakeabulletforme.Asmuchasheisa

coward,heisagreatfriend.

IfighttheurgetolayakissonThandiwe’stemple

whenmybrotherandthemeninblueapproach.

IamaskedmultiplequestionswhichIdon’tgive

answersto.Whatisthepointwhenthey’lltakeme

instill?

“Don’ttouchme,”Isnapasthepolicemantriesto

gripmywrist.Hemovesaninchbacknotgivingme

enoughspacetobreathe.



“Nexttimeyou’llstayawayfrommyfamilyaffairs

bafo,mywifeandsonareofflimits.”Iseepride

dancingonhisface,oneofthesedaysIwillwipe

thatwickedsmileoff.I’llneedtodoaDNAteston

Zuluassoonaspossible,ifheismysonthenI

wanthimawayfromNtuthuko.

BULELWA

Mandlahasnotimingwhatsoever,afterachieving

inavoidinghimforsolong.Themanambushesme

at7aminthemorning,hedemandedthatImake

himacupoftea.Iwouldaddmyspecialingredient

ifIwereinthemood,mydayhasbeenruined.

“Here’syourteaNdlondlo.”Ithinkhesensesmy

foulmood,Ijustwanttodisappear.Ihatehowhe’s

scrutinizingmeunderhisgaze,Iwouldthinkhe’s

measuringmejusttoseeifIwillfitinacoffin.This

manisaftermylife.



“Whyareyoustillinyournightwearson?Menare

outtherehardatworkandyou’reonlywakingup

now?”Gagme.

“It’sbarely8ambaba.”Islouchonthecouch,too

tiredtoentertainhim.

“Situpstraight,”hesnaps“andwhatarethose

bunnythingsonyourfeet?Doyoucallthose

shoes?”Dammit,howdidImissthese?Ipushmy

feetunderthetable.

“SleepersNdlondlo,theymakemyfeetwarm.”He

snortsatmyretort.

“Iblameyourmother,shespoilsyoualot.”Actually,

hespoilsmealot.“IfoundaspotforyouatR.S

Logistics,you’restartingtomorrow.”He’sa

shareholderatthiscompany.

“Youwantmetodoaninetofive?”IknewIforgot

todosomethingthismorning,fromtodayIwill

makeitapointtocleanmyearsfirstthinginthe

morning.Mandlaistalking,butIamnot

understandingwhathe’ssaying.

“Yes,”hesaysandIhavetodoublecheck.



“YestowhatNdlondlo?”Withuttermostrespect,I

questionthismanwhosepresenceismakingmy

armpitsitchandIhaveanitchdownthere.Infact

everyhairypartonmybodyisitching.

Itakeafewsecondstoremovemygownwhile

waitingforhimtoexplainthis‘yes’thathasme

suffocating.Bulelwadoesn’tdoaninetofive,I’m

stillakid.Enjoyinghismoney.Stuckinanofficewill

ruinmysociallife.

“Yestoyourquestion,you’reamannowandwillbe

ahusbandsoon.Youneedtolearnresponsibility.”

Thedevilisouttogetme,apparentlyIhavebeen

havingtoomuchfunonhisterritory.

“Ican’tgetmarried-”misguidedlymyvoice

upsurges,hismouthformsintoanunpleasanttwist

andhisnostrilsflare.Youdon’traiseyourvoiceat

thisman,hedemandsrespect.Heseesitasaright

becausehewaspartofthecrewthatescaped

EgyptwithMoses.Ancient.Iclearmythroatdueto

hiseyesthataresayingsomethingIwouldnotlike



tohear.

“NgenhloniphoefaneleNdlondlo,Idon’twanttoget

married.”(Withallduerespect.)Thewordsslip

throughmytongueandIinstantlyfallintoregretas

hegivesmeafairlylethallook.

“Whatdoyoumean?Whatkindofamanwillyoube

ifyoudon’ttakeawife?”Mandlaistoosmartaman

toletsuchnonsensicalthingsspewoutofhis

mouth,heshouldbeashamedofhimself.“Orare

youthattype?”Heshootsdaggersatmethathave

mewishingIwasfatherless.Whatdoeshemean

thattype?

“What…type?”Iask,regretsittingonmyheadnow.

“ThatZondoboyBhekizizwe,hetouchesmenina

wayamanwouldtouchawoman.”Zondoboy?And

again,thegorillaprovesthatheisfromthejungle,

spittingnonsense.It’sthetwentyfirstcentury,he

livesinJohannesburgforPete’ssake.

“He’sgay?”Apuckergrowsbetweenhiseyebrows.

Ihavetoadjustmyselfontheseat,he’sprobingme

withhisimpassiveglare.Ican’ttellwhathe’s



thinking,hisfaceisblank.

“Lowomsanganowabantuabasha.”(Thatmadness

theyoungpeopleareaccustomedto.)”Myfather

ladiesandgentlemen.

“Thebibleisagainstit.Amancannotlustafter

anotherman,itsaysinthebookofTimothy…”Since

whendoesthismanreadthebible?Idoubthehas

one,andsincewhendoeshepreach?Mightaswell

givehimapodium.Biblebashingdoesnotbecome

him.

Youthoughttheworldwasbad?Howabouthaving

ahomophobeforafather?Thesamemanwho

taughtyouhowtowalk,bloodyhell,he’sbeenmy

herosincemyeyescouldrecognizehim.HowdoI

tellhimthathiswordsarebreakingme?ThatIam

theverysamepersonhehates,yetIamhissonand

nothingwilleverchangethat.

“Kodwababa,homosexualityisnotevil.Beinggay

isnotadiseasenorisitacurse.Whymust…”

“Gcinumzi!”Withaheftyscrutiny,heputsmeinan



uncomfortableposition,Itakemyeyesawayfrom

hisheavyglare.“Areyousupportingthat

nonsense?”IwishIcouldhatehim.

“Ndlondlo,I’mjust…”

“Youbetternotbeacquaintedwiththosepeople.Or

theywillturnyouintooneofthem.”

'Yoursonisfuckinggay’Ishoutinwardly,onedayI

willshoutatthetopoftheroof.

“IhadtoendmyfriendshipwithZondobecausehe

failedtoteachhissongoodmorals,it’san

abomination.”Hespeakswithhateandresentment

inhisvoice,Iwouldn’twanthimtofeelthisway

aboutme.

“Willthatbeallbab'Mandla?”Ihavetostophimor

hewillgoonthewholeday,hescowls,alookof

displeasurecaressinghisface.

“Icametoinformyouaboutyourjob,thatwillbeall

fornow.We’lltalkabouttherestthiscoming

weekend.”That’sifIwillbeavailable,Mr.Tealover



leavesafteremptyinghiscup.NexttimeI’lladd

Brooklux.Itakeithiswifehasn’ttoldhimabout

Lindiwe’spredicament,that’swhatheshouldbe

focusingonandleavemethehellalone.

NQABA…

“Thankyouforcomingthrough.”Neowaswaitingat

thepolicestationwhenwearrived.Ididn’tthinkhe

wouldbringStyleswith,he’stalkingtothedetective

whilewewaitoutside.

“Don’tmentionit.HowdoesMr.Goody-twoshoes

likeyouendupinaplacelikethis?”

“Mybrother.”

“Ntuksgotyouarrested?Whywouldhedothat?

Youatehisleftovers?”Hefindshumourinhis

remark.

“Yourbrothercalledthecopsonyou?What?Did

youeathisleftovers?”StylesrepeatsNeo’s

absurdityashenearsus.



“NahanaStylos,gettingmearrestedbecauseIate

yourfood.”NeoisamusedandsoisStyles,they

followbehindmestupidlylaughing.Iwanttobe

upset,butIcan’thelptheminorgrinpullingatthe

edgeofmymouth.Iamsurroundedbyidiots.

“It’sdaysliketheseImissRandall,youtwoarelike

kidsandIcan’tbeseeninpublicwithclowns.”The

commentfuelstheirlaughter.“Iwasthinkingwe

drivethroughMcDonaldsandgetyoutwoakiddie’s

meal.”NeoclickshistonguewhileasStylesgivesa

quietlaughwithaheadshake.

“Oanyelantwana.”(You’retalkingcrap.)Yes,you

don’tinsultNeoandexpecthimtokeepquiet.They

demandtoknowwhymybrotherwouldwanttosee

mebehindbars,soIbriefthemin.

We’redrivingtoRobertshamPrimaryschool,Ineed

tofetchZulu.Myfirstthoughtistogethimaway

fromNtuthuko.IfheiscapableofhittingThandiwe,

Ican’timaginewhathewoulddotoZulu.Styles

hastakenthedriver’sseat,Neoisperchedbeside



himandhastunedintoaPediradiostation.

“ThobelaFM,againNeo?”Stylescomplainsasif

thisisaregular.

“Mymotherisgoingtobeonradio,shesaidto

watchoutbecause-”

“…shegaveaspeechatchurchanditwillbe

broadcastedonThobelaFM.”Brownedoff,Styles

throwsin,mimickingNeo’svoice.“It’sbeentwo

monthsalready,Idoubttheradiostationhasthe

recording.”Heconcludes.

“Jealousydoesn’tsuityouStylos,leaveittoyour

exes.”Neo’sclapback.

“Gotohell.”OffenseteasesStyles,heimmediately

brushesitoffbycoughingoutachuckle.

“Mziryza,”Neodecidestoshiftshisattentiontome.

“Areyousuretheboyisyours?”

“Ihaveneverbeensureofanythinginmylife,

Peanutismyson.”BoldlyIsay,Neoregardsme

withashort-livedinquisitivelookandgivesmea

sigh.Idon’tknowwhatitmeans.



“HowwillyougettheDNAtestdonewithouthis

mother?Styloscanhelpyou,though.”Stylesnods

inagreement,Iwillhavetodecline.Theyhavedone

enoughforme,moreoveritcan’tbethatdifficultto

getaDNAtest.

“Maybe.”Heisnotcontentedwithmyanswer,

hencethecockedbrow.“What?”Iask,hiseyesare

filledwithcuriosity.

“Nothing,justthatyouandUzearesoalike.Proud.”

hesayswithasmile.

“Well.”Ashrugearnsmeanotherdisapprovinglook,

beforeheturnsbacktotheroadahead.

Atschoolwe’retoldthatZuluhasbeentransferred.

It’smid-year,whywouldtheydothat?

“Somethingisnotright,”Noneofthismakessense.

“Isuggestyoustayawayfromyourbrotherandhis

familyfornow,ifyouwanttostayoutofprison.”

Stylesadvicesasweheadbacktothecar,I’mnot

sureIcantakeit,notafterwitnessingthebruises

onThandiwe’sface.



“EishnahanaMzintwana,Idon’tseethisending

well.Thatbig-headedbrotherofyoursonahana

horekeDuduzaneZuma.ThisisnotNkandla,he’ll

gethurtifhe’snotcareful.”(Yourbrotherthinks

he’sDuduzane’sZuma.)

Iknowwhathe’simplyingandIknowhowthese

twosettlescores,neverthelessthereisapossibility

thatmybrothercanbesaved.

THANDIWE…

It’sthesameeachday,withthemorningcomesa

soundlessgriefthatcan’tbereduced,mybabyhas

beenawayfrommeforthreedays.Ionlyspoketo

himonce.Eachdaymovesonuntilit’safternoon

andthenpanicvisitsme,itgrowsstrongerinthe

evening.

Mybodyhasspiralledintoexhaustion,ifonlyI

coulddislocatemyspiritfrommybody,maybeask

Godtokeepitforawhileandletmerestin

quietness.Iwanttobenumb,freefromthe



excruciatingpainthatsuckseverybreathinme.I

wanttoclosemyeyesandsleepforaminuteuntilI

havemyangelback,onlythencanGodreturnwhat

Ihavegivenhimtokeep.Mysoul.

Ntuthukowon’ttellmewheremybabyisorwho

he’swith,onlyshowsmesnippetfootagesofhim

andthat’sonlywhenhe’sinahappymood.Imiss

mychildsomuchithurts.

NtuthukopublicisedthathegotNqabaarrested,I

can’tevenbegintoimaginehowhe’sdoing.

Barbra’sbratsaidnottovisitNqaba,Ithinkhe’s

havingmefollowed.ButIneedtoseemyheartand

maybeapologiseforbringingtroubleuponhislife.I

haveonmywristthebraceletIhadgivenhim

beforeheleftforthecity,hemust'veputitonme

whileIwasout.

Itmakesmefeelclosertohim,almostasifhe's

herewithme.

Theinsignificantotherforcedmeoutofthehouse,

saidgotoworklestpeoplebecomesuspicious.I



can’tsharemyburdenswithanyone,Zulu’slife

dependsonmysilence.

“Thandiwe.”Ihaven’tmadeittomydeskyetand

Celeisoutformyblood.LasttimeIwasatwork

wasdaysago,howdidIforgettoreportmy

absence.Thispervertisgoingtofireme.

“Yes.”Helooksatmeupanddown,it’snotthe

usualspine-chillingsearch.He’sjudgingme,

probablymyattireorthebagsundermybushed

eyes.Insomniaforceditswayintomylife,itcame

andfoundmepowerless.

“Areyouokay?”Likeheevercareshowhis

employeesaredoing,thefeebleshrugIgive

answershisquestion.Hepusheshisofficedoor

openandgestureswithhishandthatIenterandI

amnotdoingthat.I’msafehere,whereeveryone

canseeus.

“Relaxwillyou?IbelieveIwasmisunderstoodlast

time,Iwouldnevertouchanywoman

inappropriately.IfIgaveyouthewrongimpression,



forgiveme.”Lessonsonhowtogetawaywith

murder,goshIalmostbelievehim.

“Okay.Isthatall?Ihavetogettowork.”Ididnot

plantobeabitch,butthismanconstantlyforces

thecrownonmyhead.Idon’tgivehimachanceto

excuseme,butbeginthedreadedwalktomywork

station.

There’ssomeoneonmydesk,Ididn’tgeta

notificationthatI’vebeenreplaced.

“Excuseme.”Isay,readytothrowquestionsatthe

person.Ayoungladymoveswiththeswivelchair,

shesmilesimmediatelyashereyesmeetmine.

“Hey,”she’stoochirpy.

“Hi,”myspiritistoolowtoreturnasmile.

“I’mnewhere,Iwastoldthatyouweregoingtotrain

me,”shereveals.

“Trainyou?Aren’tyoualittletooyoungtobe

working?Shouldn’tyoubeatschoolorsomething?”

Celeishiringsmallgirlsnow?Ihopehedidn’tsleep



withher,she’ssoyoung.Theladysighsandher

obviousirritationcompelshertorollhereyes.

“Iknow,right?”ShehuffsasIgesturethatshe

movesfrommyseat.“That’swhatItoldbrother,but

he’ssostubborn.Hethinkshe’salwaysright.

SometimesIhatehim…”It’stooearlytobetalkative,

sheblabbersnonestopandinstantlyIamreminded

ofBulelwa.Theywouldbuttheads,fightingonwho

shouldgofirst.

“Apparentlythisisapunishmentforhangingwith

thewrongcrowd,I’myoungandyouonlyliveonce.

SometimesIthinkhewantsmetobelikehiswife.

Boring.She’stwoyearsolderthanme,Iloveher,

butheythatgirlneedstolivealittle.OnedayItook

hertothisclubandbrotheralmostsentmebackto

Ghana,evenaftershetookthefallforme.IthinkI

wassleepingwhenIfilledthebrother’sapplication

form,Imust’vewrittenHitlerbecauseGod

delivered.”Gosh.Willsheeverstoptalking?

“ListenIhaveworktodo,Ihavealottocatchupon.

Youcanjustsitthereandobserve,we’llresume

trainingtomorrow.”Isayandbringaboutabrash



smileonherface.Myeyebrowsriseasshebegins

wigglingherlittlehipswhilehummingtoasongI’m

nothabituatedto.

“SoIdon’thavetodoanythingtoday?”Herquery

comeswithenthusiasm,IdoubtIwillbeableto

keepupwithherenergy.

“Yes,justdon’troamaroundtheoffice.Theboss

bites.”Literally.

“Oh,Imethimalready.He’skindofcreepy,”her

facetellsmethatshehasfallenvictimofCele’s

pervertedwanderingeyes.

“You’llbegoodifyoustayoutofhisway,lunchisat

oneandweknockoffat04:30pm.”Herdownward

smileisfunnyandadorable.

“That’sbasicallythewholeday,whenwillIseemy

friends?Brothergavemeacurfew,‘behomeatfive

IfeanyiorIwillsendyoubacktoGhana’.”She

mimicsanunfamiliarmalevoiceandIthinkshe

rollshereyesalot.“Yoh!Iamtired,Ghanathis,

Ghanathat.HeshouldbeinGhananotme,

hypocrite.”Isenseloveandhostilityinhertone,



theyareinconflict.Shelovesherbrother,buthates

himaswell.

“YournameisIfeanyi?”Ihavetostopherprattling

orIwillnevergetanythingdone,theflashysmile

pullsathermouthonceagain.

“Yes,IfeanyiOkolie.CallmeIfe,”I’mgivenahandto

shake,abigsmile…teethoutandeyessparkling.

“Thandiwe,callmeThindiwe.”Isay…

“Tan-tan.”Adeepvoiceresounds,myheartshould

stopjumpingtomythroat,Ihatethisfeelingand

whatishedoinghere?Ican’tfacehim,whatifI

breakdown?

Tobecontinued

BURN
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THANDIWE…



“Nqaba?”Ican’tdictatethelookonhisface,he

shiftshiseyestoIfewhocrossesherarmsoverher

chest,beamingatNqaba.Thecrinkleonhis

foreheadshouldhaveherwalkingaway,butthegirl

isstagnant.

“Ife.”Ihavetosnapheroutofhermeddlesomeness.

Ahuffandalittleattitudeinherwalk,shestrides

away.

“Howareyou?”I’matwork,heshouldn’tbe

standingthisclose.Imisshimthoughand

everythingheis,Iwanttoconfideinhim.

“Ithoughtyouwereinjail.”Isay,observingtheairy

officeasIfeelheavyeyesonme.WhyisCele

alwaysstandingathisofficedoor?Doesn’thehave

work?He’slookingrightatus,Nqabacan’tseehim

ashiseyesareexaminingme.

“Canwetalk?”Firmnessplaysaroundhisvoice.

“Ihaveafewminutestospare.”Nooneeveruses

thebathroominthemorning.Myheartleapsatthe

soundofhissluggishfootfallbehindme,somehow

Iamastoundedthatheishere.



Alumponmythroatmakesithardformetohold

backmytears,bythetimeIenterthebathroomthey

arestreamingdownmyface.Myarmsenwrap

aroundhimthemomentheshutsthedoorandI

clingtohim,seepsoftearsintensifying.

ThisisallIcando,holdontohim.Buryingmyface

onhischest,Iknotmyfistsinhisshirt,pullinghim

harderagainstme.He’snotsayinganything,his

musclesaretense…chestrisingandfallingand

breathragged.

Hisarmswrappedaroundmebringthekindof

peaceIcravefor,acalmingofthestorminmyheart.

InhisembraceIstarttobelievethatfearisalie,

thattheworldisfilledwithnothing,butlight.

Induecourse,Imanagetocomposemyself.Nqaba

gripsmyhead,hismouthknottedoddly,brows

crowdedtogetherinafrown.

“Iknewthatsomethingwaswrong,tellmewhat

happenedTan-tan.”



“I’mtiredNqaba,Iwanttojumpoutofmyskinor

fadeintoextinction.IamsuffocatingandyetIcan’t

bringmyselftotakemylife.”Igriphisunshaven

faceintomyhands,hiseyesarestraightand

investigative.Hewantstoknowwhatisreallygoing

on.“I’minsomuchpain,Iwantedtocometoyou

likeachildneedingyoukissitbetter.Ntuthukosaid

youwereinjail,areyouokay?”Henods,removing

myhandsfromhisface.Henestlesmycheeks

instead,histhumbsswipingawaythetears.

“Ishehittingyou,Tan-tan?”Thequestionmoves

throughgrittedteeth.

“Ithappenedonce.”Hismouthpinchesshutasif

holdingbackfromwhathereallywantstosay.

“That’stheleastofmyworries,listentome.You

can’tconfronthimafterItellyouthisorhewillkill

him.”

“Killwho?”Hiseyesgaze,intently.

“Mybaby,Ntuthukohasmyson.HetookZulufrom

meandsaidhewillkillhimifItellanyone.”Iexpect

himtopanicbut,hestaresblanklyunreadable.



“Isthiswhyhetransferredhimfromschool?”I

didn’tknowaboutthat.

“Possibly,hetookhimoutofthecountry,Iwantmy

sonNqaba.”Hemovestostandagainstthewall,

deepinthoughtandhiseyesnotmeetingmine.

“Why?”Hequestionswithatinysigh,I’mnotused

tothecoldtone.“Whyishedoingthis?Whywould

hetakePeanutaway?”

“Heknowsaboutus,thatZulucouldbeyourson.I

toldhimthatIwantoutandhewentcrazy,

threatenedamurdersuicideifIweretoleavehim.”

IthurtsmorewhenItalkaboutit,nailsdigintomy

crossedarmstosupressthepain.“WhenItriedto

escapewithZulu,heandyourmotherstoppedme.

ThenextmorningZuluwasgone,heshouldn’tknow

thatItoldyouorhewillhavemysonkilled.”

“Mother?”Hesaysquietlyandmanicallyrubshis

headasifholdingbackscreamsoffrustration.

“She’shelpinghim,she-”Iswallowmywordsashe

pullsoutaphonefromthepocketofhisjeans.



“Makhathini,kunjanindodaendala?”(Howareyou

oldman?)

He’stalkingtohisfather,theyhaveafewchortles

beforeheannounceshisvisit.“Come.”Heoffersan

embraceafterdroppingthecall,Icanbreatheinhis

arms.

“Areyougoingtotellhim?Whatifhetellsyour

mother?She’llreportbacktoNtuthukoandthey’ll…”

myvoicewaverswitheachsyllable,overwroughtby

what’stocome.

“Idon’twantyoutoworryaboutanything,youwill

haveyoursonbackThandiwe.”Hereplies,hisvoice

lowandrasping.

“Whatareyougoingtodo?”Ineedtoknow,instead

Igetaglancethatshutsmeup.

“Rememberthis?”He’sreferringtothebraceleton

mywrist,hislipsfindtheirwaytomyhand.“You

gaveittomethedayIleftthevillage.Remember

whatyousaid?”Everyword.



“Itmighttakeusmonths,yearsoralifetime,butour

lovewillalwaysfindus.”Isay,takingusbacktothe

dreadedday,Ihadtobidmybelovedgoodbye.His

eyesaresmilingandhisauraislight.

“Myheartwillneverforgetyou,”hestrollsdown

memorylanewithme.Thewordsechoinmyears

andseepintomyheart,soothingeveryinchofit.

Nqabacushionsmyfacewithhislargehandsand

brusheshisnosealongsidemine.

Myarmsworkaroundhimandrestonhisback,he

leansdown,hislipsfaintlyagainstmine…asubtle

kiss…barelytouching.Theyaresoftandwarm.He

feelslikehomeandIfeelsafewhenI’mwithhim.

“Myheartwillneverforget-”therestofmywords

arelostagainsthismouth,heputshishandonthe

backofmyhead,pullingmeclosertohim.He

kissesmemildlyandcautiouslylikeIwouldcrackif

heweretobeunkempt.Astrangesoundpullsme

outofthekiss…

“Doyouhearthat?”There’sawhimperingsound



comingfromthecloseddoorsituatedatthecorner.

“What?”Hisinquisitivenesscomeswithafaceof

uttercasualness,he’snottakenabacklikeIam,his

bodyisasrelaxedashisface.

“Someoneiscrying.”Hesendsmeanunusualstare

thathasmequestioningmyrationality.“Hello,is

anybodythere.”Aneedtoinspectthestrangenoise

arouses,itsetsmeoffmyfeet,slowlyleadingmeto

thedirection.

Atightgripmyaroundmymiddlestopsme,Nqaba

ispullingmebacktohim.Eyebrowsupstretched

withaquestionIcannotmakeout.

“Don’t,”thereisahintofwarninginhisword,butto

describehisfacialexpressionwouldbedescribing

ablankpieceofpaper.

TheagonisingcriesintensifyasNqabacupsmy

cheekandsnugglesmyneck.“Please,divertyour

mindfromwhateveryou’rehearing.It’snotthere

Tan-tan.”Hecontinues…carelesswhispers…his

lipspressedagainstmyneck.Idon’tknowwhatto



believe,hisvoiceorthestrangesnivelsofachild.

IwishIcouldsayitdoesn’tfreezeeverythinginme.

It’snotthefirsttimetastingthisfear…thatday

whenIwasoutatBreewithNqabaandatthe

apartment…

Withoneglance,Imoveawayfromhimto

investigatethematter.

“Tan-tan,thereisnoonethere.”Somethingabout

thewayhesaysthistellsmethat,heknowsIam

goingcrazy.Iignorehimandrushtocheck,the

doorisslightlyopen,barelyacrack.

Idon’taskanything,butpushitfully,tofindthe

bare-footed,redraincoat-wearinglittlegirl,standing

ontopofthetoiletseat.Herheadbowedandbody

whimperinginsobs.Theworlddropsthroughmy

feet,myfacefallsfasterthanadeadbody,mouth

hangsopenandeyesaswideastheycouldstretch.

“Nqaba.”Myvoicesmanagestobreakfree,he’s

standingnexttomelookingatthesamething,but

hisstareremainsblank.Can’theseeher?



“NowyouknowthatIamnotcrazy,right?Youcan

seehertoo,right?”I’moglingathim,desperately

waitingforaconfirmation.Heturnstolookatme

andthefirstthingIseeispityglazinghiseyes.

“I’mnotcrazyNqaba,”thefirstthoughtistodefend

myself.“She’sthere,look.”Myfingerrushesto

pointinthetoilet,myeyesfollowandeverything

aroundmeshattersasIfindnothing.HowlongwillI

dwellinpanic?Willmyheartbeabletohandleitone

moretime?

“We’llfigurethisoutTan-tan,you’renotalone.”A

nicewayoftellingmethatIamcrazy,isthiswhereI

willalwayshide?Inhisarms?WhatwillIdowhenI

loseitandhe’snotaround?

“Ineedtogetoutofhere.”Iintroduce.

“Icantakeyousomewhereelse.”ThenIwouldhave

tokissthislousyjobgoodbye,somethingIamnot

readyfor.



“No,IneedtoworkorI’llgocrazyfromover

thinking.”

Yeah!IknowIwillnotbecomingbacktothe

bathroom,Ineedtoseemymotherandtellherwhat

hasbeenhappeningtome.Sheisaprayerwarrior

andmostlikelyGodwillhearher.

BULELWA…

DaythreeandIfeellikeIhavebeenherefora

month,thisissomethingIwillnevergetused.I

wentandcriedmommy,butmommysupportsher

husband,Icouldn’tbesavedfromthistorture.

“Bulelwa,thebosswantstoseeyouinhisoffice.”

Mantosays,standingovermydesk.It’sherdesk

actually,she’stheeyesandearsofR.SLogistics.

Hasbeenshowingmethecornersandevery

irrelevantthinghertalkative-selfthoughtIshould

know.



“Finally,Ithoughtthisdaywillnevercome.”

ApparentlytheCEOhardlycomestotheoffice,Iwill

finallybesigningthedarncontracttoday.

“Comein.”Amalevoiceshoutsfromtheinside,I

slideintofindhimonthephone.HegesturesthatI

takeasitonachairbeforehim.Theofficeis

spacious,notmuchinit,atable…threechairs…a

oneseatercouchandbookshelfbythebigwindow

thatoverlooksthecityofJoburg.Icanseethe

Vodacombigbuildingfromhere.

“YoucomplainwhenIdon’tcallyouandwhenIdo,

youwantmetohurryupandcutthecall.Idon’t

knowwhatwomenwantanymore.”Thebosssays

overthephone,theconversationseemstohave

beengoingonforawhile.

“Mehemmacomeon,youcan’tbeupsetbecause

ofthat.”GreatnowImustsitinhereandlistento

hisconversation,notthatImind.Ilovetheimages

playinginmyheadrightnow…me…him…mybed…

I’mthebottomandhe’smytop…he’stheperfect



freakandlikeasymphonywefitwithoutaglitch.In

mymindhetastesasgoodashelooks…Bar-One

chocolate.

Myponderingisinterruptedbysomeoneclearing

theirthroat.Oh,it’sMr.Chocolate-man,hisfrown

wipestheseductivesmileonmyfacethatwas

broughtabouttheimagesheldinmymind.

Ishoothimabashfulsmile,it’snotreciprocated

andIamtemptedtoironoutthefurrowedbrowon

hisface.He'dprobablykillme.

“Okay,okay,Iloveyoutoo.”Iheardthat,hiseyes

moveawayfrommeashewhispers.“Wearthatnet

thingyougotyesterday,”aseductivetone,hewants

totalkdirty.

Whydidheletmeinthen?NowImustlistentothis

finethingseducehiswife,whyaretheyummyones

married?Menandthosebigringsthatarespottable

fromadistance,argh.

Hewrapsupthecallandfinally,Icanbethecentre

ofhisattention.



“BulelwaMsibi?”Hesays,flippingthroughmyfile.

“Theoneandonlydarling.”Can’tbeforwardwith

thisone,hisunfriendlyfaceisnotlettingmeoutof

myshell.

“Yourfathersaidtoappointyouonthethirdfloor.”

Theremustbesomethingonmynosebecausehe

stillrefusestoacknowledgeme.

“What’shappeningonthethirdfloor?”Therebetter

beagaystripclubandI’llbemanagingit.

“You’llbeadriver.”Hesays,shockingmerightoff

mysocks.

“Adriver?”Myvocalsoundsqueaks,thisiswhenhe

liftshiseyesandfrownsatme.“I’msorry,Ican’tbe

adriverdarling.”Hisbrowelevatesinquestion,

maybetheyshouldhavegottensomeoneelseto

interviewme.Thismanisworsethanmyfather,

thatgorillaisgoingtopayforthis.

Whatwillmydriversay?Babawillprobablyfirehim?

Itwon’tcomeasasurpriseifhetakesmycarand

forcesmetousetaxisasmeansoftransport.



“That’snotmyproblem,you’llhavetobringitup

withyourfather.We’rerunningabusinesshereMr.

Msibi,notadaycare.”

“Okay,aslongasIwillbedrivinganicecar,nota

taxi.”Ireturn.

“Thisisalogisticscompany,wedealwithtrucks.”I

mightaswellgrowapotbellyifI’mgoingtobea

truckdriver.Fathersdon’tabandontheirkids

anymore,theydothiskindofshit.Mandlahad

twentythreeyearstotellme,Iwasadesignated

truckdriver.Ihatesurprises.

“WillIhavetowearsafetyshoesandadungaree?”

Mylifeisover,themanfrownsorisitpermanent?I

haven’tseenhissoftexpression,yet.Ishouldhave

atalkwithhiswife,shecan’tstarvesuchasexy

beastlikehim.Iwouldn’tmindtakingherplace.

“Mr.Msibi.”Argh!Iwouldratherliveinmy

imagination,thankyou.“Doyougetlostinyour

thoughtsalot?”Ifonlyheknew.

“Sorrydarling.”Ibitemytongueandchidemyself,

thisisaworkplace.Ineedtocontrolmyraging



hormones.“I’msorrysir.”Mysincereapologyisnot

warmlywelcomedbythisgrumpyman.

“Here’syourcontract,youcangothroughitwhen

yougethome.Mantowillshowyouwhereyou’llbe

working,youruniformwillbedeductedfromyour

monthlysalary.”Iwouldratherdie.

“Auniform?Ohdarling,Bubudoesn’tdouniforms.

Lookatthisbody,Ican’truinmyimage.”

“Pity,that’swhatyourfatherinstructed.”Saysa

loftycolouredman,walkingintheoffice.Ihave

beeninthisgod-forsakenplaceforthreedaysand

notoncedidIbumpintothesepeople.

“Mmmmhh,youlooklikeyoutastelikevanilla,

dilutedbutIdon’tmind.Hiiii.”Oh!Thisonesmiles.I

havenointentiontohidemysexualityinpublicand

theylooktooyoungtobefriendswithMandla,soI

amsafe.

“GcinumziMsibi?”Heshakesmystretchedout

hand,Iwashopingforakiss.



“Bulelwadarling,butyoucancallme,Bubu.”

“Bubu…right.”HehandstheBarOnemanafile.“I

takeitRandallhasfilledyouinonyourjob

description.”

“Yes,Randysaid…”IhavetofaceRandallashe

clearshisthroat,dismissingmyforwardness.Heis

notgoingtosmileanytimesoon.“ImeanMr.

RandallsaidIhavetowearauniformanddrive

trucks.”Mycomplaintsareneverignored,thereis

hope.

“Yes,IheardthatBulelwa.”Heshakeshishead

amusedly

“Can’tyouputmesomewhereelse?Like,maybe…

yourPAorRandy’s…ImeanRandall’sPA.”I

wouldn’tmindmoppingjusthisoffice.

“ThatwillbeallBulelwa,Mantowillknowwhatto

do.”Randallsays,grumpierthanwhenIcamehere.

HegetsuptohisfeetandIgulpathistowering

largebuild,myfathermustknowI’mgayandhe

broughtmeheretobetemptedbythisman.Isee

youdaddy,Iseeyou.



Iblinkawaythelustinmyeyes,helookslikehe’s

readytothrowapunch.Idon’tblametheman,I’ve

staredathimtoolongtomakehimfeel

uncomfortable.

Beastiemakesmefeeluncomfortableaswellwith

hiswolfishstares,hecomesaroundthehouse

uninvited,bearingwineandnicedelicaciesandnot

toforgettemptation.Thevanillatreatwantsa

relationship,somethingIamnotokaywithorready

for.Irefusetobebound.

Imightbeopenforanopenrelationshiponeday.I’ll

seehowlifetreatsme.Rightnow,Iamsurrounded

bythelikesofMr.BarOne,arelationshipisthelast

thingIwant.

“Believeme,beingatruckdriverisnotasbadasit

sounds.You’llgetthehangofitastimegoesby.

You’llbeokay.”Thenicemancomfortsandfails,

likehe’severdrivenatruckbefore.

“Stylesstop.”Randalldecidestoreignonmy

parade,hehasaproblem.



“Theboyisnewatthis,isitnotbadenoughthat

you’reintimidatinghimwiththosewrinklesonyour

forehead?”Styleswincesatthechillylookhegets

fromRandall.Ishouldgetgoing,seeingthatIam

notwinning.

“AndIthoughtBarOneissupposedtobesweet,

thisoneisasbitterasamotherf****r.”Imumble,

draggingmyfeetoutwithmytailbetweenmylegs.

AchucklefromStylesticklesmyearsasIstepout,I

hopehedidn’thearwhatIsaid.Thisbetterbeaone

monthcontractorIwillmovetoIndiaandopena

cornershop.

NEO

“Mantos,hoegaandit?”(Howareyou?)Mantois

thereceptionistatR.SLogistics.Talkativefroma

distanceandshyatcloserange.Iamgreetedby

herusualbashfulsmileandIdoubtsheknowswhat

Ilooklike,thegirl’seyesareforevercastdown.

“KesharpNeo,wena?”(I’mgoodandyou?)She



gigglesthegreeting,Ihavetoforcemyearsto

catchherwords.Hervoiceissolow.

“You’reglowingtodayMantos,Iseetheyare

feedingyouwell,hey?”Ibringmyobservation

forward,thereceptionareaisgracedwithmoreof

hergiggles.

“Letmegobeforeyoustartlookinglikeatomato.”

Shelaughsthistime,halfofmyconversationswith

herconsistofcackles.

JustasIturn,afigurebumpsintome.Hesqueals,

grippingmywaistforbalance,hisfacefallsonmy

chestandIthinkhe’sholdingontootight.

“Yeyuenasaan.”(Heyyou.)HegripsonwhenItry

topushhimoff,thispersonhasputmeinan

uncomfortableposition.“Yey,ntlohelemonna,utlo

nyelanou.Jouhond.”(Letmego.)

“Bulelwa,whatareyoudoing?”Mantoshoutsover

myshoulder,thefoolchucklesashemovesaway.

He’sblinkingatmeorwinking,Ican’tmakeout

whatitis,eitherwayhelooksstupid.

“Sorry,Ialmostfell.Ihadtoholdon,imaginea



beautifulmanlikeme…falling…facedown.”I’m

distractedbyhishandsswinginginalldirections,

theyareasloudasheis.“Theworldmightaswell

stopandwrapitup.ThankGodformenlikeyou

whoarealwaystheretohelpus-damselsin

distress,thenameisBububytheway,darling.”

Thedayisalmostover,Iwilllivebesides,Ihave

tackledbiggerobstacles.Clickingmytongue,Iwalk

pasthimandthehandhehasstretchedoutforme

totake.

“You’reawhore.”Mantocanactuallyspeak?Her

loudvoicechasesmetoRandall’sofficedoor,

titlingmyheadback,Ispotherpushingtheclingy

guy.Thepushhasalittleteaseinit.

“Abeautifulwhore.”Theidiotretorts,hisvoice

drowninginamusement.

StylesandRandallnodinsalutationasiftheywere

expectingme.

“What’swrongwithyou?Youlooklikeyou’veseena

ghost.”Randallasks.



“IneedtocallZeeandtellherIloveher.”MaybeI

amfreakedout,thatgrabwasalittletootightfor

myliking.

“Anything?”Stylesambushesmewithaquestion,

completelydisregardingtheshockdancingaround

me.

“Nothing,it’swork,sidechickandhome.The

bastardisclever,he’snotgivinganythingaway.”I

reply,perchingmyselfoppositeStyles.He’snot

impressedwithmywork,Ibroughtituponmyself

andStylesthatwehelpNqabayomzifindZulu,after

hecalledandtoldmethatNtuthukotooktheboy

awayfromhismother.

“Itshouldbeeasytofindhim,Ithoughtyousaid

yougotthis.”Stylesdeclaresdisagreeablyeyeing

me.

“Itshouldbeeasyyes,butit’snot.Ntuthukouseda

fakepassporttogethimoutofthecountry.Asfar

aswe’reconcerned,ZuluBiyasehasnotleftthe

country.ThatsonofasnakeNtuthukoissmart.”

“Who’smissing?”Curiosityflashesbeneaththe



surfaceofRandall’shardenedexpression,the

emotiondisappearsbeforeIcouldanswerhim.

“Biyase’sboy.”Styleshonourshimwithananswer.

“Mzihasachild?”Randallmakesitapointnotto

mindpeople’sbusiness,hisfocusisalwayson

AmaraandI’vetoldhimheneedstoshifthiseyesa

littleandlookathisfriends,theymightneedhim.

Thisisproof,hemightnotbethatacquaintedwith

Nqabayomzi,butheisafriend.

“It’sacomplicatedstoryUze,Mziandhisbotherate

fromthesameplateandnowtheyarefightingover

abone.”Stylesextendshiseyesmyway,making

mefeelstupid.

“You’renotnormal,”hethrowsandlikeaslaponthe

wristItakeit.Nothingnew…

“It’sthetruththoughandNtuthukoisthegreedy

brother,hewon’tshare,butwouldratherhidethe

childfromhismother.Suchcowardicemakesme

sicktomystomach.”Ifailinkeepingtherepulsion

outofmyvoice.

“Soyoutwowanttofindhim?”Randallpaintsus



withdoubt.

“Whynot?”Iknowwewillfindhim.

“Idon’tknowNeo,maybebecausetheworldisso

hugeandthatchildcouldbehiddenanywhere.Asia,

Africa,Europe.Itcouldtakeyearsornever,unless

Ntuthukorevealshiswhereabouts.”Ihatetosay

this,butRandallhasapoint.

“Themaniswillingtodiefirstbeforegivingthe

childback.”Ivoiceoutthebittertruth.

“Beatthetruthoutofhim,don’ttellmeyou’velost

yourtouchStyles.”Randallfindsalowchuckleat

thebackofhisthroatandthrowsitatStyles.

“I’vealwaysbeenalover,notafighter.Sethuwillkill

meifshefindsout,IpromisedherIwon’tbethat

guyagain.”Stylessays.

“IagreewithMiss.S.Therehastobeawaytotalk

somesenseintothatpotatoheadofhis.”Isay.

“Amanwhoiswillingtodiebeforerevealingthe

truth?Goodluck.”IsensesarcasminRandall’stone.

ThisisgoingtobeharderthanIthought,Idon’t



wantittoresulttoviolence,we'vehadenoughof

thatandtherecomesatimeinlifewhenyouhaveto

growupandputyourfamilyfirst.However,

Nqabayomzineedshisfamilyaswellandhe’s

countingonustohelphim.Nowwe’restuck

betweenarockandahardplace.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

18…

BULELWA…

Mantoissuggestingthatweescapeforawhileand

havelunchatsomerestaurant,Iamnotinterested,

myspiritisdownandIdon’twanttoadulttoday.

Threedaysoflaughter,loudnessandgossiphas

herthinkingI’mherbetterhalf.



“Yougoaheaddarling,Iwillhangaroundhereand

sulkaboutmymiserablelife.”AtleastIampolite

aboutit,ItendtobecrankywhenI’mhungry.She

setsoffwithafewcolleagues...Ineedalongbath

andmaybeadayataspar.Mywholebodyreeksof

petrol,Ihatethisorangejumpsuit,Ihatethisjob.I

hatemyfatherandIhatemylife.

Twomenenterthekitchen,makingenoughnoiseto

killthelittleenergyIhaveleft.

“Bafo.”Oneofthemgreets,Idon’tbothertolookup,

butsendanod.“Areyouokay?”Thesamevoice,a

littlecurious.NoddingisallIcando.Iamnotokay.

I’mnothappyaboutthisjob,Idon’twantit.Iwantto

befreeandenjoylife.“Lethimbebafo,he’sclearly

goingthroughsomething.”Thesecondvoicesays

andIappreciatehisrudenessbecauseIwanttobe

leftalone.

Theirloudnesscontinues,allthisracketisgiving

meaheadache.Thehorselaughs…kettleboiling…

microwavecountingdown…spoonshittingagainst



themetallicsink.Thisisworsethanhavinga

hangover.

Theyjoinmeatthetable,whichIdon’tgetbecause

therearetwomoretablesinthiskitchen.Oneof

themsitsbesidemewhiletheothersettlesopposite.

IfeellikeI’mcrampedupinataxiastheguynextto

mehashisthighslightlytouchingmine,somuch

forwantingtobealone.

Theypushtheirloudconversation,soccerisatthe

table.OneisasupporterofPiratesandsaysChiefs

shouldchangetheirnamebecausethecurrentone

clearlycarriesbadluck,thesecondguyisadiehard

fan,judgingfromthewayhedefendsChiefswith

hislife.

Idon’tcare.Iknownothingaboutsoccerexcept

thatthere’sabunchofhunksrunningafteraball

andwhoevergetsitfirstwins.Ithink.

Feelingapairofeyesgrillingme,Iturntomyleftto

findmythigh-connectorstaring.Apuckerbuildson

hisforeheadasifIwastheonecaught



rubbernecking,heturnshisgazeawayalmost

immediatelyandcontinueswithhisfriend.

Thestolengazesgoonforawhile,Iwanttostand

andleave,butIamtrappedbetweenthewalland

thismanwholookslikeadescendantofHulk.My

exaggerationcomestoplayagain.

Whochosethisstupidlongbench?Theinteriorof

thisplaceisterrible.ATupperwarelunchboxis

pushedmyway,myeyesmeetslicesofwhitebread

sandwichedintomatoesandcheddarcheese.

“Let’seat.”Theguysituatednexttomesays,Ibring

myeyesuptomeethishardface,butgentleregard.

Imightaswellbesquid-wardlikeThandiwehad

dubbedmebecauseeveryoneisbloodybiggerthan

me,annoyingly.Makesmefeellikeakidstuckina

bigman’sworld.Iquicklyhidemygazewhenhe

slantsabrow,acoylookchargingathisface.

“Bafo,awulambile?”(Aren’tyouhungry?)Heasks

andIam,butwhitebreadandmywaistdon’tmix.If

Iacceptthisbread,Iwillreallyenduplookinglikea



truckdriver,Mandlawantstomakeamockeryof

me.

“I’mokaythanks,Ialreadyate.”Ishouldgeta

degreeinlying.Hedoesn’tsayanything,butclaims

hisTupperwareback.

“Youdon’teatmuchdoyou?”Hisquestionis

accompaniedbyprobingeyes,theytrailmybodyup

anddown.IamnotsureIgetwhathe’ssaying

hencethedazedlookIshoothim.“Youmust

weighlikewhat,afeather?”Hethinkshe’sfunny,

hisfriendthoughfindshimfunnier.

“Myweightisperfect,thankyou.”Iretort,Ihave

lookedatmybodyandit’sgorgeous.

“NotfromwhereIamsitting,but-suityourself.”I

haveanewdaddynow?

“Areyoutryingtoconvincemetoeatyourfood?”I

ask.

“Isitworking?”Ishetryingforasmileoragrin?

Becausehe’smiserablyfailing.

“No,mayIpassplease?Ineedtogobacktowork.”



He’scrowdingmyspace.

“Relaxbafo,there’sstilltime.Thirtymoreminutes

left.”LikeIneedtobereminded.“You’renothappy

here,areyou?”

“ShouldIbe?”ThismanissittingtoocloseandI

needtobreathe.

“Well,it’sagiventhatthisisnotyourdreamjob,but

atleasttrytolightenup.Yourattitudestinks.”His

attitudestinksandnoonesnapsatme.Iam

BulelwaMsibi…Argh!Whattheheck?Ican’tfightto

savemylife.

“Yourattitudestinksandyoudon’tknowme.”He

tiltshisheadupasIsnapback,anunnerving

presencefromhimpokesme.

“Sure,butwe’llbeworkingtogetherandnoone

wantstobesurroundedbysomegrumpyspoiled

brat,whothinkshe’sbetterthaneveryonehere.”

Wheredoeshegetthenerve?“Gotohell,asshole.”

Ispit,andpushpasthimtogettotheotherside.I

willnotsithereandentertainthisnonsense.He’s

sniggeringatmyretort…arrogantasshole.



“Nexttimewatchyourwordsbuttercup.”Hesays,

voicegiftedwithhilarityandIhavetopeekoverand

findhimsmirkingatme.Imbecile.

NQABA

Igettomyfather’shousetofindNtuthukoand

motherinformallysippingondrinksastheyusually

are.Mypresenceisnotappreciated.“Shouldn’tyou

beatwork?”Arroganceinhisvoice,heregardsme

withanunpleasantglare.“Ishouldbeaskingyou

thesamething.”Ireturn,shakingfather’shandand

asoftkissonmother’scheekwhichiswelcomed,

indifferently.

“I’vesignedwhateverneededtobesigned,mywork

isdonefortheday.Whataboutyoubafo?Isn’t

therealongqueueatthegarage?Wewouldn’twant

youtoloseyourjob.You’realmostanoldman,it

wouldbesowrongforyoutodependonthefolks

formoney.”Iwilllethimridethisone,hechooses

nottogrowup.“BehaveThuko,he’syourelder



brother.”Fatherchastisesanunmovedman-child.

“Don’tcallmethatdad,”Ntuthukobarkswhich

earnshimawarninglookfrommother.Thewoman

mightsuckwhenitcomestoraisingherkids,but

herhusbandcomesfirstineverythingand

disrespecttowardshimisnotacceptable.

Myheartskipsandasmilecrawlstomymouthasa

pairofminusculearmsencirclemyneckfrom

behind,mysweetsister.Sheisthelightofmylife,

theheartofthisfamily.“Nompopi.”(Doll.)Her

gigglesamusemyears,shejogsaroundthecouch

anddivesonme,suffocatingmewithahug.

“Bhut’Mzi,youdon’tloveVeroanymore.”Shesulks,

herheadrestingonmyshoulder.

“Imightaswelldonatemyheartbecauseitwillbe

useless,itonlyknowsyoumysweetVero.”She

giggles,pastingakissonmycheek.“DaddysaidI

canmovebackhomebecauseauntyisnotcoming

backfromthevillage.”It’sabouttimethey

acknowledgethischild,shedoesn’tdeservetobe

awayfromherparents.“Seethis?”Ipointatthe



smiledancingonmyface.“ThisishowhappyIam

foryouNompopi.”(Doll.)

“That’snotasmilebhut’Mzi,youlookconstipated.”

Fatherfindshiswaythroughthejoke,Ntuthuko

givesoutchortlesandmotherisnotatherhappiest

atthispoint.

“It’sasmile,takeitorleaveit,”Iriposte.

“Veromaybeyoushouldgiveyourbrothersmiling

lessons,don’tyouthink?”Fatherthrowsinajest

thatleavesVerodelighted.

“Youpeoplecan’tbeserious,”Verowincesatthe

soundofBarbra’sstonyvoiceandleansonme,she

buriesherfaceonmyarmasherbodyfallsinto

trembles.“Howlongdoyouplanontreatingthis

twentyfiveyearoldlikeachild?Veronicaisagrown

womanwhoshouldbemarriedwithkids,shewill

nevergrowupwithallofyoutreatingherlikeshe

stillwearsdiapers.”Barbracan’tleavewithouther

bitterness.

“That’snotfairmom,”Ntuthukointerjects.“Youof

allpeopleshouldunderstandher,you’reher



mother.”

“Unfortunately,”shehisses,lipscurledwithdisgust.

“Barbra!”Fatherchastisesherandlikealwayshis

authoritativereprimandfallsondeafears.Visibly

annoyed,Barbrajumpstoherfeet.

“ItoldyouthatIwantedanabortion,butyousaidno,

lookatherDuma.Areyouproudofwhatyour

daughterhasbecome?”Fatherfuriouslyjoltsupat

mother’sstatement,hisfeetleadinghimtoBarbra.

HismanicstepsarestoppedbyNtuthukojumping

infrontofhim,he’sshieldingBarbrafromhergiant

ofahusband.Notoncehasfatherlaidafingeron

hiswife,nomatterhowstubbornandorill-

manneredshegets.

“Whogaveyoutherighttotalkaboutmydaughter

likethat?Letthisbethelasttimeyoumentionthat

nonsenseinmyhouseBarbra,thischildhasdone

nothingwrong.”Barbradoesnotacceptthewarning,

insteadshestandswithpuffedupself-importance.



IhavetowhisperwordsofcomfortinVeronica’s

earstogethertocalmdown,theyusuallyhelp,it’s

notmuchthough.

TheintensemomentissavedbyTryphenaasshe

callseveryonetolunch,she’sbeenworkingformy

parentsforyears.Myfatherisfondofher,whilehis

wifefindsfaultineverythingshedoes.

NtuthukotakesVeronica’shandandmoveswithher

tothediningroom,theoldmanfollowsbehindand

oncetheyarealloutofsight,IpullBarbraaside.

“Ididn’tsayanythingoutofrespectformyfather,

butifmysisterevershedstearsbecauseofyou.

Theoldagehomewillbetheleastofyourworries,

mother.”

“YouwillnottellmehowtoraisemychildMzi,”with

arroganceandcontempt,sherejoinders.“I’msimply

askingthatyoutreatthatgirllikeshereallyisyour

child,thisbitchinessyou’reportrayingdoesn’tsuit

you.”Idon’tusuallyaddressherwithfoulwords,

todayshehaspushedallmybuttons.



“Howaboutyouhaveyourownkids,raisethemthe

wayyouseefit?Andleavemetoraisemy

daughter.”Shemutters,turningonacoldeyeandI

havetobringthisup.

“Howaboutyougiveme,mysonback.”Agape,she

staggers.

“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”Herdenial

isalmostbelievable.

“Cutthecrapmother,IknowwhatyouandNtuthuko

areupto.WhereisZulu?”Thandiwewouldadvise

againstthisinterrogation,butIknowthesetwo.

Theydon’thavethegutstocarryouttheirthreats.

“ZuluisnotyoursonMzi,ifthat’swhatyouthink.”

Shegrumbles,herdeceitfuleyesrepudiatingthe

glareIgiveher.

“Idon’tthinkhe’smyson,IknowheisandIwill

bringhimhome.”

“Sothatgirlrantoyou?Yououghttobeashamed

ofyourselfNqabayomzi,sleepingwithyour

brother’swife.”Thisaccusationisnotnew,mydear

brotherlaiditdownformeaswell.Thereisnouse



indefendingmyself.

“Likeyou’resleepingwiththatolddisgusting-

wrinkled-bastardPule?”Herslapcomesasfastas

theshockinhereyes,herattemptfailsthough,asI

gripherhandbeforeittouchesmyface.

“Youbastard,howdareyoutalktomelikethat.Iam

yourmotherandyouwillrespectme.”Her

reprimandingglareillustratesthelevelofherrage,

shemovesback,keepingherintimidatinggloweron

me.Mymotherisnotexactlygoodathidingher

shenanigans,itwaseasyformetofindhersecret

out.

Puleisashowoffandnowaywouldhekeephisso

calledrelationshipasecret,peopletalkandwalls

haveears.

“Believeme,Idorespectyou,butwhatdowedo

aboutPule?BecauseasmuchasIrespectyou,I

respectmyfatheraswell.Hedeservestoknowthat

hiswifehasbeenwarminghisbestfriend’sbedfor

thepastfiveyears.”Kindly,Iriposte,showingher



therespectshedemands.Shehatesme,her

censuredeyescanneverlie.Herlipshavegrown

thinwithanger.

“Youwouldn’tdare.”Itcomesoutasanundertone,

ifshecouldchokeonherwordsshewould.

“TellmewhereZuluisandmaybeyoursecretmight

remainasecret.”Sheshakesherheadnegatively

andabellylaughdischargesfromher,catchingme

bysurprise.Thisiswhereshe’ssupposedtogrovel

andbegforforgiveness.

“Nicetryson,butwebothknowyouworshipthe

groundyourfatherwalkson.Youwouldn’tdreamof

hurtinghim.”

“Fatherisstrong,hecanhandleanything.ShouldI

gointhereandtellhimhowhiswifeandher

favouritesonkidnappedhisgrandson?Ohthere’s

more,hissweetpreciouswifeishavinganaffair

withhisbestfriend.Idon’tknowaboutFather,but

myheartwouldstopuponhearingsuchterrible

news.”Barbrasettlesdownonachair,herhead

bowedindefeat.



“Idon’tknowwhereheis,Ntuthukowouldn’ttell

me.”Idon’tbelieveher.

“Fine,Iguessit’sabouttimefatherfindsoutwhat

hasbeenhappeningrightunderhisnose.”Shebolts

upatmymovements,hersmallfigureblocksmy

way.

“Brazil…hesaidBrazil.”Sherevealsinahaste,

whileimploringlyoglingatme.

“WhereinBrazilandunderwhatname?”

“Idon’tknow,thisisallhetoldme,”sheburiesher

faceinherhands…isshecrying?

“Comeonmother,youcandobetterthanthat.I

knowyouarethedriverofthisvehicle,Ntuthuko

onlymovesatyourcommand.TellmewhereZulu

is,now.”We’reinterruptedbythesoundof

footstepstrailingtothelivingroom.

“Areyoutwookay?”Fatheriswalkinginwith

Ntuthukonotfarbehind.Hescrutinisesourmother

andhisdemeanourtellsmethat,heknowswhatwe



weretalkingabout.Thandiwemightnotbesafe

alonewithhimtonight.“MotherandIhavebeen

talking,”TheintroductionIbringforwardhasBarbra

gobsmacked.

“Please.”Shemouthstheword,desperationburning

throughthewindowsofhersoul.

“DoyouwanttotellthemmotherorshouldI?”I

insist.

“WhatisgoingonMzi?”Ntuthukoinquires,leaning

onthearmofthecouch.

“MotherthinksitwillbeagreatideaifThandiwe

visits,maybeforacoupleofdayssinceVerois

around.”ItakeinNtuthuko’smanner,heis

uncomfortable.Hishandsareacrosshischest,

eyesdeceitful,movingfromBarbratome.

“Thatisgreat,Iwouldlovetohavemydaughter-in-

lawandgrandsonaround.”Fathersays,Ntuthuko

grillsBarbrawithalingeringglare.Amuted

conversationbetweenthemistakingplace,she

clearsherthroatandlooksaway.

“Zu…Zuluwon’tbearounddad.”Hisvoicebreaks,



herubshisswelteringforehead,nerveshavehimby

theballs.

“Whynot?”Thegrandfatherquestions.

“Yes,bafo.Tellfatherwhyhewon’tbeseeinghis

grandson.”Irubsalttothewound.Barbrahas

decidedtokeeptoherself.

“Zulu…”hismindworksovertime,tryingtocomeup

withanexcusetodeceivetheoldman.

“Hewentonaschoolcamp,Idon’tknowwhen

they’llbeback.”Heliessonaturally,hiseyes

rimmedredandhisappearanceagitated.Catching

myglare,hegulpsandblinksawaythecrookedness

inhiseyes.

“Therewon’tbeaproblemifThandiwecomeshere

then,sinceZuluisaway,rightmother?”Shegazes

up,startledbymysuddenremark.Sheiscompelled

toapprove,whatotherchoicedoesshehave?

“Yes…shecanstayhereaslongasshewants.”

TheapprovalIneedglidesoutofhertongue.



Ntuthukoslithersintoafitofannoyance,hecould

haveaclueofwhatisgoingon.Iseeconfusion

owninghim.

HurtingZuluissomethinghewillneverdo,

Thandiweiseasilymanipulated.Shebelieves

anythingNtuthukosays,heisacowardasmuchas

helikesservingthreats.

IneedtogetaholdofNeo,heshouldbeableto

traceZuluinBrazil,fakenameornot.

THANDIWE

Goinghomefeelsliketorture,ithurtstoknowthatI

willnotfindmysonthere.Thoughmymindcalls

outforhis,thereisnoconnection.MyZuluhas

becomeashadowlingeringinthedepthsofmy

mind.

IresentNtuthukofordoingthistome,itwilltakea

miracleformetoforgivehim.Thethoughtofgoing

toanemptyhousecomeswithmemoriesofmyson,



playinglikeasonginmyhead.

“Hey,youcancatcharidewithmeifyoulike.”Ife

offers,joltingmebacktothepresent.Havingto

facelifewithoutZuluhurts,Iwouldn’twishthispain

onanymother,notevenBarbraherself.

“Whereareyouheaded?”Workisnotcomplete,I’ll

tackletheresttomorrow.Mymindisnot

functioningwelltoday,ithasdesertedmeandI

can’tseemtothinkofanythingelse,butmybaby.

“Thenorthandyou?”

“South,Idon’twanttoinconvenienceyou.”she

givesmeashrug.Iboughtabustag,it’seasierthan

takingataxiandcheaper.

ThebuswilltakemetoGhandisquareandfrom

thereIwillcommutetoRoodepoort.Imakesureto

leavetheofficewitheveryone,Celeisalwaysthe

lasttodropoutoftheofficeandIwouldn’twantto

bestuckwithhim.



Ifedisappearssomewhereintheparkinglot,whileI

headtothebusstoptomeetanelderlymanseated

onthebench.Unconsciously,Isendmygreeting

andpositionmyselfadjacenttohim,ittakesa

millisecondtonoticethathedidn’tgreetback.It’sa

weekday,Idon’tblamehim.

“Haveyoueverlostason?”Iamstaggeredbyhis

questionthatIhavetoturnmygazeawayfromthe

busystreetstohim.

“Excuseme?”He’snotlookingatme,butstaring

intospace.

“Ilostmyson,heisawayfromme,”hecontinues

withanaggrievedtone.MythoughtsruntoZulu

andmymindremindsmehowshatteredmysoulis.

Isthisthepricewehavetopayforlovingsomeone?

Havingtorelatetothestranger’sgriefbringsabout

tearstomyeyes.

“I’msorry.”That’sallIcanoffer,I’mbrokenaswell.

“Ican’tfindmyson,Iwrongedhimandnowheis

farfromme.Ihavelookedeverywhere,butIcan’t

findhim.”Ican’tseemtounderstandhim,howold



isthissonhespeaksof?

“MaybeIcanhelpyoufindhim,sir.Wheredidhe

go?”Thereisastrangeauraemanatingfromhim,

almostinhumane.

“Awayfromme,Ibetrayedhimandhehatesme.

WillIevercrossover?Myfatherwantsmeto

apologise,herejectedmyspirit.”Icanalmosthear

thesoundofhisheartbreakingthroughthepained

wordsheutters.“Ineedtoapologisetohim,it’sthe

onlywayIwillbefreeandjoinmyancestors.”He

turnstomeandit’slikesomeonepoursgasoline

ontothesparkoffearinmybellyasmyeyesland

ontheblooddrenchedbulletholeonhistemple.

Mybreathingquickens,Icanfeeltheoxygen

floodinginandoutofmylungs.Mybodyfeelshot

andsweatdrenchesmyskin,fireinaformofwater

stingmyeyesastheyburnwithtearsandringing

screamsvibrateinmyears.I’mrumblinginterror,

eyeslockedwideandeverymusclerigid.



He’sbeenshot,butheshouldbedead,right?Oris

heaghost?

Hegripsmyshoulders,violentlyshakingme.“Find

myson,Iwantmyson.Iwantmyson.”Hishorrific

screamstormentmyears,myhandstrembleas

theyfindawaytoreachmyearsandclogthem.

Thisisnotreal,thisisnotreal.MentallyIrepeatthe

mantra,Icanstillfeelhistightgriponmyshoulders.

“Thandiwe,Thandiwe.”Anidentifiablevoicerises

abovehisandmyyelps,forcingmyeyesopento

findNqaba.Hishandsaretightlygrippedonmy

shoulders.

It’sdayslikethesewhenIfeellikemybrainhas

beenrandomized.Thereisnosightoftheman,like

hewasneverhere.WasIhallucinatingorwashe

reallyhere?

“Aghost,Isawaghost…Nqaba.”Isayasthe



realisationsettlesin,Ijusthadanencounterwitha

ghost.

“Areyousureofwhatyousaw?”Ihatehowhe

thinksIamcrazy,thisiswhathedidthismorning.

“IknowwhatIsaw,okay?Hewassittingnextto

me…Nqaba,hesaidhewantshissonandthat.”

“Maybeyoushouldtakehertothehospital.”There

isamanwithhim.

“ThehospitalRandall?Whatwillwesaytothem?

Thatsheseesthesupernatural?Doyouknowwhat

theywilldotoherthere?”Annoyanceisallover

Nqaba’svocalsound.TheRandallguyraiseshis

handsinsurrenderandwithimpatienceonhisface

glancesathiswristwatch.Heisnotbotheredby

howIamengulfedinpanic.

“Isawadeadman…”Myspeechfindsme,but

springsoutinascream,NqabapullsmebackasI

attempttofleefromhisgrip.Mydelusionalself,

tellsmethatIneedtorunandhide.ThoughIdon’t

knowwhatIamhidingfrom,probablymyself...the

worldperhapsormyordinarylifethathasturned



intoahorrorinaspaceofafewweeks.

“Thandiwe,Thandiwe.”Atightpainfulclutchonmy

shoulders,Nqabashoutsmynamethrough

clampedteeth,whilepushingmebackonthe

metallicbench.He’sangry,atmemostlyandIdon’t

knowwheretherestofhisangerisdirected.It’snot

myfault,thisisnotmyfault.Whateverthisis…

Godmustbehavingfunwritingmylife,mymother

oncetoldmethatHeistheauthorandfinisherof

mylife.Idon’tlikethisscripthe’swriting,Iamnota

puppetoracartooncharacter.Hasheforgotten

thathegavemeahumanheartandafragileoneat

that?

“LookatmeThandiwe,”Nqabasubstitutesmy

shoulderswithmyface,lockingmycheeksonhis

palms.“Stop,pleasestop.”Iwanttostop,buthow

whenmymindrefusesto.

It’srunningatafastrate,IhavetorunafteritorI

willbedoomedifitleavesme.“RememberTan-

tan…allyouhavetodoislookintomyeyes.”



Glancingintomybouncingeyes,hewaitsforan

answer.

HewantstoknowifI’mstillwithhim,ifmymindis

stillinonepieceandIhaven’tfallenintothepoolof

insanity.

Iseeitinhiseyes,forthefirsttimetoday,theyhold

anunquenchablefire.Apleaformylife…mysanity

andpeaceofmind…

“Tan-tan…”HeexhalesdeeplywhenallIdoisstare

back,disarrayedandirresolute.“Allyouhavetodo

islookintomyeyes…”heinsists.

“…and-Iwillnever-getlost.”Thesamemindthatis

readytorejectme,dubsmealiar,tellingmethatI

amalreadylost.ButIstillfindunfathomablepeace

inthesameeyesthatpromisetoalwaysfindme.

“Please,please…don’tletmelosemymindNqaba…

Whateverhappens,don’tletmegocrazy,please.”I

murmurdesperately,myfamoustearspleadforme

aswell.Ineedmorethanthis,adivineintervention…

Nqaba’slove…mymother’sprayers…myson’s

presence…Ican’tbecrazy,Idon’twantthis.



Mymundanelifeisokay,Ihavenevercomplained

aboutit.Sowhyisitbeingtakenfromme?

“Issheokay?”Randallsearcheswithan

unmitigatedblankstare,theweirdthingisthatthere

isafamiliaritytohimIcan’tshake,notamemory

butechoesthatcallmyintuition.Nqabaswallows

meinhisoutsizedarms,muchtoRandall’s

impatience.

“Canwehurrythisupplease,Ihaveawifetoget

hometo.”Thesameimpatiencedisplayingaround

himfeelsaneedtoshowitselfthroughhisvoice.

“Doyoutrustme?”ArandomquestionfromNqaba.

WhoelsecanItrust,buthim?Asimplenodgives

himtheanswerheneeds.“Verojustmovedback

homeandIthoughtitwouldbeagoodexcusefor

youtogetawayfrom…”hepauses,jawclinchedand

ablazingaggravationinhisgazethat’sholding

mine.“Youwillbesafethere,Ntuthukowon’tdo

anythingandyoudon’thavetoworryaboutZulu,I

willbringhimhometoyou.”He’scandidandI

continuetotrusthim,Iwillgowhereheleadsme

withnoquestionsasked.



KingPromise’sSelfishplaysasRandallstartsthe

car,I’veheardBulelwaplaythissongafewtimes.

HeisafanofNaijaAfro-beats.

Nqabaoglesdownatme,pressedagainsthimlike

vegetablesstuffedaroundathanksgivingturkey.

Botharmswrappedaroundhimandfindingcomfort

intheoccasionalkissesatthetopofmyhead…

ThereissomethingaboutNqabathatbringsme

tranquillity…thewayhesmells…theauraofpower

aroundhimthatintensifieshisphysicalappeal…his

commandandconfidence...thesensethathewill

alwayscatchmewhenIfall.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

19…



BULELWA…

Iamextroverted,usuallythelifeoftheparty.The

confidentoneamongacrowd,butrightnowthe

mengatheredatthecornermakemewanttoturn

backtothebuilding.

Itcouldbethewaytheyarestaringatme,

throughoutthedayIwouldhearoffensivewords

likefaggottonameafew.Theidiotsdidn’thavethe

gutstosayittomyfaceandIdidn’thavethe

strengthtoconfrontthem.

Thistakesmebacktoprimaryschool,theboys

calledmeallsortsofnamesbecauseIpreferredto

hangaroundgirls.Iwasn’tawareofmysexuality

then,butattheageofthirteen,Istartedfeeling

sometypeofwaywhenaboywouldrandomly

placeahandaroundmyshoulderorsitnexttome.

Iwasconfused,scaredandalone.Withnooneto



turntoIfellintodepression,isolatedmyselffrom

friendsandfamily.MostdaysIspentcryinginmy

roomandIhatedmyselfforitbecauseboys/men

don’tcry.

Lilianbecamemoredepressedthanme,she

thoughtheronlysonwasdying.Shecanbeextra

sometimes,Iwasforcedtoseeashrinkandhadto

tellastrangerthatboysmyagemademefeelfunny

andthehorrificpartaboutitwasthatmyd***would

twitchwhenaboyI‘regretfully’thoughtwascute

wouldtouchme.

IcriedwhenthetherapisttoldmethatIwas

sexuallyattractedtoboys.Beingraisedbya

patriarchalmanlikeMandla,mysexualityhadtobe

acurse.Iwouldbeatmyselfupfordisappointing

him,itwentasfarashavingnightmaresabouthim

findingmeout.

Iwasinsecureonceuponatime,Lindiwehelpedme



understandthatmysexualitywasasnormalas

breathing.IbelievedhermorethanIbelievedthe

shrink.EventuallyIgainedbackmyconfidenceand

embracedmyself,itwasmeanttoendthere…my

happyending.Butthebullyingcontinued…

Atfifteen,Ihadacrushonthecutestboyat

school…anacquaintanceofmine,hewastwo

gradesaheadofme.

Thedaunting,arrogantTshepo,wasalwaysniceto

me.HewastoblameforthefeelingsIhadforhim,

hehadmedreamingofafuturetogether.Thegods,

theuniverseandeveryhigherpoweroutthere

convincedmethatitwasokaytotellTshepothat,

myheartlongedforhim.Whatharmcouldtherebe,

right?Theboywasanangel,soIluredhimbehind

theschoolandpouredmyheartout.

Itwasn’ttwosecondsbeforehewasbarkingand

spittingonmyface,toldmehowIdisgustedhim

andwasanabomination.Hisfriendsjoinedin,Iwas

strippednaked,ridiculedinfrontofthewhole



school.

Noonedaredtohelp,eventhegirlswhoIthought

weremyfriends.Footagesofmyshameweretaken

andtrendedonsocialmediaforanentireweek.

Idon’tknowhowLindiwedidit,butshewentand

gotallthosehomophobesexpelledandmanagedto

hidethewholesagafromMandla.Theattack

changedmywholelife,Iturnedtopartying,drinking

andhidbehindmysilliness.Alljusttoforget.

Iidentifytheidiotsatthecornerasthesamemen

whoweregivingmeahardtimeduringwork.Icould

runtothecar,butthenthatwouldbestupidofme.

OneofthemwhistlesasIstrideby,amusingthe

idiotshe’swith.

“OuseBubu,don’tyouwanttogivemearideinyour

sexycar?”Thisfeelslikethelongestwalkever,

usuallyIwouldhavethrowninsultsatthefools.My

comebackiscloggedbythefrettingmemoriesof

myschooldays.



TheAlbanybreadbastardisstandingamongstthe

crowd,staringatmelikeIamsomealien,Ican’t

readhisexpressionthough.

AsIreachmycar,Iturnbacktofindhisgazestill

onme.Hefrowns,mumblessomethingandlooks

awayimmediately.He’sutteringsomethingtothose

men,theyallscatterirritably.Fixinghisbackpack,

hiseyesshootuptome.Weholdthestarefora

whilebeforeheblinksandhurriesaway.Don’task

mewhatthatwasabout.Iamjustasconfused.

NQABA…

BringingThandiwetomyfather’shouseisagood

idea,achangeofscenerymightdohergood.Her

episodeshavemeworried,itcouldbethatsheis

losingitorshemightbeseeingthesupernatural.

Randallsaystotakehertothehospital,whichI

effusivelydisagree.



IhavetopersuadeRandalltocomeinthehouse,he

isreluctantaboutit,buteventuallyagrees.Iwas

withhimandtheotherguysthroughouttheday

discussingawayforwardonhowtofindZulu.It

hasbeendecidedthatStylesandNeowilltravelout

ofthecountrywhileIkeepaneyeonthingsandby

thingsImeanNtuthuko.

Thandiwewalksandlookslikeazombie,Iwish

therewasawaytohelpher.

SheleavestofindVeroaftergreetingtheoldman,

fatherintroduceshimselftoanintolerantRandall,if

hecouldflyhometohiswifehewould.

“Whatiswrongwithyou?”Iask,observinghisfoot

that'soccasionallytappingonthefloor.“What?”He

givesmeashrugthattellsmetogotakeahike.

“Areyouthatdesperatetogethome?”

“WhyamIhere,Mzi?”He’sscowlingagain,thisman

wouldmentallycussyouandrevealitthroughhis

facialexpression.

“Youhadtodropmeoff,remember?”Ihavenever

seenanymansoeagertogethometohiswife.



“Youshould’verequestedanUber,ifonlyIknewI

wasgoingtodrivealloverjoburg.”hegrumbles,

inspectinghiswristwatch.Mycarbrokedown,

StylesandNeohaveaflighttocatchsononeof

themcouldgivemearide,fetchingThandiwewas

partoftheplan.IfNtuthukohadbeatmetoit,he

wouldhavetakenherbacktotheirhouseand

maybecomeupwithastoryofhowshecan’tvisit

herin-laws.

“Younglove,IusedtobelikeRandall.Wantingmy

wifewithmeallthetime,Iwouldcounttheminutes

whileatworkandrushhomerightafter.Itall

changedwhenImovedtoJoburg,Ihadtogetused

tonotseeingmywifeeveryday.”Fatherrecitesand

thisgiantsulkingbeardoesn’tknowwhattosay,so

henodsandbashfullyrubsthebackofhishead.

“IthoughtIheardvoic-”Barbrachokesinherwords

andherfeetfalterasshewalksinthelivingroom,

mouthajarandgoggleeyesfixedonRandall.

“Iseverythingokay?”Ihavetoaskseeingher



drowninginshock,sheblinksandreelsacoupleof

stepsback.Hermouthpreparestoreleasewords,

butnothingcomesout.

Randallisnotokaywiththestaring,IknowI

wouldn’taswell.Thewomanhasgonepalelike

she’sseenaghost.

“Wh…who…”Shestrugglestogetawordout.

“Areyouokay?”Fatherquestions,wewouldliketo

knowthesame.

“Ntuthukocalled,heneedshelpwithsomething…

Don’twaitup.”Avoidingtherestofus,shekisses

herhusbandandfliesoutthedoor.

“Yourmother?”AquestionfromRandall,oneIam

notsensibleenoughtoanswer.Motherisprobably

goingtoseethatbastardPule.IoffertoseeRandall

out,buthesnubsmeandsayshe’snotachildthat

needstobeguided.Arrogantbastard…ThefriendsI

keep…

THANDIWE…



“Mama,IthinkIamgoingcrazy.”It’sthefirstthingI

saytoherwhensheanswersthephone,theremust

abadreceptionbecausesheisnotsayinganything.

“Mama!”

“WhydoyousaythatThandiwe?”Hearinghervoice

easesalittlepartofmyachingheart,it’snotmuch

though.

“Strangethingshavebeenhappening,atfirstIkept

seeingalittlegirlinaredcoat,sheappears

anywhereandtodayIsawaghost.”Mymotheris

Christian,itisexpectedthatshewillsackthistopic

andtellmetoprayasifIhaven’tbeenpraying.

“Idon’tunderstand.”HowclearcanIbe?Ineedher

tounderstandme,whoelseifnother?

“Iseedeadpeoplemama.”Ihalfshout,panictrying

tooverpowermeagain.“Andalittlegirl,Idon’t

knowwhosheis.I’veneverseenherinmylife,she

appearsanddisappearslikeshewasneverthere.

Sometimesshecallsmemommyandsometimes

Mapula.”



“OhJehova,Thixo.”Ihearherlamentoverthe

phoneandmyheartdynamicallyknocksonmy

ribcage,causingmetosituponthebed.Whyismy

mothernotofferingthecomfortIneed?

“Mama,whatisit?Whathappened?”Myhandsare

shaking,Ihavestirredtotheedgeofthebed.Idon’t

knowwhatmynextmovewouldbe,itdependson

whatshewillsaytomeandIampersuadedthatit’s

notgood.

“DoyouprayThandiwe?”Idon’twanttohearthat,

prayerhasnotdeliveredmefromthishorror.

“Whydoyoukeeptellingmetopray?Whatareyou

hidingfromme?”It’sherfaultthatI’mscreaming,

sheinducedtheseviciousemotions.

“Howisyourhusband?”What?

Issheseriouslydivertingfromthistopic?Iamina

worldwhereNtuthukohasceasedtoexist,howdoI

worryabouthimwhenIhavegraveissuestodeal



with?Godifthisisatest,Iamdone.

Thedoorflapsopen,Nqabajoltsin,scareand

disquietpaintedonhisface.

“What’swrong?Whyareyouscreaming?”Agreat

urgetobeinhisarmsarousesinmeasheslowly

trailsmyway,theaetheraroundhim,pullingme

intoaboundlesslove.

“HoldmeNqabaplease,makemefeelalive.”It’slike

wehaveneverbeenapartasheembracesmewith

suchintensity,thelargenessofhisarmsclasped

aroundme,ourchestspressedtogether.Our

breathsinunison.Mystomachflattersatthe

feelingofmybodypressedagainsthis.

Myhumanshieldheis…anembraceofstrongarms,

strongerthananythingIhaveeverknown.It

assuresmeofmysafety.Asifholdingmeisnot

enough,Ifeelmysoulconnectwithhis.Every

ouncethatIam,suckingoutofmeintohim.Inthis

momentofhavinghim,warmtearsparadedown



therunwayofmycheeks.Iwanttoletgoofthe

tearsswirlinginmysoul.

Iamdrowningandneedingasaviour,hissheer

gazeholdsmeup,preventingmefromgoingdeep

underwater.Itismorethansufficientforme,his

armsholdacuretomyinsanityandIwouldforever

stayhiddenunderhiswingsiffateletsme.The

worldhasrefusedourlove,thisstubbornlovethat

isforbidden.

Nqabashufflesonthebedandliesonhisback,

pullingmedownwithhim.I’minhisarmsonce

more,myheadrestingonhischest.

“HowdidIsurviveeightyearswithoutyou?”It

seemssoimpossiblenowthatIthinkaboutit.DidI

smile,laugh,danceorevenshedtearsofjoy?Ifso,

howdidIachievethatwithanemptysoul?Hisarms

squashafractiontighteraroundme,mybodymelts

intohisaseverymusclelosesitstension.

“WhatareyouthinkingTshabalala?”Isoakinhis

warmthandthesmellofhisentrancingfragrance



ticklesmynostrils,theworldaroundmemeltsaway

asIsqueezeintohimnotwantingthemomentto

end.

Edgingmynoseasmidgennearertohisneck,I

breatheinhisscent.It’sexoticandawakensevery

sensualdesireinme,Icanrecognizethebrandof

cologneheused-thenameisfarfrommylips,but

mymemoryservesmeright.

“IneedyouNqabayomzi,IneedyoulikeIneedthis

heartthatbeatsforyou.IneedyoumyZuluman,

staywithmeforeverymomentofmylife,Iwantmy

breathtobelinkedwithyours.”Hepullsmecloser

againsthischest,Idon’tknowhowmuchcloserwe

canget.We’reonepersonnow,hishandglides

downmywaistandlandsonmyhip.Aghostofa

smilecreepsuponhisface.

“IamhereTan-tan,thistimeIamhereandIwill

neverleaveyou.”Goosebumpslineupmyskinasit

screamswiththeneedtobealliedwithhis.“You

willneverhavetoworryaboutanything.”Athis



words,hishandtouchesmyface.Theacceleration

ofmyheartbeathasnothingtodowithfearbut

everythingtodowiththewayhe’sholdingme,the

warmthofhishandscaressingmyskin.

Withamildtouchhetiltsmyfaceup,claimingback

thegazeIhadtakenfromhim,stealingthefirefrom

myeyesthatignitessparksofpassion.

Hiswarmlipslingeragainstmine,beforefully

takingmein.Thekissisplumpanddelicious…

warminallwayswithagrowingrhythm,hislips

perfectlymovingwithmine.

Aferventdancefordominanceashedominates

overme,hishandmildlydartstomyear,therub

callsfortywinksuponmyeyes.Sleephascometo

claimme,takemeawayfrommyZuluman.Itcalls

withadesperateneedforattention,however,the

passionatekissnotonlykeepsmeawake,but

shoutsoutloudtoeveryfeelinginme.

Itengulfsmysensesandtossesmytroublesaway.

Notwantingtoletgo,Imovewithhimashepulls

backfromthekiss.Ifeelasmilecreeponhisface,



hepampersmewithafewpecksandIwantmore

thanthat,Iwantallofhim.

“KhawulaTshabalalawam’.(That’senough.)His

arrogantyetmischievoussmilegrowsagainstmy

lips,hishandspressedonmyback.Fencingme

intohim,heleansinsohisforeheadrestsagainst

mine.“NgiyakuthandaTshabalala.”Hepurrs,his

voicelowandgrating.“Phumulasthandwasam’

seng’khonamanje.”(Restmylove,I’mherenow.)

Sleepfindsjoyinthewordsofmybelovedandit

claimsmelikeapredatorclaimingitsprey.

NEO…

Thesuddentripwillgetmeintotroublewiththis

womanIlovesodearly,sheisfollowingmearound

asIgathermyclothesfromtheclosettoshove

themintomydufflebag.Ayizeisanunderstanding

womanandItendtotakeadvantageofthefact,all

beingwell,onedayshewillnotgiveuponme.



“Whatdoyoumeanyou’regoingtoBrazil?”Idon’t

knowhowelsetoexplainit,Stylessaidnottotell

thereasonforourmission.Twoyearsandourlives

havebeencrimefree,westoppedfightingdemons

anddragons.AndbythatImeanourenemieswere

takencareof.HowdoItellherthereisafriendwho

needshelpandwecan’tturnourbacksonhim?

“ExactlythatZee,”myriposteisthoughtless.“Who

areyougoingwith?”Shesettlesonthebed,

shootingdaggersatmeandtakingawaymy

opportunitytocookupsomelies.

“Stylos.”

“You’releavingmealoneNeo?”Shebringsouther

manipulativeside,knowingIalwaysfallatherfeet

withjustoneglancefromher.

“Uzewillkeepaneyeonyou.”Listentomehanding

mywomanovertoanothermanonasilverplatter.

AbsurditynudgesatmeandIswallowmywordsat

theicecoldlooksheoffers.

“IamnotmarriedtoUze,”thebratsinherstomach



haveangerissues.Ishouldsignthemupforanger

managementclassessotheywillbesortedwhen

theygethere.Zeesnapsmorethanshespeaks

latelyandIhavefallenvictimtothetriplet’swrath.

“AlthoughIwould’velovedto,but...”

“Whatisthatsupposedtomean?”asillysmiletwo

stepsonhermouthatmyreprimandingvoice.“I

don’tlikethiscrushyouhaveonUze.Whenisit

comingtoanend?”Herwordswaverassheopens

hermouthtospeakandjustasIthought,my

silenceisboughtwithanothersmile.

“Iloveyoubaba.”Herskinissowarm,shelaysa

lingeringkissatthecornerofmymouththat

spreadsgoosebumpsonmyskin.Zeeknowswhen

shestartstouchingmelikethismymindseesitas

awaytotakeavacation,leavingmecompletely

vulnerable.

Mygazetracesherfaceandfindsahomeonher

prettylipsthatsendmymindintoasensualstateof

intoxication.

Ireachtowardherplumpfacetolightlyletmy



fingersgrazeherlipsbeforetheurgetokissher

withmyachinglipstakesover.Afetishforherlips

hadgrownovertheyears,it’snotjustanylips,but

hers.Zee-lipsiswhatIcallthem,perfectinall

edges,theydrivemetothebrinkofinsanity.Iwould

dieahappybastardtastingthem.

Thetoplipisthin,nottoothin,butalittlebow-

shapedandthebottomoneislargerandheavy.

Theirdeliciousnessmakesmewanttofeelthem

againstmine.AsifjealousthatIgettoindulgein

thissweetnessasmiledecidestogofirstand

paradesonhermouth,adeepcurveonherlips

makesmefeelhappythatsheismine.Apromise

toforevercherishthesemomentsfillsmysoulasI

leanintotastethisheaventhatisstaringbackat

me.Shepauses,nottoresist,buttosavourthe

moment.

Withasmileplayingonmymouth,Ipressmylips

intohers,everythingslowsdownaroundmetaking

mefullyintothismoment.Apartyemergesinmy

stomachwhenmymindtakesmetoplacesIdidn’t



knowexisted,anewadventurewitheverytwirl.

Playful.Slow.Hesitant.

Andsuddenlyhungertakesoverlikearough

diamondcraftedwithpassion,herbodyfits

stupendouslyinmyarms,likeGodhadhandedher

tomeforkeepssecondsaftercraftingthisbeautiful

being.

“Brrrrrhhhh,mamasita.Thisfoodsweetwellwell.”

(Delicious.)Sweetgigglesdubhermajestyasshe

takesdelightinmydeclaration.“Yeah!Keep

talkinglikeRandybabyandIwillneverstop

droolingoverhim.”Therealworldsucks,Iwasokay

trappedbetweenhersweetenchantinglips.

“Youjusthadtogoandruinthemood,Iwashoping

foraquickiebeforeIleave.”I’minherplumpface

oncemore,takinginmyobsessionatcloserange.

Myhappinesscrasheswhenshepullsback,

denyingmewhatisrightfullymine.Myterritory…

myheaven…myveryowndrug...Zee-lips.

“ForgetitJohnBlack,”herstepsaredrawingherto



thebathroom,takingapieceofmewith.“Iloveyou

too.”Likeatennisball,shethrowsbackaloud

chortle.Thissappyyetenigmaticheartofmine

easesintoapoolofcomfortwhensheshouts,“I

loveyoutoobaba.”Myshoulderswigglewith

jubilationatthesound.

“Dammit,Ilovethiswoman.”Anotherdeclaration

findsawayoutofmytongue,“Aren’tyouwalking

meoutbaba?”Iblametheclingingonthebrats,

waittilltheygethere.Theywillknowwhotheboss

is.

“I’mpressed,waitforme.I’malmostdone.”Yeah,

almostisanelongatedmillisecond.Ittookawhile

forustofallpregnant,tears,prayers,ourfaithbeing

tested,repeatedly.Idon’tknowhowmuchweboth

cametogivingup,therecameapointwhere

adoptingwaslaidatthetable.

Myidea,whileZeedweltupontheideaofsurrogacy.

Havinganotherwomancarrymyseed…Icouldn’t

fathomthethought.



MyhearthaddeemedZeealone,fittobearmea

child.Wefoughtmorethanwemadelove.Sheleft

andcameback,Ileftandcameback.Tugandpull

frombothends,untilGodcalledusbacktohis

throneroomandmadeitknowntousthatpulling

againsteachotherwillonlyleaveusinshreds.

Foreverbroken.

OurlovewasreignitedinthepresenceofGod,he

remindedusofthepromisehemadetoAbraham.

Fatherofallnations.Westoodstillandlethimlead,

sothemanupstairsdidanumberonus.Hekepthis

promiseanddeliveredthreeblessingsthatdeprive

meofsleepbeforetheyareevenbornandarethe

sourceofmyheadaches.

IlovethemlikeIlovetheirmother.IlovethemlikeI

loveKagiso. Thethreemusketeerswillarrivein

fourmonths,Iammoreexcitedthananyone.

Kagisocan’twaiteither,hekeepsaskingandI

quote‘whenwilltheaeroplanebringthebabies.’We

decidedtokeepthegenderasurprise,itwillbefun

findingoutthatway.



THANDIWE…

Myfeetaregraduallytramplingonthickgrass,it’s

wetwiththethreattodropmeonthegroundshould

myfeethesitatetomove.Alittlegirlisleadingme

toanoldhut.It’stheonlyoneinthisdenseforest,a

lineoftalltreesstandwitnesstomyobservation.

Thegirlmoveswithslysteps,herbarefeetholding

asecretthatoughttobekeptsecreted.Aforbidden

walkasifGodhimselfhasbannedthismoment.

Myheartsendsawarningasweapproachthehut.

Thedevil’scageiswhatIwouldcallit.

“Tan-tan.”Awhisperrepeatsintheshadowsofthe

wind,compellingmetolookovermyshoulder.

“ComebacktomeTan-tan.”Itcallsouttome.

Yearning.Searching.Mysoulfamiliarizeswiththis

voice,turningaroundtostrideawayfromthiseerie

placeanothervoiceoverridesthewhispersofthe



wind.

“Mapula.”Theroaringsoundforcefullyspinsme,to

meetanoldmanstandingbeforemypresence.Half

nakedwithonlyagoatskincoveringhiswaistdown,

hisbackishunched.Longgrey-whitebeardflows

fromhischinandsitsonhismassiveround

potbelly.He’sbald-headed,facewrinkledandeyes

stabbingwithwrath.

“Mapula,Mapula.”Althoughstandingbeforeme,he

boomswithviciousnessandanger.Numbedbyfear,

mymusclesabandonme.Leavingmedefenceless.

“WhoisthatmaninyourbedMapula?Whogave

youtherighttohavethatmaninyourbed?Igave

youhisbrother,ishenotenoughforyou?”There’sa

tighteninginmychest,myfacefrozenliketherest

ofmybody,buttearsmanagetostealaglance.“Do

youknowwhoyouare?YouaremineMapula,you

belongtoMakhafula.YoubelongtomeMapula,you

belongtome.”Hisvoiceblastswithtormenting

echoes,mybreathingstopsashespreadshisarms

andclosesinonme.



Ican’tmove.No.no.no.Thisisadream,it’snot

realThandiwe,it’snotreal.

AcoldgustofairboltsoutofmychestasI’mpulled

upintorealityfromthedreamworld,confusionand

dizzinessmakesitspresenceknown.Vividimages

ofthenightmareflashinmyheadreplayinglikea

badadvert,theterriblefeelingsinksin.

WhereisNqaba?

Myheartloudlythumpingagainstmyribcage.

Breathingprompt.Tearsstreakingmyface,there’s

anoverwhelminggriefIcan’texplain.Inthis

muddledstateanadrenalinrushinmybloodand

bodytrembling…Ishootupoutofbed,running.

Gazekeptforward,Idon’tknowwhereI’mgoing.

There’sadoor,it’sopen.Acoldbreezekissesmy

faceasthedarknessofthenightwelcomesmeand

mybodyshivers,butIpaynoheedtoit.Myfeet

havealifeofitsown,theywon’tstop.I’mconscious,

moreawakethanIwasafewsecondsago.



ButI’mtrapped,trappedinafuzzynightmare.The

pain,exhaustionandgriefseektoshowtheirpower.

Theycarrymeupthebalconyagainstmywill.My

heartdoesn’twantthis,it’sfightingwiththe

emotionsthathaveengulfedme.Theyarestronger

anddrawingmetomydeath.

“Thandiwe…”Thevoicewithhard-edge,echoes,a

reproachingtoneswirlingaroundit.Somethingtight

chainsaroundmybellyandI’mpulledbackwith

onebolt,thetugisforcefulthatairrisesfrommy

lungsandsurgesoutofmymouth.

Thisscent…thesearms…thewarmbreathwhiffing

myfaceisrealandfamiliar.He’shere,myhead

restingonhisrobustchest.Mybodyswallowedin

hislargearms.Whenorhowormaybethereisa

God,maybehewantsmetoseeanotherday.

Maybethisishiswayofsayingitiswell.

“Whatwereyoudoing?”HowdoIrespondtoa

questionIhavenoanswerto?Overcomebymy

emotions,thewallsthatfrequentlyholdme

breakdownandsaltyfloodsburstforthlikea

stream,pouringdownmyfacewithoutasignof



stopping.

Thereismotionlessinmyhead,theaftereffectsof

therelentlessfearandanxietyIlivewith.

“Areyouinsane?Whatifyou-”helosestherestof

hisspeechprobablyatthegraspofthewordthat

hasbeenhoveringaroundmeforweeks.“I’msorry,

ngiyaxolisasthandwasami.Ngiyaxolisa

Tshabalala.”(I’msorrymylove.)“Takemetomy

fatherplease,takemetomyfather.”Thewordsare

almostinaudibleastheyarecoveredbyquavers

fromalumpythroat.I’mtrembling,Ican’tstop.

Nqabasqueezesmeinhisarms,wordsofcomfort

leavinghismouthandslidingintomyears.

Butthere’sanothervoice,theoldman’s.Nqaba’s

voiceseemstooverpowertheoneoftheoldman

witheachsoothingterm.

Ipullawaywithalapseofafewinches,tomeetthe

hardeningofhisface.Eyesrimmedredasiftears

aredaringtodripoutofthem,hishandrushesto



hideclearwaterysnotthatescapeshisflaring

nostrils.Jawtensingandrelaxingasifthereisa

violentwarbetweenhisstrengthandweakness.

Hecapturesmyfaceandworshipsmyeyeswithhis

lipsandwipesawaytheevidenceofpainfrommy

face.Thetouchiskind…smooth…warm…home.It

smearsthesorenessandconfusionaway.

“Ineedmyfather…”myvoiceisbrittleand

appealing.

“I’lltakeyou,you’regoingtobeokay.”Thelow

rumbleofhisvoicecomfortsmeasitconsumesall

thatIamandchasesawayeverybadthinginmy

messedupworld.“Ngiyak’thembisasthandwa

sami.”(Ipromisemylove.)Hisvoiceislikearollof

thunder,butlowandsoft.Yethespeakslikehe

controlstheworld,likefatemovesathiscommand.

“Iwantyoutocomewithmefirstthinginthe

morning,thenIwilltakeyoutoyourfather.Willyou

dothatforme?”Instinctivelyandpositively,Inodas

mypreviouswordsechoinmyheart.‘Iwillgo

whereheleadsme.’



PerhapsmyfatherwouldknowwhyGodhas

abandonedme.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

20…

THANDIWE…

Idon’tknowwhereNqabaistakingme,heisnot

sayingmuchandistooquietformyliking.He

keepsobservingme,likehewantstoseesomething

that’snotthere.WhenItoldCeleIwon’tbemaking

ittoworkhesaidthat’swhathappenswhenyou’re

rubbingshoulderswiththebigbosses.

Idon’tknowwhathemeantbythat.Hecanbe

annoyingattimes,scratchthat,helivesonthe

streetsofannoyance.



Idon’tknowhowImanagedtofallbacktosleep

lastnight,thedreamIhadfeelslikeadistant

memory,Ican’tpuzzleittogethernomatterhow

hardmymindworks.IffeelsasifIhaveforgotten

something,it’ssittingatthebackofmymindandI

can’tseemtoreachit.

Iwaswokenupsomewherearound5am,abag

containingmyclothespositionedonmybed.AsI

waswonderinghowNqabamanagedtogetmy

clothes,mother-in-lawcamewithanswers.NowI’m

wonderinghowsheagreedtobringmyapparels

fromthehouse.Thewomandoesnottakeorders

fromanyone.

Weleftaround6:30am,beforetherestofthefamily

wokeup.Nqabaisdrivingusto…Idon’tknow

where,hesaidhe’stakingmesomewhereandI

havetotrusthim.IsawasignsayingJourbertPark,

we’reinthetownofJoburg.Hehassloweddown

thecar,andIfigureitmeanswe’realmostatour



destination.There’safreeparkingspaceoutsidean

Indianshopsellingblankets.

“Whyarewehere?”Idon’tknowwhathereis.He’s

stillwearingthedeadpanexpressionandhewon’t

revealwhat’sgoingoninthatmysteriousmindof

his.

“There’samanwholivesinthisflat,hisnameis

NgidiandIthinkhecanhelpyou.”Ithascometo

this?Iamalittledazedbyhisintroduction.

“Atraditionalhealer?”

“He’saseer,prophet.Whateveryouwanttocallit,

hehasagift.”Iwatchhimasheexiststhecar,my

heartleapstomythroatwhenmyfeethitthe

ground.Iwobblebackandhitmybackonthecar,

everythingaroundmeisspinning.Nqabacomesto

myaidinaflash,worrydefeatinghisface.“What’s

wrong?”

“MyheadhurtsandIfeellightheaded.”IdoubtIwill

makeitinside.

“Ihavenoideawhat’shappeningtoyouTan-tan,I

thinkthereareforcestryingtostopyoufromgoing



inthere.Pleasefightsthandwasami,doitforZulu.

Doitforus.”Hishandisonmyfaceandinhisgaze

iswhereIfindmystrength.Wegetlooksaswe

walkinsidethebuildingwrittenParkCourtinbold

letters.Myarmisaroundhim,I’mwalkinglikeI

havejustbeendischargedfromthehospital.With

everystridemyfeetfallheavy,makingithardfor

metotakeanotherstep.

“Areyouokay?”Nqabaasksasweenterthe

elevator,Ihavenoanswerforhim.I’mleaningon

him,myheadrestingonhisupperlimb.Thisfeels

likeaspiritualbattle,there’sasuddenheftinesson

mynose.WarmthickmoistureleaksmyhandasI

sendittorubawaytheheaviness.I’mbleeding…

“Here.”Nqabahandsmeahandkerchief,anurgeto

cryarisesbutthetearsarenotthere.I’mweak,too

weaktofightwhateverbattlethisis.“You’regoing

tobeokayThandiwe,allofthiswillpass.”Atthis

pointnothingisbelievable.HowdoesNqaba

managetokeepcalminthemidstofeverything

that’shappening?MyworldisfallingapartandI



wanttoscreammylungsout,meanwhileheisas

calmasatoadinthesun.

Iletmybodyslidedowntothefloor.We’regoingto

thesixthfloorandthiselevatorismovingslow.

Nqabasettlesdownnexttome,myheadfindsits

spotonhisshoulder.Thebadfeelingfadesaway

whenI’mclosetohimlikethis.

“Doyouthinkhe’sokay?”Hegivesmeaglanceof

confusion.“Zulu...he’sneverbeenawayfromme

forsolong.”Talkingabouthimmakesmyheart

happy,Iwouldliketothinkthathe’snotcrying

whereheis.Thathedoesn’tthinkaboutmetoo

much.

Silence.

“Nqaba.”Ineedsomeonetotellmethatmybabyis

okay,evenifit’sjustalie.”

“Yes,”hespeaksinalowtone,aglintofworry

deckedinhisvoice.Itrusthisaffirmatives,no

matterhowtheyareportrayed.



Flatnumber60…Aboyabouttheageoffifteenlets

usin,heseemstobeacquaintedwithNqababythe

wayheacceptsaheadrubfromhim.We’reledto

thelivingroomwhereamiddleagedwomanis

located,naturallyIsmileather.Ittakesabouta

minuteforhermouthtostretchintoasmile.

Nqabasitsnexttome,Iwanttochidehimfornot

greetingthelady.Whyisheactinglikehecan’tsee

her.Thelivingroomisbigenoughtofitadining

roomtable,therearethreemoredoorsprobably

leadingtothebathroomandbedrooms.

TheboyoffersusdrinkswhichNqabaaccepts.In

onegulptheglassisemptywhileasIcan’t

stomachanything.ThecartoonsplayingonTV

remindmeofZulu,helovesthem.

Theboydisappearsintooneoftherooms,he’s

backinlessthantwominutesandleadsusintothe

sameroom,whereanelderlymaninalongwhite

garmentissitedonareedmat.HemustbeNgidi.

Coldshiversrushthroughmeashiseyesmeet



mine,acougheruptsfromhischestbeforeburping

multipletimes.

“Biyase,hayi...hayi.”(No.)Hisshouldersheave

whilevigorouslyshakinghishead.We’renot

welcomedhere,thatbodylanguagecannotlie.

Violentshuddersclaimmybody,Nqabacatchesme

whenitgivesinandgoesdownhill.Helaysmy

convulsingbodyonthecoldfloor,myvisionblurs,

spine-chillingwhispersfillmyears.Wordsfailme

whenItrytopushthemoutofmymouth…Keep

youreyesonhimThandiwe,it’swhereyouwillfind

yourstrength!!!Aremindercomestomind,he’snot

sayinganything,thoughhiseyesarespeakingto

me.

Asmellofincensedriftsmyway,Ishiftmyeyesto

seeNgidiblowingthesmoketowardsme.Mybody

acceptsitandfindspeace.

“Thandiwe?”Nqabamusthavetoldhimmyname,I

wasgivenadoektocovermyheadandatowelto

wraparoundmywaist.We’reseatedonareedmat



oppositeNgidi.“Thandiwe.”Herepeats.

“Nguyenababa.”(Itisher.)Themanisnotokay

withNqabaansweringforme.

“YouareThandiwe,right?”

“Yebobaba.”Hiseyesareincisive.(Searching)

“Didyourmothertellyouhowyouwereconceived?”

Ifshewantsmetraumatizedforlife…

“No,”Ibreatheoutthewordindisgust.Hiseyesare

searchingmeagain.

“Ican’tseeyourfuturentombazane,yourlifewillbe

cutshort.”Idon’tunderstand...mygazefallsonthe

manwhobroughtmetothisplace.Hisheadis

bowed,bodyclothedinburden,Nqabadoesn’tbow

hishead.WhereistheNqabawhostandstallwith

confidence?Ineedhimtolookintomyeyesandtell

methatthisisalie,thatit’saprank.“Someonehas

claimedyourlifeastheirown.”

“Who?”

“Apowerfulwitch,”it’sasifsomeoneemptieda

bucketoffearovermyhead.Mystomachlurches



andadrenalinpumps.“Youhadadreamlastnight?”

“Yes,butIdon’tremembermuch.It’sabitfuzzy.”It

couldbemysubconsciousprotectingmefromthe

horror.

“Hecametoyouinadream,thelittlegirlyou’ve

beenseeingishim.Hecan’ttakeanyotherhuman

formbutthatofthelittlegirl.Thechildwasmadea

sacrificebywitch'slivingoffspring,itwastheonly

waytogettoyou.Heisnolongerinthisworld,he

wantsyouwithhiminthespiritworld.”

“Why?Whatdoeshewantfromme?”

“Yourmotherwillhavetoanswerthisquestionfor

youandwhatevershetellsyou,trytounderstand

her.Don’tholdanygrudgesagainsther,oryou’llbe

openingadoorfortheenemy.”Whatisthisman

sayingtome?Awitch?Mymother?Secrets?

“Isthereanywayyoucanhelpherbaba?Ifthis

witchisafterherlife,thenhecanbestoppedright?”

Nqabajumpsin,hisgazeisonmeandlikealwaysI

failtoreadhim.



“Thatmanwasapowerfulwitchandwhoevertries

tofighthimwillmeettheirdeath,Iwouldloveto

helpyou,butIhaveachild.ButyouBiyase,you

haveeveryrighttoclaimherasyourownandsave

herfromthatwitch.”

“How?”Heasks,desperateforanswersasIam.

“Yourheartwillleadyou,hewillfightyouBiyase.

Yourloveforthisyoungladyisstrongerthanhis

powers.Hehatesyouforthatandheissetfor

battle,buthiswrathwillfallonThandiwe.Hehasa

pieceofher,itgiveshimthepowertoinvadeher

world.Ifyoutwopartways,theevilmanwillwin

andtakeThandiwe’ssoul.”Thismakesmewonder

whatmymotherdid.Whatdoesshehavetodowith

this?

“So,Iamnotlosingmymind?”Ineedtoknow.

“You’renot,youhaveagiftofseeingthedead.They

cometoyouwithamessagetorelaytotheirloved

ones.Someneedhelptocrossoverandsomeseek

forgivenessorwanttogivetheirfamiliesclosure.

Theworldthoughwillnotunderstandyourgift,the



roadaheadwillnotbeeasy.LikeIsaid,Ican’tsee

yourfuture.”Idon’tneedtoberemindedofthat,it

couldonlymeandeathandIdon’twanttodie.

“ThereisnothingelseIcanhelpyouwith,your

motherhasanswerstoyourquestionsandifyou

findsomeonewhoiswillingtohelpyou,thenpray

forthatpersonbecausethisbattleisnotforthe

fainthearted.”Hesaysanddismissesus.Idon’tsee

aneedforhimtoscaremelikethat,whateveris

happeningisbiggerthanme.NowthatIthinkabout

mymother’ssong‘prayThandiwe,pray.’Sheknows

somethinganditwon’tbeeasygettingthetruthout

ofher.ThiswillneedsisAngie’sintervention…

‘PleaseStepIn.’Lindaisonestubbornwoman.

Nqabawantstoknowifwe’restillgoingtoNquthu.I

thinkIshouldstayhereuntilIhavemysonback,

thenIwilltakehimwithme.Probablystaytherefor

awhile,Iwillneedtoapplyforleaveatwork.Cele

willnotbehappyaboutit.AmIgladhedoesnot

havethefinalsay?Hellyeah!



“Goodbyema,”asmileflicksonherface,asshe

wavesatme.Shedoesn’tspeak,Iguess.Nqaba

shoulddrophisrudeness.

“Youcanseeher?”Ngidisays,myheartstopsfora

second.WhatdoeshemeanIcanseeher?“Mywife.

Shediedlastyearinataxiaccident.Ican’tseeher,

butherpresenceisalwayswithme.Pleasetellher

thatsheneedstocrossoverandjoinher

ancestors.”WheredoIevenbegin?Themanjust

toldmethewomanseatedonthecouchishisdead

wife.Asifthisisnormal,myheartisracingfaster

thanitshould.Ineedtogetoutofhere.Grabbing

Nqaba’shand,Iattempttopullhimtowardsthe

doorbutthemanisimmobile.

“Let’sgo,”Iwhisper,stillpullinghishand.Ngidi

seesthroughmycowardice,thisisnogiftIam

willingtoaccept.NotuntilIfindoutwhereitcomes

from,nooneinmyfamilyhadsuchagift.

AccordingtoNgidi,mymotherhasanswersto

everything.



“That’salright,youwillgetusedtoit.”Seeing

Ghosts?Idon’tthinkso.Nqabaisquietlystanding

nexttome,observingeverything.Oroverthinking,

I’mnotsure.Hisbodyisstiffandhishandnot

respondingtomytouch.Odd.

Hehasn’tsaidmuchsincetherevelation.Knowing

thatthepersonwillingtodelivermefromthe

clutchesofthewitchmightdieisgnawing,

otherwiseNqabawillhavetotakeupthe

responsibility.

NTUTHUKO…

Lumkawouldbetheidealwomanformeifshe

weren’tmoneydriven,Ihavespentsomuchonher,

morethanIhaveonmywife.Shewoulddefinitely

milkmedryifIweretotakeherasmywife.Thesex

isgood,Ihavenodoubtsaboutthat.

NothreadofemotionmovesinmybeingasIwatch



hersleepingonThandiwe’ssideofthebedside,this

isallLumkawilleverbe-asidechick.Thandiweis

different,IloveherandIhateher.Itakejoyin

seeinghercry,butalsoIdon’twanttoseeherinthe

armsofanotherman.Ifithappensthatmybrother

Nqabasucceedsinattainingher,Iwouldhavetokill

them.AperfectmurderiswhatIhaveinmind,no

onewilleverknow.

“Lumka,wakeup.”Thandiwedoesn’tsleepasmuch

asthiswoman,Idon’tknowwhatIwasthinking

invitinghertomyhouse.I’mlateforwork,this

womanhadmedrinkingallnight.

“Whatisit?”Shegroansandtossesonthebed,

pullingtheblanketuptoherneck.

“Hey,getup,thisisnotyourbed.Youneedtogo

Lumkaman.”

“ButI’mtired,letmesleepabitmore.”Shejoltsup

asIpulltheblanket,exposinghernakedbody.

“Baby!”Shegrumbles,maybeIshouldset

boundariesagain.Lumkaseemstoforgetthatwe



arenotacouple.Sharingabedmeansnothing.

“Itoldyounottogetcomfortable,getupandleave

myhouse.”Idon’tdowellwithtears,womenare

strangecreatures.

“Whydoyoutreatmelikethis?I’vebeennothing,

butgoodtoyou…”

“Ohplease,Idon’tneedthisrightnow.Getoutof

mybed,”foranunknownreason,itbothersmethat

she’ssleepinginmybed.Mindyouthisisthesame

womanIenjoy,butrightnowIamdisgustedbythe

sightofher.

“Okay,letmetakeashowerfirst.”

“No,”herstepshaltatmycommand.Alookof

confusiononherface.“Mymotherisonherway,

youknowhowshecanbe.

“I’llhideinheretillsheleaves,pleasebaby.”Her

pleadingglanceputsmeonthespot,mymind

wavers.Theinnocenceinhereyesforcesmeto

surrendertoherentreaty.

“Fine,don’tmakeanysounds.Idon’tneedBarbra



breathingdownmyneck.”Sheregardsmewitha

suggestiveglance,hertinyfeettoddlingtome.I

don’tneedthisconfusioninmylife,she’sturning

meon.Mymindandemotionsareatabattlefield.I

duckassheflailsherarmswithashottohook

themaroundmyneck.“There’snotimeforthat,go

shower.”Regretfully,Irejecther.Withshame

grazinghereyes,shegivesmeaweaksmileand

movestothebathroom.Ihavenevercastheroff

before,somethingmustbewrongwithme.

Mybrotherthinkshe’ssmart,Icanseeright

throughhim.IamnotokaywithThandiweaway

fromme.HowdoIcontrolherfromafar?Whatif

shedecidestogoaheadwiththedivorce?I’veseen

theconfidenceshegetsfrommybrotherandIhate

it.

Igettothelivingroomtofindmymothersippingon

tea.

“DidIleavethedooropen?”Mysalutationcomesin

aformofaquestionandapeckonherforehead,



shedemandsthosefromallherkids.ThoughVero

isnotallowedtogetaninchclosertoher.

“You’reluckyyourfurnitureisstillhere.Issexwith

thatwhorethatgoodthat,youforgettolockyour

doors?”HowdoessheknowLumkaishere?Igive

heratangledglarethatsendsheronaneyeroll.

“I’vebeenhereforanhour,Isawhersleepingin

yourbed.”Weweresodrunklastnight,nothingelse

mattered.“Areyoutryingtoloseusmillions

Ntuthuko?YouknowifThandiweprovidesproofof

yourinfidelity,thecourtwillgrantherthedivorceon

asilverplatter?Doyouwanttobepoorson?

Becausethatwillhappenifyou’renotcareful.”

“ThandiwewillneverknowaboutLumka,relax.”I

shootback,tiredandfrustratedbyherconstant

nagging.Atongueclicksqueezesoutofhermouth

asIsitmyselfdown.“Whathappenedbetweenyou

andMziyesterday?IwalkedinonsomethingandI

haveneverseenyousonervousbefore.”There’sa

whifflewaffleinhereyes,asecretliesinthem.“Did

youtellhimaboutZulu?”



“Ofcoursenot,don’tberidiculous.”Defensively,she

snapswithoutmeetingmygaze.

“Areyousure?”

“Don’tbestupid,I’monyoursidehere.Haven’tI

proventhattimeandtime?”Theauthorityinher

voicecatchesmyfullattention.“Don’thurtthatboy

Ntuthuko,he’sonlyachildandremember,weneed

himmorethanweneedthemother.”Herrecaphas

meshiftingunnervinglyonmyseat.

“Iwouldneverhurtmyson,butThandiwedoesn’t

knowthat.”Isay,lookingawayfromhersevere

gaze.

“Saysthemanwhoterminatedallthreeofhiswife’s

pregnancies.”OnlyBarbrawouldthrowthisbackin

myface.

“Thatwasyouridea.”Igetareprimandingglarefor

crackingather.ThandiweknewIdidn’twantmore

kids,buthadtheaudacitytofallpregnant.Ihadto

takemattersintomyownhandsorthishouse

wouldbefloodingwithbig-headedbrats.

“Ionlyputtheideainyourhead.Youcould’ve



ignoredme,butyoumadeherthatspecial

milkshakewithabortionpills,allthreetimes.”An

ingeniousideaIsawonTV,Ihadtothinkfastwhen

Thandiwetoldmeshewaspregnant,fiveyears

afterZuluwasborn.Mymotherplantedtheseedin

myheadandasiffatewasonmyside,Icame

acrossashowwhereamanterminatedhiswife’s

pregnancysimplybyservingherashakewiththe

specialingredientsinside.Thatway,shewillnever

findout.

“Thandiweshould’veknownbetterthantofall

pregnantandkeepyourvoicedown,Lumkamight

walkin.”

“Ohshutup,don’tchidemeasifIamoneofyour

floozies.”Ihateitwhenshesaysthat,knowing

LumkaistheonlywomanI’mseeingoutsidemy

marriage.Barbra’spersonahasalwaysbuggedme,

fromwhenIwasalittleboy.Therespectshethinks

shedeservesasifshebirthedtheSonofGod.No

wondershesometimesbuttsheadswithher

husband,youwouldthinkshegrewupsurrounded

bymen.



BULELWA…

“Shit.”Ijumpoutofbeduponseeingthetime,work

startsat9am.It’spast8amandittakesmethree

hourstogetready.OnlyMandlacansubjectmeto

quickshowers.Onedaywhenhe’sold,wrinkledand

unabletowalk,Iwillremindhimofthisday.

There’ssomeoneinmykitchen,itmustbeLindiwe

orLilian.Theydon’tknock,becauseBubuisnot

financiallystabletoaffordhimselfahouseandthis

isMandla’shouse.Whatisthepointofchanging

thelocksiftheywillkeepbreakingin?

Wait!!!

Mysisterisnotawhitemanwhowalksaround

nakedinmykitchenwithnothingbutanapronon.I

grabthenearestvase,readymyselfforbattle.My

feetfalterastheidiotturnsuponhearingmyfootfall.

“Beastie?”Ishriek,inbewilderment.Dammit!Does



hehavetohaveabeautifulsmileandthoseabs

peekingthroughthatapron.‘FocusBubu,focus.’

“WhattheheckBeastie?”Whatishisnameagain?

Hetoldmetheotherday.

“Jacobbaby,Idon’tmindBeastie,butitwouldbe

niceifyoucalledmebymyrealname.”Heshould

fliphimselfoutofmyhousewiththatspatula.

“Boy,whyareyouinmyhouseandhowdidyouget

in?”Heturnstograbsomethingonthecounter,and

wavesitaround.

“Sparekey.”Ohhellno,whogavehimasparekey?

“Wheredidyougetthat?”Iask,hebetterspillorthis

vasewilldecoratehisbeautifulhead.“Mymother

doesn’tevenhaveakeytomyhouse.”

“Boo-boobear-”

“Yeey,stoprightthere.”Ishoutathim,commanding

hismovestohalt.Heraiseshishands,surrendering.

Asmileofvictorymoonwalkingonhisdelicious

mouth.BlinkBubu,itchasesthedevilaway.How

longdoIhavetochidemyselfbeforeIfeellikea

normalperson?Thisisaregularnow.



“IsthiswhatyourparentstaughtyouBeastie?”

Dammit…Ibitemytongue,thenameBeastiegave

himthewrongimpression.That’swhyhecame

back,menarelikepuppies,youpet-namethemand

theyclingtoyoulikeabloodsuckingparasite.

“WhereIcomefrom,breakinginahouseis

consideredacrime.Icangetyourfineass

arrested.”He’sgleaminglikeafool.WhatdidIsay?

No,seriously,whatdidIsay?

“Whywouldyouwanttogetmyfineassarrested?

Wouldn’tyouwanttohaveityourself?”Thatvoice

dearLord,that’sit.Lettherapturehappen,your

childrenwillnotsurviveinthisworld.Thedevilis

afterusdaddy-God.I’mdoingmoreblinkingthan

talking.Tryingtoblinkawaytheblindinginmyeyes.

“Lo…Look,Bea…”Shit!!!“JacobMason,”thegrinon

hisface.

“Youremembermysurname?”

“Ido.”I’mreturningthegrin,whichIshouldn’t,but

rememberinghisHomeaffairsnameisavictory.I



smashandforgetorrathertheysmashmeandI

forgetthem.

“Forgetthat,youhavetoleave.Thisiscreepy,

you’recreepyJacob.Creepy-sexy…”Iwilllosemy

tongueifIcontinuelikethis.Shouldhischestbe

movinglikethat?“Stopdoingthat,stopmoving

thosemuscles.”

Allthisdoesn’tmakesense,Beastiecameto

seduce.Thehard-oninmypantsneverlies.Ineed

help,it’snotfunnyanymore.Themanbrokeintomy

houseandhereIamsalivatinglikesomesex-freak,

thiscan’tbethecauseofmydeath.

Hewinks,Igulp,pursuinghiseverymovement.His

roundtightbuttblindsmysightwhenheturnsto

flipsomethinginthepan.Damn,howdoeshe

managetofuckmymind?

Ifindmyselflustingoverhim,myeyestrailingevery



muscleonthisstud’sbody.Vanillalatteismy

favouriteandIcan’tstartmymorningwithoutit,

someonemusthavetoldhimthis.

“Icanhelpyouwiththoselips,”Iblinktofindhim

oglingatmewithhisseductivelook.“Icankiss

thembetter,youknowitissaidthatbitingyourlip

whilestaringatsomeonelikelymeansyou’re

attractedtotheperson.”He’sinmyface,waytoo

close.“Lipsarethemostexposederotogeniczone

andapassionatekisscanawakenthelove

hormone.YouknowwhatIthinkaboutthissweat

formingonyourbrowsBoo-boo?”(Erotogeniczone

=apartofthebodythatexcitessexualfeelings

whentouchedorstimulated)

Hesendsafingertodrawoutmybrows,without

movinghislipsaninchfrommine.Andmysex

crazed-selfisturnedonlikeanovenonahot

Christmasmorning.It’sallwrong,Mr.Fiftyshades

issininahumanform.

“Ithinkyou’reattractedtomeandalreadyhavea

pictureofwhatweshouldbedoingrightnow.Don’t

youmissthesearmswrappedaroundyou?Me



beautifullyinsideyou,oursoulsconnecting.”

Experiencedpeopleshouldbelockedup,life

withoutthepossibilityofparole.Howdoinnocent

peoplelikeussurvivearoundthem?Mylipsare

invitinghisin,thelighttouchsendsshiversthrough

mynerves.Thevaseistakenfrommyhands.Heart

rateboostedbytheadrenalinrushinginmybody,it

doesn’ttakeasecondforittostarttremblingunder

histouch.Judas.Can’teventrustmyownbody.

Satan,youdevilLucifer.Dammit…youdidn’thave

toreplaythatnightinmymind.Steamy,freaky,

erotic...EvenGodknowsIdon’teatleftovers.Hell

mybodywouldcringeatthethought,buttodayit’s

likeafatkidofferedadeath-by-chocolatecake.

Jacobtracesthelineofmycheekbone,keepinghis

lipsagainstmine.Howdoyoudefinetheword

‘focus’again?Ineedhelp,thisisstalkertendencies.

I’veseentheredflags,hewillthinkthisisokay.

ThatI’mallowinghimin,you’reanadultBubu.Get

thisvanilladipoutofyourhouse.



“Ndlondlo.”Isnap,callinguponmyuncle.I’llbuy

himawholecrateofhisfavouritebeerifhedoes

hisjob.

‘There’saspecialatTopsatSpar.’

“Special?”Jacobhasfinallymovedback,goodwork

unc…Wait,didIsaythatoutloud?

“Myunclesaysyoushouldleavemyhouse.”

Dyingdoesn’tmeanyourestwhereyou’regoing.

Youthinktheworldishard,waittillyoubecomean

ancestor,it’sdoublethework.Wedemandleft,right

andcentre.Gettoworkuncle,takethiswhiteman

outofmyhouse.

“Shit,youruncleishere?”Onlynowhedecidesto

coverup,hisclothesarepackedonmycouch…

Satanthisone…

“Yes,uncleishereandyouwon’tlikeitwhenhe’s

angry.HelivedinLimpopomostofhislifeandGod

entrustedthemwithlightning.”Thisisbetterthan



cookingscrambledeggs,liesarefuntotell.Ishould

havemyownrealityshow.'LIESWITHBUBU'.

Foldingmyarmsacrossmychest,Iwatchthesexy

beastthrowhisclothesonlikehe’sonAmazing

Race.

“WhatdoyoumeanBoo-boo?Yourunclehasligh-”I

shouldbelaughingoutloudrightnow,buthe’llcall

meoutonmylies.

“Lightningdarling,”Ihadforgottenhowstupidheis.

Beautywithoutbrains.Shame.Hiseyeswiden,his

fidgetyhandsstruggletoputtheshoeonhisfoot.

“Youcandothatinthecar,youneedtogo.

Ndlondloisnotahappymanrightnow.”Ihandhim

hisothershoes,draghisfineassoutthedoor.He

turnsandIknowhe’sgoingtosaysomething

stupid.

“Myeggs...”Ican’t…

“I’msureyourdaddyhasenoughchickensinhis

farm.”Hesmilesatmyreturn,damn…sohisdaddy

hasafarm?



“CanIcallyou?”Whyismydoorstillopen?Ismash

itonhisfaceandleanagainstittocoolmyself.I

needtogooglesex-addictsanonymousorwhatever

it’scalled…Deathbysex?Theworldwillmockmy

none-existentlifeandIwillbethefirstpersonto

literallyturninmygrave.

Skippingworkisnotanoption,myfatherwould

comeanddragmeoutofthehouse.Itwon’tend

there.Themanwillgoasfarasembarrassingmein

frontofthosebaboonsIcallco-workers.Ineedto

runawayfromhere,gotoanislandwhereI’llbask

underthesun.Ihaven’theardfromThandiwesince

thenightIwasmeanttofetchher,I’msuchabad

friend.

“Bitchwhereareyou?Youbetterbealive,Ihope

Thorcametoyourrescuethatday,I’msorryIhadto

tellhim.Youknowwhat,Iamnotsorry,thatsonof

BarbraNtuksdeservestobelockedup.Anyway,

callmewhenyougetthis.”<BUBU



Herlastseenisdatedfivedaysago,butIgettwo

ticks.I’llcallherwhenIgettowork.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

21…

THANDIWE…

“HowamIgoingtocopewithoutyou?I’mnewhere

Tee,theworkiscomplicated.”Ifewokeuptoday

anddecidedthatshewillsitonmyneck,shehas

beenfollowingmearoundsincemorning,

complainingabouthowsheneedsmetotrainher.

HerdramahappenedwhenCeleapproachedme

andsaidIhavebeengrantedaweek’sleave,one

whichIdidn’taskfor.Iplanondecliningtheoffer.

MysonisnotbackwithmeyetandIwouldrather



notbecookedupwithBarbrainherhouse.

“Relaxwillyou?Iamnotgoinganywhere.”Ifeistoo

conversational,tooenergetic.Ican’timaginehow

theydealwithherathome.

“Awesome,thankyouTee.”Andthesehugsshe

keepsgivingmearenotneeded.“HonestlyIhate

thisjob,butyoumakeitsimpleforme.Bossmanis

suchamoodkiller,hecomplainedaboutmyattire.

SaidIshouldwearskirtsordressestowork,hesaid

Ihaveagreatbodyandshouldn’thideitunderlong

pantsandcardigans.”

“What?”Celeiseyeingthechild,nowomanissafe

fromthatman.

“Yeah,”adisgustedappearancetakesfullformon

herface.“Iguessitwasacompliment?”She’s

tryingtoconvinceherself,hereyesdonotlie

though.WhateverCelesaidtoherhasherbothered.

“Ifeyouneedtobecareful,”Ican’tvoiceoutmy

assumptionsaboutthemanlestIgetintrouble,but

Icanwarnhertokeepawayfromhim.“You’reabig



girl,youknowwhensomeoneisdoingsomething

inappropriate.ReporttoH.Rifsomeonedoesor

sayssomethingthatmakesyoufeel

uncomfortable.”Thisshouldhelp.

“YoumeanlikethewayCelelooksatme?”Sheasks,

hermouthpullingadownwardsneer.She’sseenit

too,Idon’tunderstandwhynoonehasreported

thatpervert.“It’sasifhe’sslowlyundressingyou

withhiseyes,Ilefthisofficefeelingdirty.LikeIhad

donesomethingwrong.Ishealwayslikethat?”

“Yes,henceIsaidkeepawayfromhim.Whenever

youfindyourselfalonewithhim,makesureyou

havesomesortofprotection.Apeppersprayor

something.”Isendmydirectionwiththehopethat

shewillgowithit,herheadmovingtoandfrooozes

meintorelief.Ifeseemslikeasmartgirl,sheshould

beabletoavoidCeleordefendherselfifneedbe.

Myattentionisinstantlyabsorbedbytheringing

phone.Whatdoeshewant?

“Ntuthuko?”Thesunmustbedoingavoshotoday,I



haven’theardfromhimintwodays.I’mstaggered

thathehassurfacedfromthefaceoftheearth.

“Youneedtocomehome,you’veoverstayedyour

visit.”Iknewhewouldnevercallbearinggoodnews,

Iwasexpectingtohearsomethingaboutmyson.

Whyisthismansoevil?Themanturnedinto‘Shaka

Zulu’overnight.

“Iamnotcominghomeanytimesoon,besides

father-in-lawwantsmetostay.”I’mlying,Iwastold

tostayawayfromhimuntilZulucomesbackhome.

“IamyourhusbandThandiweandIwantyouhome

today.”Heshouts,forcingmetomovetoaquieter

place.Ifechasesmysteps,curiositycallingoutto

her.Fightingwiththehusbandwasnotpartofmy

routinetoday.

“Don’ttalktomelikethatNtuthuko,”Isoundcalm

becausetheangelsaremostlikelysingingalullaby

tryingtokeepmestill.

“Idon’tlikeyourtoneThandiwe,”whattone?“You

thinkbecauseyouhavemybrotherfightingyour

battles,youcanpractiseyoursassinessonme?I



amyourhusband,Ipaidyourbrideprice.You

belongtome.”Thesoundofhisvoicecrashes

throughthephoneinvocalsoffrustration.There

goesmyday…OnlyNtuthukocandothis…Shatter

youintopieces.

“ThinkwhateveryouwantNtu-”Istopmid-sentence

asmyeyeszoominonthemansitedonmychair

nexttoIfe,hisbackturned.Ifeisscrollingonher

phonepayingnoheedtohim.

Whoisthat?Hecan’tbeacolleague,hisclothesare

dirty…Muddy...wet,likehehasbeenswimmingina

puddleofmud.There’sapoundinginmychest,

timeseemstohavesloweddown.Ntuthuko’svoice

becomesbackgroundnoise.

Aneagernesstoinvestigatearousesandbeginsto

pullmetowardshim.AmItheonlyonewhocansee

him?Adirtymaninaplaceofbusiness,howwas

heallowedin?

“Thandiwe,”Celeslidesinfrontofme,blockingmy

view.Agrimaceonmyfaceandexasperation



enhancingthroughmyveins,Itiltmyheadtopeek

overCele’stallbuildtofindthemangone.It’sasif

hewasneverthere.Disarrayed,Itakepanickysteps

toIfe,completelyignoringCele.

“Whereishe?”Iferaiseshereyes,theyshifttomy

leftandinaflash,sheramsthephoneinthepocket

ofherpants.Celeisstandingnexttome,readyto

complain.

“Who?”Ifeanswersmyprecedingquestion.

“Therewasamansittingonthischair.”Pointingat

mychair,ImutterlestCelehearsmeandconcludes

thatIamnotnormal.

“Therewasnoonehere,”CutelittleIfewhispers

back.“Areyouokay?”Myeyeshavetakenthetask

tobrowsethespaciousoffice,everycorner.Washe

hereoramIseeingghostsagain?

“CometomyofficeThandiwe,Ineedtohaveaword

withyou.”He’satitagain,whatdoeshewanttotalk

about?



“I’mstillbusysir,butI’llmakesuretoavailmyself

onceworkiscomplete.”LikehellIwill.Hisgaze

runstoIfewhoistryingbyallmeansnottolookup

athim.

“HowarethingsgoingIfeanyi?Ihopeyou’re

learning.”IfegaspsandfreezesasCeledropshis

bighandonhershoulder,thegripmakesme

uncomfortable.

Histhumbmovesbackandforth,rubbingthecurve

ofherneck.Ifeisholdingherbreath,Icantellfrom

thewayherbackhasstraightened.Hereyes

glancingintonothingness,thespacesbetweenthe

whitetilesonthefloor.

“Excuseussir,we’reworking.”Politelyandnot

givinganythingoff,Ishrughisdisgustinghand

fromthevisiblyterrifiedgirl.Heclearshisthroat,

givesmeanicyglare,histeethclampedtogether.

Iwatchhimscurrybacktohisofficeandtakeshis

frustrationsoutonthedoorasheslamsit.Ife

remainsalittleshaken,Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingon



inhermind.

“Areyouokay?”shehasn’tmovedaninch.“Ife.”

Blinkingisgood,she’sstillwithme.

“Yeah.”Shemumblesunderherbreatheand

crossesherarms.Wecan’tgetthatmanfired

withoutanyproof,everythingabouthimscreams

pervert.Hiswalk.Hiswords.Thelookinhiseyes.

Thefactthatheisconstantlystandinginthe

doorwayofhisoffice.Ishelookingforhisnext

target?CeleisbadnewsandIamafraidforevery

womaninthisplace.

BULELWA…

“Thereissomeoneheretoseeyou.”Thismanonly

speakstomewhennecessary,otherwisehe

pretendsasifIdon’texist.Apparentlyhehasbeen

giventhetasktotrainme.He’sthesupervisor

aroundhere.EveryonecallshimZizwe,Idon’tknow

hisfullname.Idon’tcaretoask.



Hestillstaresalot…he’sstaringrightnow,witha

frownasIpushmyjumpsuitsoutofmybody.His

eyesflowingdownfrommychesttolegs,strangely

nothingscreamsuncomfortable.Couldhebe…?

Nah…impossible…Orisit?

“Whoisit?”Myvoicesnapshimbacktolife,

clearinghisthroat,heturnsaway.Shamepulling

himbythenose.It'sagoodthingIhaveclotheson

underthisuglyworksuit.

“Idon’tknow,it’sawoman.”Hisraspingvoicedoes

somethingtome,itallbeganwhenhewasteaching

mehowtodriveastupidtruck.

Seatednexttome…Givingmeinstructions…the

nextthinghe’sleaningovermeandinstantlymy

heartgavein.Itjumpedtomythroat,hotflashes

swampedbybody…Cheeksburning…palms

sweating…andIwillnotmentionother

embarrassingeffectshisvoicehadonme.“You

shouldclosethewindow.”Hesaid,hisface

neighbouringminethathisvoicegentlyglidedinto



myears,stimulatingeverysexualfeeling.

Iamstillembarrassedbyhowmybodyconvulsed

atthesoundofhisvoice.Whilestillleaningover,he

turnedhisgazeandslowlytracedmyeyesdownto

mylips.ForthatGod-givenmomentIthoughthe

wasgoingtokissme.Onlyforhimtosnapoutofit

anddismissthelessonandhadsomehomophobic

foolwhothoughthewouldcatcha“gay-disease”by

touchingme-takeover.Iamdonewiththesepeople.

“Okay,”Ireturnhisanswerwiththesameattitude

hegavemeandgetaglarefromhim.Heshoulddo

somethingaboutthatscowlonhisface.Smiling

hasneverhurtanyone.I’mcaughtbyaheftyhuff

fromhim,I’monlytreatinghimthewayhetreatsme.

“Yourattitudestinks,”hesnaps,stealingglancesor

glares.

“Soyou’vebeentellingmeandguesswhatdarling?

Itstillstinks,accordingtoyou.”Mybigmouthwill

lendmeinhospital,Ineedtocheckifmymedical

aidisuptodate.Iaimmyjumpsuitatthechairnext



tohim,perfectshotthiswouldbe.It’swhereIhang

myuniformwhengoingout.Idon’twantanyoneto

seemeinthisdullhideousattire.

“What’syourproblem?”Ooops!!!Ididn’tmeantohit

him.

“Sorry!Lifeisabitch,isn’tit?”ShutupBubu…

Inwardly,Irebukemyselfandgulpathisface,anger

blazingunderhisstonyexpression...Hisnarrowed

eyesholdingmecaptive.Suchhandsomefeatures

haveneverwelcomedasmile?Lifeisnotfair.

He’sstompingtowardsme,Iwanttoescape,but

somethinginhisgazedemandsmenottomove.It

hasmestandingatattentionlikeasoldierreadyto

takeorders.Theworksuithitsmyfaceashenears

me,histhrowishardandpainful.Notfaironthe

strengthattack…Mymuscleswouldn’tdefendme

evenifIpaidthem.

Clutchingonthesuit,Imoveback,hypnotisedby

hispreyinggaze.I’mthinkinghe’sgoingstop,but

thegiganticmantowersovermeasmybackhits



thewall.Whatishedoing?

Oblivioustohisnextmove,Iwincewhenheraises

hishandtome.

Theunexpectedtouchlocksmeinconfusion.It’s

trailingmyface,everyedge.Withastonishmenton

myfacethatisenthralledinhisfiercegaze,I

chastisemyeyesandsendthemtomyfeet.Iam

notonetoshyawayfromanything,whyisHulkan

exception?Thetrailingcontinuesuntilitfindsmy

lips,ashudderingbreathleavesmymouth.Ifeel

giddyfromhisscent,it’shypnoticandappetizing.

Mybodyisdenyingmeagain.Iwantanewone.I

don’tdowellwithJudas.

“Whatmakesyouthinkyoucantalktomelikethat,

Buttercup?Yourmouthwillgetyouintrouble,you

needtowatchit.”Hisfaceisimpassive,buthis

voicecontradictsit.It’sswirlinginamusementand

whatsoundslikecompassion.I’mconfused.His

pull-away,atthesoundofsomeoneclearingtheir

throatisnotrushed,hisscrutinystillchainingme.



Myeyeschasehimashesauntersawaywithout

acknowledgingthepersonatthedoor.

“OhmyGod!Heissoyummy.”Lindiwe’schirpy

voicepullsmefromthesightofZizwe’sdaunting

strides.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Lilianmusthavegiven

hertheaddress,mymotherisincahootswith

everyonewhowantstoseemydownfall.

“Icametocheckifyou’restillalive,seeinghow

muchyouhateworking.”Wesettledownonthe

benches.“Ididn’tknowyouhaveaboyfriend.Are

wekeepingsecretsfromeachothernow?”Saysthe

girlwhokeptapregnancyandanengagementfrom

me.

“Idon’tdorelationshipsyouknowmeandifI

happentodate,thatbastardwouldbethelast

personIgofor.BesidesIdon’tthinkhe’sgay…”

WhoamIkidding?Theguyisbisexual,that

chemistrywasreal.



“Youtwolookedquitecloseforpeoplewhoarenot

inarelationship.”

“Canwenottalkabouthim?Whatbringsyouhere?

Youknowthisplaceismostlysurroundedbymen?”

Shelaughsatmystatement.

“Yourdefinitionofheaven.Doesdaddyknowthat

hissonisawhore?”Lindiwe’sproclamationwould

usuallythrowmeintoalaughingzone,butnot

today.Todayitbothersme,Jacobgavemeafright

thatdayatmyhouse.ThelifeIliveprovestobe

dangerous,attractingthewrongpeople.

“Doesheknowthathisdaughterispregnantandis

abouttopop?”Iclapback,ithasherdroppingher

gazewithsadnesspaintingherface.“What

happened?”

“Lonwabowantstopostponethewedding.”Iknew

thatpretzelwasacrook.

“Why?”

“Idon’tknow,he’sactingweirdBubu.Idon’tknow

what’swrongwithhim,he’schanged.”Sheexplains,

paininhertone.



“I’msorryTwiggy,”Iglanceatherapologetically,the

tearsknockingbehindherpupilsbreakmyheart.

ThatbastardLonwabo…ifIhadthestrengthofa

thousandsoldiersIwouldgoafterhimorelsehe

wouldsquashmelikeacockroach.“Cryingdoesn’t

suityou,youknow?Haveyouseenhowyournose

growswhenyoucry?No…yourfather…Igiveitto

himshame.Ofallthethingshecouldhavegiven

you,hehadtogoforthenose.”Shelaughs,just

whatIwantedtosee.“RememberMandlafrom

Generations,thatfoolwhowasinlovewithKarabo

Moroka?Areyousurehe’snotyourfather’stwin

becausethisnose…wow…darling.”Iswallowmy

jestatthescowlsheregardsmewith.

“YoumeanFanaMokoena?”Thequestionsurges

outinaguffaw.

“Whoisthat?”

“Hisrealnameis…”Isshereallygoingtoexplain?

“Wouldyoulikesometea?”Icutin,timeisnoton

myside.Ihavetogobacktowork.“Sinceyoudon’t

havealife,youcansithereandwaitforme.”



“ForgetitandIhavealife.Ineedtogo,I’mmeeting

upwithLilian.Weneedtodiscussawayforward.

Yourfatherhastoknowthathisdaughteris

pregnantandherfiancéwantstopostponethe

wedding.”Thepaininhervoicewhenshespeaks

aboutthatfool.

“CallmewhenyoudecidetotellMandla,Iwantto

polishhisgunsforhim.”

“Mandladoesn’thaveguns.”shedisputes.

“Iknow,I’llbuythemforhimandpolishthem

myself.”Thesoundofhersweetgleefillsmyears.

Noonewantstoseetheirsisterhurting.

“Howiswork?”Thereisahintinhereyes,she

wantsinformationIdonothave.

“Ohdarling,it’srainingmen.Top-deck,Bar-One

and…Hulk.”Ishouldstoprollingeyes,peoplelook

stupidwhiledoingit.

“Whenwillyouretirefrombeingaprostitute?”Her

questionhasmeguffawingandthisiswhenZizwe



walksbysneeringatme.AmInotallowedtolaugh?

“IsthatHulk?”Lindiweshouldlearntokeepher

voicedown,heheardher,judgingbythecocky

smileonhisface.Whyishebackinthekitchen?

Shouldn’thebesupervisingsomeidiots?

“No,”Imumble,hopingthatZizweisnotlisteningin

onourconversation.“WhatareyoudoingTwiggy?”

It’stoolate,thescrawnypregnantbratisoffering

thefrowningmanahandshake.Thisgirlwillkillme.

“Hi,I’mLindiwe.Bubu’ssister.”Sheneedstowipe

thatsmileoffherface,ifthistablewasbigenoughI

wouldbehidingunderit.

“Lindiwe,awumadoda.Ubuhleobungaka.Areyou

sureheisyourbrother?Youcantellmeifhe’s

adopted,IpromiseIwillbelieveyou.”HesaysandI

don’tknowifhe’sjokingorserious.Hisimpassive

faceisstillonplaymode.

“Excuseme,Ihappentobethemostbeautifulone

inmyfamily.”Imean,Ihavetodefendmyself.His

raisedeyebrowpushesmebacktowhereIwas

positioned.



“We’lllethimthinkthat,hisegowillbebruised

otherwise.”Lindiwecuesajest.

“I’msurehecantakeit,heisagrownman.”Zizwe

replies.Grownmanmyfoot,heknowsnothing

aboutme.

“Yousaidyournameis…?”Mysisterandher

forwardflatass.

“Zizwe.”He’skissingthebackofherhandandI

havetojumptodragherawayfromhisclutches.

“She’spregnantandengaged,”Isay,pullingher

handawayfromhim.Acockysmileplaysaround

hismouth.Imbecile.Thekissheplacesonher

cheekbeforebeautifullyploddingawayisutterly

unnecessaryalongwiththestupidsmileon

Lindiwe’sface.

“Whatareyousmilingabout?”Iamnotokaywith

this.

“Godknowshowtoshowoffhey?Ididn’tknowhe

stillmakesthemlikethat,Ithoughthehadgivenup



whenhecreatedyou.”Iwilltakethatasaninsult.

“Hey,Iambeautiful.BetterlookingthanHulk.Did

youseehowhe’ssofullofhimself?”Itellher,

feelingabitintimidatedbythatman.Thereis

somethingabouthimthatputsmeinapositionthat

goesagainsteverythingIbelievein.inconsistency.

Hehasmequestioningmyselfandthinkingabout

himinwaysIshouldn’t,I’mtheonlyonewhoshould

dwellinmymindand…finewineandpartiesand

thenextvanillaflavouredstud.Besides,Iswirl.I’ve

nevertastedchocolatebefore,sincethatidiot

Tsheporuinedmyviewofblackmen.Ineverlooked

back.

“Heisfullalright,inallareasInoticed.”

Igaspatherreplyandthesillysmirkonherface.

“Bitch,thatXhosaguyhasturnedyouintoawhore.”

Iwantmysisterback.

“LeaveLonwabooutofthis,it’stheMsibigenes.

LookatMandla’sonlyson,aprofessionalslut.”She

shovesmetothesideandbeginsherdramaticwalk

out.



“Hey,notevenagoodbyekiss?”Ishoutafterher.

“Hulkwillgiveittoyou.”Dammit…Thatwastoo

loud…Themaniscontinuouslyflyingaroundme,a

mosquitoismorebearable.Icanonlyhopehe

didn’thearanyofthat.

“I’llgetyouforthisTwiggy.”Myvoicereachesher

andshethrowsamiddlefingerbackatme.Ineed

tostayawayfromZizwe,Ican’taffordtocatch

feelings.

NEO…

We’reinKenya…Sometimesit’shardtobelieve

Stylosandhismind.Hismentalcapacityisoutof

thisworld.Idon’twanttoappearstupidbyasking

howhecameabouttheconclusionthatZuluisin

KenyaandnotBrazillikeBarbrahadsaid.Now

we’releftwiththetaskoflocatingthechild.We

havebookedintoaMotelinMombasa.

Stylosisonthelaptopgoingthroughnamesof



SouthAfricanswhoenteredthecountryinthelast

twoweeks.

“Yoh,Stylos.”Throwingmyselfonthebedbeside

him,Igroanwithlassitude.Theflightwasnotlong,

butIfeellikeIhavetravelledfromSAtoEurope.

Stylosisnothappyaboutmydive.He’sastiredasI

am,butinsistsonworking.Iwouldaskhimwhat

therushisandhe’dtellmethathiswifeandkidare

waitingforhim.“What?”Iquestionthedeadpan

lookthathastakenoverhisfeatures,crankyiswhat

heisrightnow.

“Doyouhavetothrowyourselfonthebed,mybed?”

Heflareshisbignoseatme..

“YouknowStylos,ifyoudidn’twanttocomeyou

couldhavesaidso.NowImustdealwithyoursour

face,Ineedabreakfromsourfacesman.Zee

constantlylookslikeshejustateabunchoflemons,

thosemonkeysareturningmybabaintoaGodzilla.

Yeyithatwomanbarks…snaps…shouts…screams

andcries.Dramantwanaeveryday,Iwassoclose

tocallingMam’Sontososhecancastthethree

demonsout.”I’mblathering,IknowIamwhenhe



gogglesatmelikeI’msomealien.

“Great,checkthisout.”Flippinghislaptopoverto

meandagrinonhisface,hepointsatthescreen.

Myeyescan’tfindwhathe’sshowingme.MustI

workevenwhenI’mtired?

“Whatisit?”

“Irecordedyou,”therevelationpullsmeupfromthe

bed.

“Jyhetwatgedoen?”(Youdidwhat?)Myeyes

widenasIsqueaktryingforacondescendingtone

anddismallyfailing.

“Yourspeech,TrevorNoah.Zeeisgoingtolove

this.”Hereplies,withacockysmilethatinstantly

putsmeoff.Friendsturntoenemieswithinasplit

ofasecond.

“Goahead,shewon’tbelievethatrecording.Isee

whereyourloyaltyliesnehStylos,youdon’twantto

seemehappy.”

“YoutalktoomuchNeothatsometimesyoudon’t

realizewhatyou’resaying.Yourbigmouthwillget



youintotroubleonedayandIhavebeensayingit.”

Hechortlesathisowndeplorablepun.

“Yohhai,relaxDr.Phil.Wecameheretofindthebig-

headedboy,nottogivemeapeptalkaboutmybig

mouth.Youcan’tfindacureforeverything.”Stylos

laughsinaquietgleefulway.

“ButhonestlyStylos,amItheonlyonewhoishappy

tobeawayfromtheladyofthehouse?”I’mworking

tocomfortmyachingheart,thisshitishard.Ididn’t

thinkIwouldmissZeesomuch,mymindisfilled

withnothingbutthoughtsofher.Nothingisleftout,

fromthewayshelaughsatme,tothewayshe

smiles.Whenshereprimandsme,butwithlove,

makingmewanttokissandkickheratthesame

time.

“Thiscomingfromthemanwhocheckshisphone

everysecond,Ayizemustbepartyingwheresheis

andyou’reheremissingherlikeapuppy.”Stylos

sureknowshowtoburstone’sbubbles.“Whenare

youmarryingherNeo?”Nice,nowIamforcedinto



thisconversationagain,likeathreadthroughthe

eyeofaneedle.Healwaysseemstobringitup

whengivenachance.

“Soon”Theglareisnotappreciated.

“You’vebeensayingthatsinceyoutwogotengaged,

Sethuseemstothinkyou’retakingadvantageofthe

factthatAyizedoesn’thaveafather.”That’sabsurd.

“Iwouldneverdothat,IlovethatwomanStylos.

Marriagechangeseverything,Idon’twanttolose

whatwehave.Thefriendship,theconnection,I’ve

seenalotofpeoplechangeaftergettingmarried.

TheydriftapartandIdon’twanttha...”

“Whatmakesyouthinkthat’swhat’sgoingto

happen?Isityouorher?”Hisquerygetsmymind

working.Marriagescaresme,thedivorceratein

thiscountryscaresme.Marriageislikeademon

thatsucksloveoutofeveryrelationshipandonlya

fewsurviveit.Acquaintancesofminegotmarried

anddivorcedinthreemonths.Theywentfrom

loverstostrangers,theycan’tbeinthesameroom

withoutbarkingateachother.I’veseenthehate



theyhaveforeachother.ItscaresmeandIdon’t

wantthatforZeeandme.Ihadeveryintentionto

marryherwhenIproposeduntilmyviewabout

marriagewaschanged.

“Idon’tknowhowshefeels,shedoesn’ttalkabout

itandI’mtoomuchofacowardtoaskher.”

“YoumyfriendhavewhatwecallGamophobia.”

“Gamowhat?”

“Gamophobia,afearofgettingmarriedand

commitment.”Stylesilluminates,gazingatmefora

secondwithworryshadedeyes.

“Makhooa,everythingmusthaveaname.Can’tit

justbeasituationfeela?Gamotonia…”(Whites.)

“Phobiastupid.”Heinterpolateswithasnap.

“Yeahwhatever.Mamelaseo,matlakalafeela.The

namedoesn’tmakesense,ukatsebahoreitwas

madeup.Horeawhitemanwokeuponedayare

vandagIfeellikegamotonia.”(It’srubbish,youcan

tellitwasmadeup.)



“You’restupidNeomanandstopsaying

gamotonia”

“YeahprofessorStylos,nnakestupid,butatleastI

don’tusewordslikegamatonia.”Myretorthashim

scratchinghisheadinfrustration,itjustdoesn’t

makesensetome.Thewordsoundsdumb.What

normalpersonwouldmakeupsuchaword?“I

understandwordslikecusta…crus…claustr…”

Thesewordsaresohardtopronounce,Ihavetoput

myintelligenceonholdsoStyloscancompletehis

annoyinglaughter.Heshakeshisheadindefeat

andoglesatmewithjudgementinhiseyes.

“Claustrophobiastupid,”hesmacksthewordinto

myhead.

“YouseewhyIwouldrathersticktomylanguage,I

stillwantmytongue.Youcarryonbitingyours,

whileIpronouncesimplywordslikelenyaloke

nyonso.”(Marriageisnonsense.)

“IwillhavetodisagreewithyouNeo,marriageis

beautiful.It’snotperfectyes,sometimesyouhate

eachother,buttheloveoutweighsthehate.Sothat



eliminatesadegreeofworry.SethuandIarguealot,

thatwomanisstubborn.”Thereisawayhisface

lightsupwhenhementionshiswife,theirloveis

somethingtobeenvied.StylesSishi,inloveand

unashamed.

“It’stheMkhizeinher,whatdidyouexpect?”Icatch

thesniggerthatescapesthroughhisbreath,hadit

beenUze,Iwouldbegrilledmeat.

“Voetsek…”HespitsandIamnotcatchingthisone.

“ThepointI’mtryingtomakeisifyoutwoloveeach

other,thenyouwillmakethemarriagework.You

willargueoversmallthings,likewhoshouldmake

thebedtoday.Whyyourshoesarelyingaroundin

thehouse.Thewayyoucheworhowyoubrush

yourteethmightgettoherandshe’llsnapatyou

andthefightbegins.Butthat’sallnormal,it’s

marriage.It’snotwhatweseefromoutsideNeo,the

perfectInstagrampictures.Outings,trips,date

nightsorwhatevermightbelaidfortheworldtosee.

It’swhathappensbehindcloseddoors,the

arguments,thesilenttreatmentsandSethu’s



favourite-hungerstrikes.Ihateitwhenshedoes

that,butIstillloveherandlifewithoutherseems

impossible.Thethoughtofitkillsme.”Everything

helaysoutmakessenseandIcanfamiliarisewith

it.

“ButnoteveryoneisluckyStylos,shebaLesibale

vrouoahae.ThreemonthsStylos,theywentfrom

BonnyandClydetoMr.andMrsSmith.Thosetwo

hateeachotherman,daaivrousenthimapictureof

acoffin,areit’sagiftfromhertohim.Poorguy

sleepswithoneeyeopen.”(LookatLesibaandhis

wife.)

“Theywereprobablynotmeanttobe,Idon’tknow.

WhatIknowisthatIwouldfighttokeepmy

marriage,youshouldfightforAyizeaswell.That

womanhasbeenthroughenough,shedeservesa

happyendingNeo.Don’tdenyher,youdon’tlaybya

woman.What’swrongwithyou?”Hethrowsa

pillowatme,Ithrowitbackwiththesameforce.

“Whatlayby?Ididn’tlaybyanywoman.”Isaymy



mindcollectingtheclutterinmybrainand…Oh

shit….

“Yeahstupid,”heexclaimsuponobservingthe

shockonmyfrontage.Zeemustbedevastated,she

washappywhenwefirstgotengaged.Thewedding

wasallshewouldtalkabout,littledidIknowthat

shewashinting.Cometothinkofit,it’sbeenlong

sinceI’veseenherwearingthering.Neo,youreally

arestupid.

“Youtwoshouldcommunicate,thisiswherethe

problembegins.Lackofcommunication.Whatwill

youdoifshewakesuponedayandsaysshewants

out?”Thethoughtgivesmeheartpalpitations,my

lifeisworthlivingwithherinit.HowwillIstomach

goingtobedwithoutherandwakinguptoanempty

bed?IthinkIwouldgiveuponlife,callmeweak,but

Zeehasgivenmeaningtomylife.

Hell!ImisshersobadrightnowandsometimesI

missherwhenshe’sonlyadistanceawayfromme.

“Youneedtodivertyourselffromnegativethoughts,

stoplookingatyourfriendswhofailedintheir



marriage.Youwillbeattractingthat,whatyouthink,

seeandfeelisalwaysamatcheverysingletime.

Theuniversewillgiveyouexactlythatbecause

you’reattractingit.Whatyouthinkabout,youbring

about.It’stimeyouchangethewayyouview

marriage,cancelallthosenegativethoughts.You

knowit’sbeenprovenscientificallythatan

affirmativethoughtishundredtimesmorepowerful

thananegativethought.”Igetthatthisisallcoming

fromagoodplacebut…

“Stylosman,eish!You’reseriouslygoingtopreach?

We’reinKenyantwana.It’shot,I’mtired,hungryand

horny.Pleasespareme,mywomanisbackin

Joburg.ImaginethetortureIamgoingthrough.”I

grumble,bringingaboutalookoftotalboredomand

infuriationonhisfacade.

“VoetsekNeo,voetsek.”Hegrunts,onlyIknowhow

togetunderhisskin.

“Yeah,soyou’vebeensingingandIhaven’tvoetsek-

edyet,kentsekelemona.”(I’mstillhere.)Witha

heftysigh,heshutsthelaptop.Frustrationclosing

inonhim,Ihavetomoveawayfromthebed.For



protection,justincase.StyloscurvesabrowasI

standatthedoor,myhandgrippingthedoorknob.

“I’llgetRandytotalktoyou.”Hiscalmnessworries

me,anaggravatedStylosisadangerousStylos.

“Wouldyourelax?You’regettingonmynerves.”

“Ihavethreemonkeystowelcomeintotheworld,

justthinkofthembeforeyoutryanything.”The

warningfallsonanangryman,maybeIshouldshut

mymouth.Avertingfromhisblazinggaze,Iplace

myselfonachairsituatedbythewindow.

“YoushouldtakeRandallasamentor,”Uzeis

whippedhonestly.“He’sstillallaboutAmara,still

looksatherlikeshe’stheonlyoneintheroom.”

“Yeah,thenshemustgivemetheaddressofthe

witchwhogaveheraloveportion.ZulugirlsStylos!

I’mtellingyou,MissSmusthavegottenashare

fromAmara.”Ireturnandperhapsmyserious

natureisthoughttobesenseless.Helooksatme,

withholdingtheresponse.Hiseyespiercingmy

surface.Sishisighsindefeat,Itriedtobeme.



“I’mdone,youridiocywilllandyouintroublewith

Ayize.Don’tbreakthatgirl’sheartNeo.”Withwords

ofadvice,hebreaksthesilence,Iwouldn’tdreamof

it.Myrejoindersinksbackinmythroatatthesound

ofhisphoneringing.

“Nkosi,talktomeboy.Ionlywantgoodnews.”

“Puthimonspeaker.”Isay,movingcloser.Nkosi

wassenttofishoutinformationonNtuthuko.He

neverfails.

“Nkosintwana.”Isendmygreeting,he’salwaysin

highspirits.

“Neo,thedoghasbarked.TheboyisinKenyaunder

thenameXolaniMabuza.”Therewego.

“Didhesaywhere?”Stylesqueriestypingawayon

thelaptop.

“Itwon’tbehardtofindaXolaniMabuzaina

countrywhereZuluisaforeignlanguage.”I

introducemythoughts,Ntuthukodidn’tthinkthis

through.HeshouldhaveusedaKenyanname.Idiot.



“ThankyouNkosi,we’lltakeitfromhere.”Styles,

readytodropthecall.

“DankieSiyabonga,youneedtohurrythough.He

knowsweareontohim.”Nkosigivesadvice.

“DankiesiyabongaNkosi.”Hechortlesatmy

copyingofhiswords,thecallisdisengaged.

“Gothim.”Stylessays,grinningwithvictory.

“Whatarewewaitingforthen,let’sgettheboy.”

ThiswaseasierthanIthought,Iwon’tbeawayfrom

mywomanforlong.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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THANDIWE…

“Whatareyoudoinginmykitchen?”Barbraisone



unhappywoman,Iamnotinthemoodtoday.I

camehomeearlyandDumakindlyaskedthatI

makesupper,sinceTryphenaisonleave.

SeeingthatBarbrawasnothome,Itookthe

opportunityandmademyselfcomfortableinher

kitchen.

“Preparingsupper.”Ireply,notgivingherasingle

glimpse.Iamokaywithnotseeinghersourface.

“Whosaidyoucantouchmypotsandstove?”She’s

dippingherheadin‘my’potsandbangingthelids

assheclosesthem.“Whatnonsenseisthis?Ihope

you’renotmakingthisforthewholefamilybecause

nowayamIlettingmyhusbandeatthisshit.”Bitter

assbitch…Herfoulwordsforcemetogivehermy

attention,she’sstandingwithhandspastedonher

hips,adisrespectfulpostureifyouwouldaskme.

“Your…husbandsentmetothekitchenandhe

happenstothinkthefoodsmellsgood,ifyouhavea

problemwithittakeitupwithhim.”Shenarrowsher

eyesandpursesherlipsindisgust.



HowdidIgettangledinthisweb?IknewBarbra

hatedmefromthestartbut,Istayed.

“IsthishowyoutalktomymothernowThandiwe?”

Hereisanotherone,hisfootfallwassolightthatI

missedit.TheseBiyasegiantswalkliketheyare

floatingonair.Helooksdifferent,Idon’tunderstand

theclotheshewears.

Iknownothingaboutfashion,butIknowan

expensivepieceofclothingwhenIseeone.I’mstill

fightingmywaythroughsmallstreetsandfinishing

offalaybyatRage.

“WhatwrongdidIsay?”Ntuthukomustnottryme,

nottoday.Notwhenfather-in-lawisinthenext

room.Imighthavenothingtostandonwhenwe’re

alone,buthedoesn’tcalltheshotshere.

Iwatchhimashegreetshismotherlikeshe’sa

queen.Iwillneverunderstandthis,forsomeone

whogrewupinthevillageshesuredemandsalot

ofkisses.



“Youseemtobeforgettingwhosheisandasa

daughterin-lawofthisfamily,youneedtoknow

yourboundariesThandiweandstaywithinyour

limits.”Thisman…

“I’vealwayssaiditsonthatyouneedtoputthis

womaninherplace.”IhavenocluewhatBarbra

meansbythis,hertonethoughisdrawingthe

pictureforme.

DecidingtoignoretheirfoolishnessIturnbackto

‘my’pots,thefoodsmellsnice.Thiswomanisjust

pettyandbitter.

Iamtakenabackbyapeckonmycheek,it’shim

hisscentconfirmsit.Iturntohimwitheyesfilled

withquestions.

Hishandglidestothesmallofmybackand

instantlyIamnauseatedbytheheatsurgingfrom

himintomybody.HefrownsasIscootback.

“Iamheretotakeyouhome,likeIsaidearlier,you

haveoverstayedyourwelcome.”Ntuthukosays,

pushinghishandbackonmylowerbacklikeit



belongsthere,likeIamhistokeep.WhatamI

saying?Iamhis-hiswife.

HowdidIgetmyselfintothismess?Ihavenoone

toblamebutmyself.

GrowingupIwassurroundedbymymother’s

unconditionallove,shewouldprotectmelikeI

woulddisappearfromherlifeifshedidn’t.Iswam

inmyfather’slove,beinghisonlychildhegaveme

allthelovehisheartcouldprovide.

Ican’tsayIhadguidance,alifecouchinmymother.

‘Stayawayfromboysuntilyou’re21andifyou’re

strongenoughtowait25wouldbegood.Don’thold

aman’shandbecauseyouwillfallforhimand

you’llfindyourselfpregnantandalone.Hatecan

disguiseitselfaslove,becareful,youneedtoknow

howdistinguishbetweenthetwo.’

That’sallIneededfrommyparents,Iwouldn’tbe

herelookingatthemanIonlylovedtillourwedding



night.Themanwhoishateandcamedisguisedas

love.

ThemanIgaveeightyearsofmylifeandtrusted

withmyson,themanwhohastakenmyheart,

trampledonitandshowedmemyplaceinhislife.

Whichisunderhisfeet.

“AndItoldyouthatIamnotgoinganywhere.”I

movetograbastackofspinachinthefridge,Duma

saidNqabaiscomingoverforsupper.Iremember

howhelovedspinach,boiledwithjustsalt.I’mstill

tryingtofigureouthowhe’sabletostomachthat

terriblefood.

“Thandiwe.”IspinatthesoundofNtuthuko’s

reproach,mymouthisstretchedintoasmallsmile.

ThoughtsofNqabadothattome.“I’mtalkingto

you?”Barbrahasleftthekitchen,Imusthavereally

beenlostinmymusing.

“What?”He’sannoyingme,nevertrustawoman

whohaspotssimmeringonthestove.Anythingis

possible.



“Isaidgetyourbags,weneedtogo.”Okay,sohe’s

notaskingmehere.

“Idon’tknowhowtotellyouthis…hubby,seeing

thatyourefusetounderstandmywords.I...am...

not...going...anywhere.”Itakemyfrustrationsout

onthespinach,hopingIdon’tcutmyselfinthe

process.Theknifefallstothefloorasastronggrip

encirclesmywrist,hisgazeisnotafriendlyone.

I’veknownDumaBiyaseforalongtimeandthe

mandoesnottolerateabuseagainstwomen.Part

ofthereasonwhyBarbragetsawaywithalmost

everything,shehasherfingersinhisnostrilspulling

himinwhateverdirectionsheseesfitandDuma…

let’sjustsayheisamaninloveandwoulddo

anythingtokeephisfamilytogether.Wouldhegoto

theextentofhidingadeadbody?Iwouldliketo

thinkso.

“Youseemtoforgetthatyoursoniswithme,hislife

isinmyhands.OnewordfrommeThandiweand

you’llbeaskingGodwhyhemadeyouamotherin



thefirstplace.”Nqabasaidnottobeafraidof

anything,thathewillbringhomeZulu.

HowdoIstaycalmwhenthismandishesout

threatslikethis?Zuluisonlyababy,myheart

breakswhenhehurtshistoe.Orwhenhebiteshis

tonguefromchewingrecklessly.Whenhehasa

headacheorasimplecough.HowdoIstomach

thesethreatsagainstmyson?

“Letmego,”Isnapandyankmyhandfromhisgrip.

Thesesnappingtripshetakeslatelyarekindof

scary,hehasgonefromacutelittlepuppytoa

Chihuahuaandallittookwasformetosay‘Ido.’

“IthoughtItaughtyoubetterthanthis,son.”Here’s

anotherBiyasewhofloats,I’mgladheishere.Itwill

benicetowatchNtuthukotrembleinhisfancy

boots.Ihavehadenoughofthethreats.Isnot

havingmysonpunishmentenough?

ForasecondthereIthinkherollshiseyesbefore

turningtofacehisfather’shardenedexpression.

Themanhastheaudacitytoramhishandsinhis

pocketsinthepresenceofDumaBiyase.



“Mywife…”hisgazepaysmeabriefvisitand…he’s

backtolookingathisfather.Shoulderssquared

andfacecrinkled.“…andIwerejusttalking,baba.I

missherandwantherbackhome.”Liar,hemisses

torturingme.

“DoyouwanttogohomeMaMshengu?”Idropmy

eyestohidefromDuma’sgaze,maybeI’mhiding

myshameorpain,Idon’tknowreally.ButIam

hidingsomething,somethingIdon’twanthimto

see.

Duma’spresenceisthatofaprincipalwhenhe

standsinfrontofthewholeschooltoaddressit.Or

whenyou’vebeencalledtohisofficeandyoudon’t

knowwhethertositorstand.

Ifindmyselfshakingmyhead,IwillnotlieandsayI

amreadytogobackhome,Iwillleavethisplace

onceIhavemybabyback.IamsureIcanafforda

roominJoburgCBD.

“Thereyouhaveitson,MaMshenguisnotgoing

anywhere.Shewillgowhenshe’sready.”Thankyou



Makhathini.

“WillIbekeptfrommywifebaba?Aren’tyoubeing

unfair?YouhaveyourwifewithyouandIneedmine

withme.”Shakeitoffhubby…

“Ohgiveitarest,you’remysonandIknow

everythingthereistoknowaboutyou.Iknowyou

don’tmissyourwife.”Dumaarticulates,Ntuthuko

seemstoknowwhathemeans.I’mnotthere.Iwant

themtoleavethekitchensoIcanfinishup

preparingsupper.

ThefirstbornoftheBiyaseclanishere,he’s

standingbehindme.Iknowbecausehisfragrance

neverliestome.Ieaseintohishandrestingonthe

smallofmyback,althoughhispresencemakesme

nervous.Hemusthaveusedthekitchendoorto

enterthehouse.

Ntuthukowouldbealloverhimifhesawhim…and

Duma?

WellIdon’tknowiffather-in-lawisshortsighted.

WhydoesNqabahavetostandthisclose,Ican



almostfeelhisheartbeatingonmyback,hiswarm

breathonmyneck.Lordpleasedon’tletNtuthuko

turnaround...

“Tshabalala.”Hiswhisperticklesmyears,causing

metoshudderatthesensation.Iwanttomove

becauseIthinkDumajustspottedhim,buthe’snot

sayinganything.Hisfaceisimpassive.

SomehowIthinkNqabaissmirking,he’senjoying

this.Finallygatheringthestrengthtoturnaround,I

seehimwalkingawayfromme.

“Bafo,”hesendsasalutationtoahalf-shocked

Ntuthuko.HereturnswithanodasNqabawalks

pasthim.Dumaisregardedwithahandshake.

“Ndodana.”(Son.)

“Mkhulu.”DumasniggersatNqaba’sdeclaration.

“Thisiswhatjealouspeopledo,theycallusoldto

makethemselvesfeelbetter.”Dumareturnsthejest,

this‘Mkhulu’asNqabahasdubbedhimisinlove

withbothhissons.Helooksatthemlikehewould

diewithoutthem,prideglisteninginhiseyes.He

lovesthemthesameandIwishNtuthukodidn’t



havetobethepersonheisbecauseDumawillbe

heartbrokenwhenhefindsoutthathissonisnota

saint.

“Iamhungry,whenwillsupperbeready.”That’s

Ntuthukodecidingtostay.He’sglaringatme,soI

shrugmyshoulders.“Well,hurry…wifeyandfeed

yourhusband.”Thesarcasminhistone…Argh!!!

Iwouldthinkheisbipolar,hismoodswingsare

annoying.MygazefollowsNqabaasheleavesthe

kitchenanddisappearslikehewasneverhere.I

thinkhisdeparturehassomethingtodowith

NtuthukobeingstuckonmeandIcan’tpushhim

offbecauseDumaisherewatchingus.

BULELWA…

I’vebeencalledtodinneratmyfather’shouse,I

havenochoicebuttoattend.Thejoysofdepending

onanothermanforsourceofrevenue.Afteralong

dayatwork,allIwanttodoisgohome,throwmy

feetonthecouch,grababookandanicebottleof



wine…yes,Iread.

I’mnotjustapartyanimalwhohasnovision,Ihave

plansformylife.MostlybecauseIamtiredofmy

fathercontrollingme,IneedabreakfromMandla.

MustIdiebecausethemanhasaheftybank

balance?

Thekitchenisthefirstthingyouseewhenyouenter

thisbigfamilyhome,you’dthinktheyweregoingto

haveabigfamilyonlyforthemtohavethreekids

whoscatteredeverywhereoncetheygrewup.

Thobekilehasbeengonefortenyears,shehardly

visits.Lilianhastriedtoconvincehertoshowher

face,butsiswillhearnoneofit.Ithinkshe’s

runningawayfromMandla’sdictatorship,hewants

everythingtogoashesays.Hisrulesornothing.

WouldyoubelievemeifIsaidmybrattynieces

hardlyknowwhatIlooklike.TheuncleBubuthey

knowisamanbehindphotographs.Nooneinthe

familyhasthoughtofvisitingMozambique…



“SisBetty,”She’sthehousekeeper,wasmynanny

beforepromotedtohousekeeper.Bettyiswithin

thesameagegroupasmymother,she’sbeenwith

thefamilyforthirtyeightyears.Iknow…alongtime

toremainloyaltoonefamily.

Askindasmymotheris,sheisnotfondofBetty.I

thinktheyhateeachother,Iwouldfindthem

arguinginwhispers.Mymotherissoftspokenand

herbattlesareneverwon,butshecanbe

intimidating.

“Myson,howareyou?”BettysaysI’mherbaby,ina

wayIam.Sheislikeasecondmother.Allthreeof

uswereraisedbyher,IwishThobekilewerehereso

herbratscanmeetthisgreatwomanwhodoesn’t

havekidsofherown,buttreatschildrenofanother

womanliketheyarehers.

“Yourhusbandcalledmehereforsupper.”Ihave

alwaysreferredtoherasMandla’ssecondwife,

that’swhatIthoughtshewaswhenIwasyoung.

Thatmyfatherhadtwowives,Lilianwouldchastise



meandputmeinmyplace.Shehateseverything

Betty…

Bettysmacksmyhead,andit’spainful.Ibruise

easily.

“Don’tletyourfatherhearyousaythat,”she’s

stirringsomethinginthepotanditsmellssogood.

“Whereisthegorilla?”Igetanothersmackthat

almostdrownsmeinapotofhotsoupasIdipmy

headinit.

“Respectyourfatherboy,”andsoIhaveheard

thesewordsallmylife.Hereissomethingadultsdo

notget,respectisearned.Ican’tjustgiverespect

whenI’mnotgettinganyback.Mandlaisabigbully

wetoleratebecausehisbankaccounthasavoice.

“Whereishe,sisBetty?”IneedtoknowsoIknow

wheretohide.Lindiwehadtextedmesayingshe’s

onherwaywithLonwabo,Ithoughttheywere

havingproblems.ApparentlyMandlaistheonewho

calledthemeeting,I’mguessingLindiweisforced

totellhimthatamanhasbeenhumpingonherand



leftaseedinsideherthat’sdevelopingintoafull

humanbeing.

“HowisThobe?”I’mnotinterestedinthat,Ineedto

knowwheremyfatheris.“Bubu…”Shehalf-shouts,

stoppingmefrompeekinginthelivingroom,the

coastseemstobeclear.

“Idon’tknowsisBetty,youshouldcallhermaybe

she’lltakeyourcallsthistime.That’sifshe’sready

totakeabreakfromthathusbandofhers.”Ihate

thatman,hetookmysisterfromme.

“It’sokay,she’salwaystoobusytotalktoanyoneof

us.”HousewifeThobekile?Herroutineconsistof

morningsex,getthekidsreadyforschool-clean

thehouse-bath-doalittleshopping-cooksupper

andwaitforherhusbandsoshecanfeedhimand

givehimmoresex.Yeahsheisbusyalright...

wastingherlifeaway…

“I’msureshecancloseherlegsforasecondand

speaktoherfamily.”Iamthrashedwithadishcloth

formyretort.“Ouch,thathurt.”



“Don’tevertalkaboutyoursisterlikethat,”whyis

shesoangrysuddenly?

“It’struesisBetty,Thobekilechosetorunawaywith

amanwhiletherestofusstayedbehindtoendure

Mandla’spatriarchyandactuallygotourselvesan

educationwhileatit.

“IunderstandyourangerBubu,yoursisterleftyou

andneverlookedback.Howeversheisstillyour

sisterandyoucan’tsaysuchthingsabouther.”

BettylovesThobekilemore,she’salwaystakingher

side.

“Ouch,Bettystopthat.”Shethrashsmeagainfor

rollingmyeyesather.“Thisshithurts,”Igrumble

andgetanotheroneprobablyforswearing.

“MysonisnotyourpunchingbagBetty,Idon’t

appreciatethisabuseagainsthim.”Liliansays

walkinginthekitchen.Heraggressiveapproach

hasBettyrollinghereyes.“Hadyouhadyourown

children,youwouldn’tbesubjectingthemtosuch

violence.”LiliansaysmovinginonBetty,what’s

wrongwithmymother.



“Iwouldhavemyownchildifyouhadn’t…”Twa!!!A

slapfromLilianstealsBetty’swords.SoloudthatI

feltitonherbehalf.

Thisisthesecondtimeseeingmymotherlaya

handonBetty,thefirsttimewaswhenIhadcome

homefromschooltofindallfourofthemarguing.

Mandla,Lilian,ThobekileandBetty.

ThekillerslaphappenedjustasIwalkedinsending

thenannycrashingonthefloor,Mandlacomforted

LilianleavingBettycrying.Ihadtocometoheraid

whileThobekilefuriouslystormedoutofthehouse.

ThatwasthelasttimeIeversawher,onlytofind

outthatshehadgottenmarriedtosome

Mozambicanidiotwhomwedidn’tknow.

“Lilian,”I’mholdingherbackwhileBettyrubsaway

thethrobbingpainonhercheek,tearsandsorrow

coatedinhereyes.Thesamepainsheheldthatday.

Ineedtohitthegym,Liliancanpullawayfrommy

gripsoeasily.



“Don’ttestmeBetty,ifyoudarerepeatthat,Iwillkill

youandburyyoumyself.Idon’tmindgoingtojail

foryourmurder.”Yep,sheisMandla’swife.Betty

runsoffintears,I’mlefttowitnessLilian’sheavy

tongueclick.

“WhydidyoudothatLilian?Shedidn’tdoanything

wrong.”Thelookshegivesmeisenoughtoturnme

intoalittleboywhoneedsaspanking.

“Yourfatherislookingforyou,he’soutsidebythe

pool.”IfshethinksIamgoingtherethenIamnot

herson.

“I’llseehimduringsupper,Ican’tseeMandla’sface

twiceinonenight.Ineedmybeautysleep.”I

mumblebutshehearsme,nothingmissesthis

woman.

“Letyourfatherhearyousaythat,”yeahIknowhe’ll

goalloutonhowdisrespectfulandungratefulIam.

Iwillneverheartheendofit.Mandlacantalkwhen

hisancestorsgivehimachance,Iwon’tevenbring

Godinthis.HehasnothingtodowiththeNdlondlos

andtheircontrollingways.



“HowdoyoustandthatmanLilian?”Iregardher

withainquisitiveglance,she’sglaringuntilshe

givesinandfallsintoaquicklaugh.Iamwaitingfor

ananswerbecauseIamserious.

“Getoutofhere,”Okay…

“I’mgoingtocheckuponBetty,sincemymother

feltlikestretchingandherhandlandedonpoor

Betty’scheek.”Itakeoffwiththesewords,butI

don’tgetfar.Lilian’sreprimandingvoicestopsme.

“Getbackhereyoustupidboy.”

“ButyousaidIshouldgetoutofhere.”Iretortand

shehatesit.

“Letherbe,Iwillcheckuponher.”She’slying,she’s

goingtofinishoffwhatshestarted.“Anddon’tget

smartwithme,Iamyourmotheranditwon’tbe

nicewhenIoutsmartyou.”sheleavesmewiththis

advice.Ihopeshedoesn’thaveaknifewithher.

Bettyisnotsafewiththiswoman.



ZIZWE…

“What’swiththesuitcase?”

“I’mmovingout,”Iwalkpastherlikeleavingheris

nothurtingme,butmyheartisinpieces.IfIcould

doitdifferentlyIwould.

“Zizwebaby,pleasedon’tgo.WhatwillIdowithout

you?”shefollowsme,leavingthebedroomdoor

open.Ihateitwhenshecriesandhervoice

crackinglikethismeanssheisabouttoburstinto

tears.Ilovethiswomanmorethanlifeitself,butI

can’tcontinuelikethis.

IamdifferentandthereisnothingIcandoto

changeit.Ican’tlivehereifIwillbetreated

differentlylikeanoutcast.

“Pleasedon’tstopme,”Ittakesafewstepstoreach

thefrontdoor.Thishouseisnotthatbig,it’safour-

roomedhouse.Twobedrooms,akitchen,living

roomandabathroom.



Iwasbornhereandgrewuphere,thesecondson

tomyparentsZaneleandMduduziZondo.We’rea

middleclassfamily,notwelloffandnotpoor.My

fatherhasbeenworkingforMsibiholdingsallhis

life,aloyalemployeewhohasdedicatedhislifeto

thatcompany.

Notoncehavetheythoughtofgivinghima

promotion,norhasheevercomplainedabout

gettingone.Mymotherworksforhomeaffairs,

startedoffthereaboutsevenyearsago.Shewasa

receptionistatCenturionCollege,aprivateschoolin

theheartofJoburg.

Myparentswereblessedwiththreechildren,Iwas

physicallyconnectedtomybetterhalfatbirth,

conjoinedtwins.Wewerejoinedonthehead,

doctorssaidonlyonetwinwillsurviveduringan

operation.

Myfathertookthedecisionthatthedoctorsgo

throughwiththeoperationwhilemymotherwanted

bothherchildren.Wewe’refivemonthsthenand



thewomanhadbuiltabondwithbothhertwins

onlytohaveBhekisizwetakenaway.

ArchieandIaretheremainingchildren,we’reayear

apart,Idon’tknowhowtheydidthat,butherewe

are.ArchieistwentyoneandI’monmywayto

reachingtwentyinafewmonths.

WewereacloseknitfamilyuntilIcameoutofthe

closet,thinkingtheywouldunderstand.Myfather

hasbeenoffsince,hehasdistancedhimselffrom

me.Ibethewishesthedoctorshadsavedtheother

twininstead.Archielivesonhisownsomewherein

GoldReefCity,hesaidIcancomestaywithhim.I

don’tknowwhyIneverthoughtofthatbefore.

“Mdu,pleasestophim.Don’tletmysonleaveme.”

Mymotherisonherkneesgrovellingwithaman

whowon’tbringhimselftolookatme.

“Don’twasteyourtimemama,hewon’tlistento

you.”



“Mduduziifyouletthatboyleave,Iwillfollowhim,I

swear.Youwillbeleftallaloneinthishouse.”She

callshimMduduzibecausemyfatherhasnotpaid

lobolaforher,norhashemarriedher.

Iunderstandnotpayinglobolabecausemy

mother’sfamilydisownedheraftershefellinlove

withtheenemy’ssonandelopedwithhimtoJoburg.

Dadmetthesamefate.Mygrandfathersfromboth

parent’ssidehateeachother,theirhatredrunsdeep.

Ifoneweretofindtheotherdyingonthestreets,

theywouldn’tlendahelpingahand.That’show

muchtheydespiseeachother.

Myparentswantedtobetogetherandrunningaway

wastheonlyoption.Myfatheroncewentback

hometoaskhisunclestohelphim,butmy

grandfatherhadinfluencedthem.

Thelobolacan’tbepaidnorcanitbeaccepted.My

motherisaChristian,aprayerwarrior.Shebelieves

thatprayerwouldsolveanything.Idon’tknowwhy

herboyfriendhasnottakenthiswomantohome



affairsandsigned.Gettingamarriagecertificateis

notexpensive.

“Thisboyismatured,”Ihavetransitionedfrom

Zizwetothisboy.Myfatheristheonewhonamed

usatbirth,Bhekizizwe,that’smeandBhekisizwe,

thetwinwhodied.

Todayhecan’tbringhimselftosayingthenamehe

wasproudofnineteenyearsago.“Heknowswhat

he’sdoingandIwillnotstophimfromdoingwhat

hewants.”

WhyamIstillhere?IguessI’mhopingforhimtoat

leastlookatme,Ineedhimtoacknowledgeme.I

amhisson.

“Mama,don’tdoanythingstupid.Iamnotlivingthe

world,justthe…”

Idon’tfinishmywordsbecausesheslapsmeso

hardIalmoststumbleback.Eyesredwithfury,

tearsstreakingdownherfaceandaclenchedjaw,

sheglaresatmewithoutsayingaword.Thelook

saysitallthough,makingmedropmygaze.

“I’msorry,”Andwiththesewords,abrokenheart,I



leavemymother.

Shehatesitwhenweassociateourselveswith

deathsinceSizwedied.SometimesIwonderifhe

hasbeenacceptedintheancestralworldbecause

umkhulu‘Zondorefusestoacknowledgeus.

NEO…

Yes-wefoundthelocation,thekidthoughis

nowhereinsight.Myheadhurts,mybutthurts,it’s

probablyasflatasanironnow.Stylosinsistedthat

wewaititout,althoughthehouseisempty.It’s

closeto9pm,Ihavelostcountofthehourswe’ve

spentinthiscar.

Thesmellofgasmakesmenauseou...Ihave

nothingagainstcars.Styloshadgonetoknock

whenwegothere,anoldwomanopenedthedoor.

Shesaidsheliveswithhersonwhorecyclesdirtfor

aliving,hepushesthosebigcartsfullofplastic

bottlesandwhateverdirtisrecyclable.Ifindit

strangethathersonisnotbackyet.



“WeitsiStylos,Nkosiisnotagenius.Heisallowed

tobewrong,Idon’ttrustthislocation.”Styloshas

hisgazeengrossedonthehouse,we’reparked

acrossthestreets.There’satruckparkedinfrontof

us,allStylos’idea.It’safonttodisguiseourprying.

Howhemanagedtoorganiseoneinaforeign

country…

“Ithinkhe’sinthere,”hesayswithoutlookingatme.

Hiseyesarezoomedinontheoldwoman’scracked

door.“Thewomansaidit’sonlythetwoofthem,it’s

beenlikethatforyears.ButIsawashoe,small

enoughtofitaneightyearold.”

Whendidheseethatbecausehewasnotallowed

inthehouse.

“Itcouldbeanoldshoe,maybeshekeptherson’s

babyclothes.”I’mstartingtoseethestupidity

Stylosspeaksof,hebringshiseyestomefora

secondanditisconfirmedIhavesaidsomething

stupid.“I’mtryingtobeusefulhere,don’tshootme

withRichard’seyes.”



Igetatongueclickformyclapback.

“ZuluisinthereNeo,”hesays.

“Didyouseehim?”

“No,”he’lltellmesomethingabouthisintuitionand

scienceandtheuniverseandwhyXisequalstoY.

Themancanbeannoyingsometimes,such

intelligenceshouldbebanned.Makingtherestof

usfeelstupid.

“TheeyesneverlieNeo,thatoldwitchwas

sweatinginherpanties.”

“Hey,finally.”Ishriekwithexcitementandvictory

andgetapiquingreproachinglook.“Whatyousaid

is…”

“SaythewordNeoandZeewillbevisitingyouin

KenyaafterIhavetakenawayyourpassportand

leftyouhere.”Notfair.

“TsekStylos,youandUzearebullies.Ithoughtwe

wereatthestagewhereIcantellyouhowyou

soundrightnowandIamnottheonlywhoridesthe

trainofstupidity.”BoyamIrelievedthatithas



broughtasmileonhisfaceandachortleoutofhis

mouth.

“IthinkZuluisbeingdrugged,eitherthatorhewas

sleeping.Iwillneedtogoback,maybehavealook

aroundthehouse.”

“Idoubtshewillletyouin,oropenthedoorfora

foreignstranger.Unless…”hegrimacesatmy

winkingathim.Imightaswellcomeoutandsayit.

“BrigoutMr.Casanova.”

He’sdisgustedbymysuggestion.

“ThinkaboutitStylos,youusedtocharmthemback

intheday.”

“Yeah,theywerenotthisold.Theoldhaghasno

teethshecanhardlystandstraight.”Yesshe’s

strongenoughtoutterlies.

“DidIsaykissher?You’lljustcharmyourwayin

there,it’stheonlyway.”He’smusing,it’sagood

sign.“Don’tletmarriagechangeyou,bringthatold

Stylosback.”

“Stayhere…”withthisorder,hejumpsoutofthecar.



Ittakesafewstridesandhe’sknockingatthedoor.

Thewomanpushesthedoorclosedasshesees

Stylos,annoyanceembracingher,butheblocksthe

doorfromclosing.

Thisisgoingtobefuntowatch,ifonlyIcanget

closerandrecordtheconversation.Haveaholdon

himfordayswhenhedecidestobesmartwithme.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

23...

BULELWA...

Thatwomanishere.Mandla'ssupposeddaughter

in-law,Idon'tknowwhichsonsheisgoingtomarry

becauseMandla'sonlysonishomosexual.I

should'veknownthiswasatrap.Myfatherisa

smartbastard.



Thekitchendooropens.Lindiwe'stinyskeletalhead

isthefirstthingIsee.Yeah,soIamstillinthe

kitchen.Mandladoesn'tenterthekitchen,it'sa

placeforwomen,hesays.

"Whereishe?"Lindiwewhispers,scanningthe

backdrops.

"Idon'tknow,"I'mafraidofmovingfromhere.

Shegoesbackoutandafewsecondslaterthedoor

fullyopens,alankypretzelwalksin,eyesoutandall.

Bastard...Thegirlcameprepared,adresstoobigto

beamaternityattireandacardigantocoverupthe

babybump.

"Shouldn'tyourpretzelusethefrontdoor?Whatwill

Mandlasaywhenheseeshimwakingoutofthe

kitchen?"Herexpressionsaysshedidn'tthinkabout

this.Lonwabocan'thidethejudgementinhiseyes,

lookingatmelikemyexistenceisamistake.

"Baby,I'msorryneh.Pleaseusethefrontdoor."Did

IevermentionhowmuchIlovemysister?

Deliveringthefooltothewolves.



"Kodwababy,whatifyourfatheropensthedoor?"

Lonwabostates,glaringdownather.Bloodystreet

light.

"SisBettywillopenforyou,myfathernevergetsthe

door,evenwhenhe'shomealone."Lies,Mandla

betteropenthatdoor.

"HaiLindiwe,whatyou'resayingdoesn'tmake

sense.WhatwillIsayifheactuallyopens?It'smy

firsttimehereandyouexpectmeto..."

"Yoh!Sis,yougotyourselfacomplainer,hey.So

manywordsatonetime."Iinterject,whichLindiwe

doesn'tappreciate.Shepinsmewithaglareheavier

thanZizwe'saura.

SpeakingofZizwe,thepasthourshavebeenhell.

Themaniswingedinmythoughts,hisscentis

stuckonmyclothes.It'snotstronglythere,but

keepsnudgingatmybeakeverynowandthen.

There'salittleskipinmyheartasmysensestakein

thisstrangeindistinctfragrance,mykneesweaken

andthisisnotme.



Nomanmakesmykneesweak,letalonemovemy

heart.Ishould'vegonehomefirstandtakena

shower.Ismelllikemyworstnightmare.

"Stop,Bubu."She'sstillthere?Ithoughtthetopic

wasclosed."Okaybaby,yousitoverthereandI'll

getyousomethingtodrink."shepuckersupand

theyshareafewkisses,IthinkI'mgoingtothrow

up.

Imakeagagingsoundtogetthemtostop,Idon't

wanttolosemyappetite.Clearlyirked,pretzel

followsinstructions,heissogrumpyyou'dthink

he'stheonecarryingababy.

"Ithoughtyouwereover."Worrygrowsinsidemeat

theobservationofmysistereyeingLonwabowitha

bitoffretfulnessinhereyes.He'stoofartohear

anythingandsincewhenissheafraidofhim?"Ishe

hittingyou?"

"What?"myquickthinkinghasmecatchingthe

glassthatslipsoutofherhand.Whyisshe



suddenlyjumpy?Hereyesareallout,I'mnotsure

ofwhat'shiddenbehindthem.

"IshehittingyouLindiwe?"ShewrithesasIgripher

hand,gnashingmyteethinanewfoundangerthat

isconjuringfromthedepthsofmystomach.

AllmylifeIhadtohidebehindmysister,she

protectedmefromanythingandeveryonewhowas

outtogetme.Lindiweisastrongwomanas

scrawnyassheis,don'tletheremaciatedbodyfool

you.Thegirlcanfightherbattlesandcomeoutwith

atrophyorbelt.ButnowIamreadytofightforher,

astallasthatmanis,Iwillfindawaytotacklehim.

Notmysister,nomanwilllayahandonher.

"You'recrazyBubu,Lonwabolovesme."Isthisnot

aredflag?

"AreyousureTwiggy?"Shesighs,I'mfrustrating

her.

"Stopannoyingme,"fornowIwillstop.

MomcallsusjustasI'mabouttoriposte,Lindiwe

fallsintoaminipanicmode,butsheisnotas

worriedasLonwabooverthere.Letthegames



begin.

Itbothersmethatmyfatherisfriendlywiththis

cheek,whateverhernameis.Whyisshehere?

Aren'ttheremenwhereshecomesfrom?BecauseI

amnotinterested,eww...

She'ssmilesuponseeingme,it'safriendly

smile...waytoofriendly.Ithasmehidingundermy

mother'swing.

"Ndlondlo."Isendmysalutation.That'safirm

handshakerightthere,hedoesn'tdohugs.

"Ndlondlo."Thegirlisbroughtinfrontofmewith

justonepushfrommyfather,she'sgleamingfrom

eartoear.Iwouldaskhertotoneitbecausethis

Msibibeautylovesdick.

"DoyourememberXolile?Yourfuturewife?"My

fatherisafoolishmanifhethinksIamgoingto

marrythiswoman.Sheisprettythough,nicesmile...

Justtoneitdown...



"Baba,yourdaughterishere."Liliancutsinwitha

deadlyintroduction.Thatdressandcardigandoes

nothingtohidethebratinLindiwe'sstomachand

Mandlahavingasharpeyehasprobablyseenit,his

angerisneverhalf,hewaitsforittobuildupand

thenthegorillaunleashes.Lonwaboissweating

nexttothesourceofhisdeath.

"Ndlondlo."LonwabogreetsandIhaveonethingto

say...Shit...

"Lindiwe!"That'sMandla'scondescendingtone.

"Daddy..."yeah,thesweetinnocentgirllookwon't

work,daddyisangryrightnow.

"Whoisthisidiot?"Mandlaandhisdeepvoice,I

understandLonwabotremblingthewayheis.

We'rehischildrenandwe'renotusedtohisgorilla

side.LindiweandLonwaboexchangetenseglances,

Ifeelsorryforher,althoughI'mgladthefocusisoff

me.

"Lonwabobaba...heismy..."Thesentenceskips

myearsasI'mstartledbyXolileharassingme,I

couldgetherarrestedforthis.Grabbingmyasslike



that,shewinksatmyrebukingglare.Whatdoyou

know?SweetXolileisnaughty.Whoeverplanned

thisgatheringwentaboutitthewrongway,

LonwaboandXolileshouldnotbehere.

"IsthiswhatIdeserveforlovingyoupeople?"What

doeshemeanyoupeople?Imissedthespeech

thankstoXolileoverhere,Imakesuretoscoot

awayfromher."Firstyoursisterfallsinlovewitha

foreignerandfollowshimtogod-knowswhere,she

wenttotheextentofmarryingherselfoffandyou

dothistome,Lindiwe?HaveInotbeenhumiliated

enough?"Mandlawillneversayitopenly,hewill

neveradmittohavingabrokenheart.

ButIcanhearitinhistone,hiswordsandseeitin

thepostureofamanwhohasbeendefeated.Inthe

midstofithetriestostandtall,he'salready

toweringovereveryoneinthisroom,exceptthis

foolLonwabowho'sabouttobeturnedinto...Idon't

knowwhat,butheisabouttogetitfromthislivid

man.



"I'msorrydaddy,"Sniffling,Lindiwedropshergaze.

Mostlybecausemyfatherisstabbingherwitha

disappointedglare,trustme,aknifeinyourheartis

waybetterthelookofdisappointmentinhiseyes.

I'vebeenpinnedwithitonceuponatime.

"Andyou,"voicedeeper,hepointsatLonwabowith

hiseyes.ThefiancéliftshisgazeonceandwhatI

expectedhappens,hefreezes,eyeswidenedand

feardancinginthem.

IwouldlookawayifIwerehim.

"Isthishowyoudothingsinyourfather'shouse?"

Ohno,Mandla'sfeetaremoving.He'spreyingon

theguy.

"Baba,let'scalmdown."NoLilian,calmdownfor

what?Lonwabodeserveswhateverhappenstohim,

Idon'tlikehimformysister.

"Ungijwayelaamasimbawenamfana,comingtomy

house..."Andsothegorillaroars...Xolilejumpson

me,gripsmyarmlikeascaredlittlepuppy.



"Nodarling,believemethisdickwillneverknow

you."awhisperisallittakestoconveythis

messagethathasherruefullysteppingback.Iside

herassheperchesherfatassonthecouch.

"Daddyplease,Iaskedhimtocome."

"Sohecandisrespectme,Lindiwe?Whatmakes

youthinkwehaveabandonedcustomsand

traditionsinthisfamily?Allinthenameofmoney?"

Lilianstandsbeforeherhusband,shielding

Lonwabo.NowIgetwhereMandla'srageiscoming

from.Thelankyfoolwassupposedtobringelders,

notjustshowupasifthisisarestaurant.So

mommyandherdaughterwentaboutthisthe

wrongway.

Wewon'teattoday,thiscouldgoonthewholenight.

Imightaswellattendtotheknockonthedoor.

Mybrainstuttersforamomentandmyeyestakein

themanstandingatthedoorstep,everypartofme

goesonpausewhilemythoughtscatchupas



questionsbouncearoundinmyhead.Whatishe

doinghere?Howdidheknowwheretofindme?

"Buttercup,"asubtlegrinpullingathislips,the

stupidnamehelabelledmewithpouncesoutofhis

mouth.

"Ifyoudon'tknowmyname,ask."I'msurprisedI

canspeakwithhimlookingdownatmelikethis.

Whyisheshakinghishead?It'sadisapprovalhead

shakeandforthefirsttimeinmyexistenceIshy

awayfromaman'sgaze.Ihatethathehasthis

effectonme,hemakesmejumpy...angry...excited

andpiquedallatonce.DidIsayhowmuchIhateit?

"Okay,"heoffersashrugandadisdainfultone.

"Buttercup."Igiveup.Whatkindofanameis

Buttercupanyway?

"Whatareyoudoinghere?"

"IsMr.Msibiin?"Keepingthearroganceinhistone,

hisfacefallsintoadeadpanexpression.

"He'sbusy."

"Callhimforme,"AdemandIseeandhestaresa



lot.Hehasn'tremovedhisgazefrommeandI'm

tryingtocontrolmyraginghormones.

"He'sbusy..."IcouldcallMandlabuthewon't

bothertoattendtoZizwe,notwhenhe'sattending

tohispreciousdaughter.

"Here,"abrownenvelop?"Iwasaskedtodropthese,

heneedstosignthem."andwiththatheturnsto

walkaway...arrogantbastard.

"Iamnotyourerrandboy,doityourself."Idon't

knowwhatI'mexpectingtogainfromtrailing

behindhim.Tallpeopledon'twalk,theystride.I

havemyownlonglegsbutkeepingupisbecoming

astruggle."You'reapompousbastard,youknow

that?"

Thewordsspringoutofmymouthanddetainhim,

thebrownenvelopliesonthegroundafterlightly

crushingonhisbroadshoulder.I'vehaltedmy

footsteps.

Eyeswidened,heartwantingtoburstoutofmy

chest.ForsomereasonIregretacceptingthis

couragethatalwaysseemstoleavemewhenZizwe



isaround.Ishouldhaveletitwanderabout.One

punchfromthisgiantandIwillbehospitalised.

"Whatdidyousaytome?"Heaskswithoutturning

tofaceme.Whyarearrogantpeoplelikethis?Do

theythinkthisposturemakesthemlookcool?

I'lljustshutup,itwillbeembarrassingwhenIstart

screaming'daddy'whileHulkisbeatingmetoa

pulp.Idrinkinasharpbreathashefiercelyturns

around.Idon'tknowwhathe'sgoingtodo,hisface

isnotgivinganythingoff.Ishouldberunningback

tothehouse,butmyfeethaveturnedonme.

Fearsettlesonmybodylikeapillowovermymouth

andnose,cripplingmeandtakingawaymyability

tomove.Mypalmsaresuddenlysweatyandthe

adrenalincoursingthroughmysystemshutsdown

myabilitytothink.

Halfshadow,everymuscleonhisbodyflowing

fromthestreetlightintothedarkness.Helooks

freakishlystrong,everymovegivesawayhis



strength.

Zizweactuallylooksbetterunderthemoonlight,his

brownskinsotemptingtotouch.Inthedaylighthe

looksnormal,bigandstrongbutnormal,butGod

helpme...Iamlookingatsculptedart,ifGodwould

tellmethatthecreditgoestoLeonardodaVinci,I

wouldbelievehimwithoutadoubt.

"Youdon'tlisten,doyou?"He'sclosinginonme,

faceseriouslikeIhadneverseenbefore.Hisfaint

scent,heavyauraandwarmbreathonmyface

suffocateme.

Butinagoodway,awaythathasmymind

entertainingthoughtsIshouldn't.

Like...howhisdarklipswouldfeelonmine.Willhe

keepthesamefacialexpressionwhilehumpingon

me?Ifyes,itwouldbehell-asexy.

"Hey..."hesnapshisfingers,slurpingmeoutofmy

crazyfantasies.

"What?"Thesestrangefeelingshavemesnarlingat



theman.Iwouldbeateaseifachortlehadescaped

betweenhislips,butanicysnickertakesfirstplace,

headslantedtotheside.

Ichokeonmysalivaasheraiseshisgaze,casually,

facescrawled.Hiseyesthougharewarmand

tenderandIfindmyselfdrowninginthem,heholds

mychinwithhiswarmhand,bringingmyfaceclose

tohis.

"You'renotworthit,Buttercup,"Hiswordscoldand

cruelcontradictwiththetender,timidlookinhis

eyesandthiswarmtouch.Achillcreepsupfrom

mystomach,spreadsthroughmyrigidbody.

Withoneshoveonmychin,heturnsandbegins

withhisoverconfidentsteps.Iwanttohatehimand

shoutathimandtellhimtogotohellandIwantto

wipetheseunsolicitedfeelings.

"You'restillabastardZizweandyou'renothingtoo.

YouthinkIcarewhatyouthinkaboutme?"I'm

shoutingandhopingmyvoicedoesn'treachthe

house.Likelightingflash,heswivelsonhisheel,his



dartshaveapurpose.Rageinhiseyes,poweron

hisstrides.

I'macowardasmuchasItalktoomuch...Istagger

butmyfeettakemetwostepsback,deliveringme

inthehandsofmynemesis.Islurpinabreath

whenhishandssheltermyface,tightgripand

smasheshislipsonmine.

Everythingmeltsawayasthismomentisstolenby

thesetwostrangers.Ifeelhislipssmileagainst

mine,hishandsflexingaroundmybackandsoI

hangmyfingersonhiswaistband,pullinghim

closer.

I'mnotthinkingstraight,he'sconsumingallofme

andIhavenocontrolofmyself.Icantastethe

sweetpassiononhislips.Insteadofdetaching

fromtheintensityofthemoment,Zizwepusheshis

lipsinmorefirmly,forcinganintoxicatingwaveto

surgethroughme,makingmyheadswimashe

pullsbacktotakeinmyface.



Regretswaysovermewhenhisheadslantstothe

sideaftermyhandcrashesonhischeek...jaw

ticking...asimperslowlycrawlingtohislips,witha

huffhespinsandI'mstunnedashestartswalking

away,

"Don'teverdothatagain."Dammit,Ishouldn'tbe

thisbreathless.

Thisisthethirdtimehe'sstoppingatthesoundof

myvoice,twistshisheadback,asmirkkisseshis

lipsbeforehisarrogancetakesover.

"Noted,Buttercup."Awinkandhe'sgone.Bastard.

Myheartisdancingaroundfornothing...stupid

heart.

I'mnotakid,IknowwhatI'mfeelingandIcan't

affordtofallforsomeone.Especiallythatpompous

bastardwhothinkshe'sGod'smasterpiece.Ihave

tokeepthistomyselfnomatterwhat,Ican'tafford

tohavehimfindout.Zizweisalwayssocloseand

mybodybetraysmeathispresence,Icanonlypray

thathewillneverbeabletodeciphermyfeelings.



STYLES...

"I'msorryMrs?"hershiftyeyesstarttosoftenup,

sheisabithesitantbutshewillgivein.

"MissMwangi,I'mnotmarried."Iknowthat.

"Soallthefrogswereintimidatedbythebeautiful

princess?"Let'sstarthere...she'sgetting

comfortable...

"WellIusedtobeabeautyinmydays,alltheboys

wereafterme.Buttheonewhocaughtmyeyegot

mepregnantandfled."Thesmileonherfacefades

withthelastsyllable.

"That'shisloss,IwouldhavestayedifIwerehim.

Whatfoolwouldleaveabeautifulwomanlikeyou?"

Jeez,NeoandNqabayomziowemeforthis.There

isnothingappealingaboutthistoothlesswoman

andshesmellslikeabrewery.

"Don'tworry,Imadesurethathepaidforit.

Whereverheis,hehasforgottenhowitfeelsbeing

withawoman."Adubioussmilecreepsuponher



face,it'sdevilishandbone-chilling.

"Youcastratedhim?"Thissmalltalkisawasteof

time,butIhavetousealltechniquestogethertolet

meinthehouse.

"Nohestillhashispenis,itjustdoesn'tworkthe

wayitshould.Theonlythinghedoeswiththat

uselesssmallthingofhisisnumberone.Oneday

hewillrememberthattheonlysonhehasisalive,

hewillcomeback.Don'tworry."Dammit!What's

wrongwithwomenandgrudges?

"Goodonyou,"witch."Youdeservebetter,aprince

whowilltreatyoulikeroyalty."Thetoothlesssmile

comestoplayagainatmypraise.

"Say,whatdoyouthinkaboutyoungman?"Afull

blownsmilereachesherears,hereyesfalltoher

feet,she'sblushingasifit'stheonlyoptionshehas.

"Youngmenhey?"shesays,usingherfoottodraw

circlesonthefloor."Anoldwomanlikeme?"

"Whydon'tyouletmein,sowecantalkproperly

inside.Youlooktense,maybeIcanofferafew

massages.I'mgreatwithmyhands,soI'vebeen



told."Withregret,Ioffermyselftoher.

Bashfullyandwithoutanyhesitation,theoldhag

slidesaside.Myeyesgettoworkimmediately,

scanningeverythinginthesingle-roomlivingspace,

thereisonemoredoor.Couldbethebathroom.

Thehouseismuddled.Clattereverywhere.The

shoeisnothere,shemusthavemovedit.Thereis

nosignofthechild.IturnasIfeelherbreathing

downmynecktofindherinvadingmyspace.Eyy,

she'sbravethisone.

"WhenlastdidIsmellaman?Onewhosmellsas

goodasyou?"She'smovinginonme,gumsoutina

slimysmileandhandsstretchedout.Ifthiswitch

trapsmeinherewithherblackmagic,Neowillhave

itfromme.

"Whatareyoudoing?"Don'tpanicStyles...Idon't

panic,IneverpanicandIdon'tbelieveinback

magic.

"Wewenimtumzuri."(You'reahandsomeman.)

ThisbetterbeSwahiliandnother,castingaspellon



melikeshedidonherbabydaddy.

"Lookatthetime,"mywristshootsupasIpretend

tocheckthetime,andprobablyflashmywedding

ringinhopesthatshewillspotitandbackoff.

"It'sstillearly,"sheretorts,myskincrawlsasher

handslandonmytorso.Shedrawsthemdownto

mylowertorso.HeavenshelpmeifIdon'tthrowup

rightnow.Hereyeslightup,it'sadisturbingsight,

traumatizing.

"Excuseme,"Isayandwithagentleshove,awayis

madeformetoescapeherclaws.

Ihaveneverwalkedsofastinmylife,IcanseeNeo

asIcrossthestreet.He'shavingaseizure,ohmy

god.Pickingupmypacetoinvestigate,ithitsme

thattheidiotisconvulsionduetolaughter.His

shouldersheavingandheadtickedback.Fool.

"GivemeMamSonto'snumbers,Ineedcleansing,

thatwomantouchedmeNeo.Shesaidsomeshit

andwouldn'ttranslate.."He'slaughingatme.Why

ishelaughingatme?It'snotjustalaugh,it'sa



horselaugh.

"ImagineleavingMiss.Sforatoothlessoldwitch,"

hisjestisaccompaniedbymorelaughter."She

wouldletyougo,IdoubtMissSwouldfightanold

womanforyou,never."

Ishouldtakeoffenseinthat.

"Ididn'tseeanythinginthere,exceptthattheshoe

isgone.Thereisnosignofachildbeinginthat

house,howeverthereisanotherdoor."

"What'sinit?"

"Couldbethebathroom,Ididn'tgetachanceto

check,theoldhagwasalloverme."Shouldhave

keptmymouthshut,he'slaughingagain.

"Let'sgoStylos,NkosiwillhavetopayNtuksavisit.

Thisisadeadend."Idoubtitis.

"Ithinkweshouldwaitforhersontocomeback,he

mighthaveanswerstoourquestions."Iunderstand

Neo'sfrustrations,butIhaveafeelingthiswoman

andhersonhavesomethingtodowithZulu.



BULELWA...

IcomebacktoLindiwecryinghereyesout,Lilian

tryingtopullbackherhusbandwhohasLonwabo

pinnedonthewallwithanarmpressedonhisneck,

Lonwaboisscaredoutofhiswits,itshowsinhis

eyes.

"Baba,wenzani?"(Whatareyoudoing?)

MystrengthlaughsatmeasIstruggletopull

Mandlaback,hejusthadtobethisstrong.Ican't

standthecriesemanatingfrommysister,thisisall

wrong.IknowIwishedforthis,justalittle

punishment.ButIdidn'twishforLindiwe'stears,

notmysister.

Mandlaislikeananimalwhoisoutforblood,hewill

killthemanifhe'snotstopped.

ThinkBubu,don'tpanic...calmingmyselfdownis

ineffectual.IneedtothinkandfastorelseLindiwe's



childwillbevisitinghisfatheratthecemeterywhile

Mandlagoesonwithhislifelikehedidn'tkillaman.

"I'MGAY!!!"Silence...

Myheadisspinning,earsringing...heartracingand

allIwanttodoisrunoutofthishouse,especially

sincemyfatherisglaringatmelikeIinsultedhis

existenceandtheMsibidynasty.

LindiwerushestoLonwaboashedropstothefloor

afterbeingunrestrained.

Lilian'sproudlookwillnotsavemefromthisman

whoisreadytomurderme,thereisnoturningback.

Thetruthisout,perhapsfatehadchosenthis

moment.Anunplannedmoment.

"What?"Unbeliefwrappedaroundhisneck,Mandla

chokesontheword.ThestabbingdispleasureI

spokeofearlierishugginghiseyesandithurts.He

hasn'tsaidanythingaboutmysexualitybutithurts.

"I...I'm...gaybaba."Confidencehascometoclaim



meback,butisitawarethatIamabouttobekilled

bythemanwhogavemelife?

Ihaven'thadthechancetowritemywill.WhowillI

leavemyassetsto?WhatdoIwantpeopletowear

atmyfuneral?Sevencoloursorgourmet?

"Whatthefuckisthat?"Itshouldbeagoodthing

thathehasn'tshouted,right?Wrong,notthisman.

Hencemymotherisholdinghimback,sheknows

he'sabouttoslaughterme.Onceagainmyeyes

chaseLindiweandherfiancéonthefloor,Idon't

knowifit'sregretIseeonherfaceorpity.

"A...ahomosexual,baba..."Mywordsarefaltering

andsoaremyfeetasItakethemback,afewfeet

awayfromthisman.

"Iknowwhatthatis,"heboomsandIcan'tsayI'm

usedtohisoutbursts,notinthislifetime."Butyou're

myson,Gcinumzi.Youcan'tbegay,youcan't."

"Baba,calmdownplease."Lilianimplores,herhand

onhischestandIwishitwaspowerfulenoughto

curtailMandla'sanger.



"WhatisthisLindiwe?Whyareyourchildrensuch

disappointments?AftereverythingIhavedonefor

them"No,Idon'twanthimtothinkhefailedasa

father.Ifanything,heisagoodfather,althoughhe's

ShakaZulu'sreincarnation.Strict,hardand

merciless.Heisagoodfather,hestayed,raised

andloveduslikeafathershould.

"WheredidIgowrongLilian?"Hequestionshiswife

withdoubtinhisvoice.

"Ndlondlongiyak'cela."(Iambeggingyou.)Me,

bringingforthmyentreaty.

"Getoutofmyhouse."Thewordsroarfromhis

tongueasifit'sanormtothrowyourchildout.

"Baba?"Iknewitwaspossible,butpartofme

refusestobelievethathewoulddothis.

"LiliangetthisboyoutofmyhousebeforeIkill

him."Okay...Iguessit'sfinallyhappening.

"Don'tbotherLilian,Iknowwherethedooris."Softly

andhurtfully,Iutter.



"You'renotgoinganywhere,"Liliansays,standing

upagainstherhusband?Mandlacan'tbelieveit,he

isasshockedasIam.He'sglancingathiswifein

disbelief...

"WhatareyoudoingLilian?"Aquestionfrom

Mandla...

YeahLilian,whatareyoudoing?Idon'tvoicethe

question,butkeepitinmyeyes.

"Mysonisnotgoinganywhere,heismychild

Mandlaandyouwillnotabandonhim,nothimtoo."

Himtoo?Whoelsedidthisgorillaabandon?

"Youknewaboutthis?"Mandla...stoppinghimself

fromroaringbecausehey...thisishiswife.Hehas

neverraisedhisvoiceather,she'sanegg-thisone

andmightcrack.

"Yes."Backstraightened,headheldhighandnose

aboveeverythingelse,Lilianconfessestowhat

appearstohurtMandla.

"YouLilian?Youofallpeople,didthistome?"The

painescapeswithhiswords,Mandladoesn'tcry.

ButLiliandoes,tearspurgeoutofhereyesasthey



meetthepaininherhusband'sgape.Godyougave

afragilehearttothewrongwoman,Ineedherto

fightmybattles.Nottomorrowbutnow,she's

fallingforthegorilla'spainandforgettingabouther

son.

"Sincewhendowekeepthingsfromeachother

mkami?"Shit,heusedthemkamicard.That'shis

acecard,hischeckmate.Lilianisabouttodrownin

regretandIamabouttobeputunderherback

pocket.MytearyeyesfindLindiwe'sworried

expression,sheseeswhatIsee.Iamdoomed,my

fatherwillneverletmebackinthishouse.

"Ialsoknewdaddy,"Lindiwespeaksup,

commandingtearstoemitfrommyeyes.Ican

alwayscountonhertoliftmeupwhenI'mdown.

Mandladeniesherevenaglimpse.Doeshehate

bisexualsthismuch?Iamhisson."Nothing

changesdaddy,heisstillourBubu.Thebratwe

loveandadore,he'syourlastborn,youronlyson."



She'stryingbutitwilltakeamiracletoconvince

Mandla,that'showhard-headedheis.It'snotgood

whenhereleasesthatsigh,it'shimgivingup.And

atthispointhe'sgivinguponme,hisonlyson.

"Mysonisaman,not..."Hisjawinflatesand

deflates."Notthis..."Myheartshattersashepoint

atmelikeIamsomepieceoftrash,hisscrutiny

castawayfromme.

XolileandLonwabohavegottenthemselvesafree

show.Idon'tcareaboutthem,theyshouldn'tbe

here.Mymotherhasceasedtobethestrong

womanIknow,snivellingbehindherhusband.I'm

tryingtocommunicatewithherusingthe

desperationfloatinginmyeyes,butshewon'tlook

atme.

"Iwantthisboyoutofmyhouse,"Lilianstiflesasob

atMandla'sorder.

"Ndlondlo,"myvoiceisawhisper,hestopsbut

keepshisbackturned."IamnotsorryforwhatIam,

butIamstillyoursonNdlondlo.Ineedyou,what



willIbewithoutmyfather?"Iamverybigonfamily,

whateverwegothrough,westicktogether.My

fathertaughtmethis.Whyishenotpractisingwhat

hepreaches?Whyishewalkingawayfromme?"

Okay,calmdownBubu.He'sjustupset,he'llget

overit.Hehastogetoverit.

"Bubu,mybaby"Lilianreachesformyhand,Iam

notlettinghertouchme.Shefailedtofightforme.

"Iwilltalktohimson,hejustneedstime."

"Excuseme,Ihaveworktomorrow."Ineedastrong

drinkandsomedistraction...apartywillbegood.

"Willyoubeokay?"Lindiwequeries.

Ihavenoanswerforher,Ineedtogetoutofhere.

"Spendthenightbaby,you'llleaveinthemorning?"

IsLiliantryingtogetmekilled?Ileavehercrying

andcallingouttome,Mandlawillkillmeifhefinds

meinhishouseinthemorning.

Tobecontinued...

BURN



24...

Inhumansexuality,top,bottomandversatileare

sexpositionsorrolesduringsexualactivity

betweentwomen.Atopisusuallyapersonwho

penetrates,abottomisusuallyonewhoreceives

penetrationandsomeonewhoisversatileengages

ineitherorbothroles.Thetermsmaybeelements

ofself-identitythatindicateanindividual'susual

preferenceandhabits,butmightalsodescribe

broadersexualidentitiesandsocialroles.

NQABA...

"HowIwishIcanoffloadtheburdenyou'recarrying?

IwilltakecareofyouTan-tan,youwillneverhaveto

shedanothertearinyourlife."Sleepcanseemlike

abeautifulthing,therealdefinitionof'notallthat

glittersisgold.'I'vebeenwatchingThandiwe

sleepingforoveranhournow.



Herrhythmicbreathing,theriseandfallofherchest.

Thepeacefulappearanceherbodyhastaken,would

foolyouintothinkingherlifeisperfect,notknowing

hereverydaystruggles.

NeoandStyleshaven'tgottenbacktomeregarding

Zulu,theirphonesarenotgoingthrough.Iwas

hopingthatZuluwouldbehomewhenThandiwe

wakesupinthemorning.Ishould'vegonewith

them.IpromisedThandiwethatIwouldbringhim

home,I'veseenthetrustshehasformeinhereyes.

Asoftknockonthedoorscoopsmeawayfrom

Thandiwe'sbedside,fatherpeeksinwithaghostof

asmile.There'saquietmomentashestaresinto

myeyesfromafewfeetaway,he'stryinghardto

readmeandIamnotgivinganythingoff.Asnigger

sashaysbetweenhislips,followedbytheshaking

ofahead.

"Youcan'thideanythingfromme,Mzi."Hisfirst

words.Icanproudlyannouncethatfatheristhe



onlymanwhocanputmeintoaboatof

nervousness.I'mtalkingaboutsweatyhands,heart

racing,dribsofsweatformingontheeyebrowsand

wantingtohideawayfromhisprobinggaze.

"Idon'tunderstandbaba,"myfoolishnessbirths

anotherchortlefromhim.OfcourseIknowwhathe

means,themanisnotblindandmyeyeshave

probablysoldmeout.TheloveIhaveforThandiwe

canbenaïve.

"Comewithme,"hewantsmetofollowhimandI

amnotsureaboutleavingThandiwealonelestshe

hasanotherbaddream.

It'saround10pm,shewenttobedearlytodayand

nothinghashappenedyet.Mybrotherleftright

afterlunch,hewasn'thappyabouthavingtoleave

Thandiwebehind.Duma'swordstands,it'salways

beenthisway.Hetaughthissonsdisciplineand

respectwhichsomeabandonedonthewayto

adulthood.Irespectthismanandtrusthimwithmy

life.



ImakesurenottobefarawayfromThandiwe's

room,theTVroomisagoodplacetotalk.Asmall

roomwithatwoseatercouch,anoldroomdivider

Barbrarefusedtothrowaway.Ithaseverything

inside,Tupperware,plates,spoonsandglassesthat

areonlyusedonspecialoccasions.Theroom

accommodatesaboutfourpeoplewhodonotmind

beingsquashedupinacouchduringanepisodeof

agoodtelevisionshow.

Fatherboughtthishousebeforetakingmymother

tolivewithhimyearsago.Itwasatwobedroom

house,theyrenovatedovertheyears.It'snottheir

dreamhome,butitisacomfortablehome.

"You'rearoundalotthesedays,"heintroducesas

hesettlesonacouch,Iperchmyselfatthefarend

corner.

"Ingabeubabauyakhononda?"(Isfather

complaining?)Iknowhe'snot,it'sgoodtopullhis

legsometimes.

"Getmemyspecialdrinkinthefridgeandaglassof



waterforyourself."Heorders.

"Shouldn'titbetheotherwayround?Alcoholisnot

goodforyou."Therewasatimeinlifewhenhehad

becomeanaddict,Barbra'shand.Shewilldrivemy

fathercrazyonedayandIamafraidhewon't

survivethenewsaboutherinfidelity.Heworships

thatwoman.Sheisallhe'severknown.

"Here,"IhandhimabottleofCastleLarger,he

doesn'tdrinkanythingelseandIhaveadoptedto

hishabitovertheyears.

"HowisMaMshengu?"Myeyesalmostfalloutas

hepullsoutacigaretteandlightsit.Dumadoesn't

smoke,asfarasIknow.

"Beingmarriedtoyourmotherisniepapnvleisnie,

don'tworryit'snotaneverydaything."(Isnoteasy.)

Yethe'spuffingitlikehe'sbeendoingitallhislife.

"ShouldIbeworried,Makhathini?"

"AmInotallowedtosmokeNqabayomzi?"His

questionisicyanddismissive,Iknowbetterthanto



continue."YouknowwhenIfoundoutyouleftthe

villageforJoburg,Iknewyoumadethebiggest

mistakeofyourlife."

"Whatdoyoumean?"Iquery,withalookof

curiosity.

"YouleftThandiwebehindMzi,younevershould've

donethat.Lookatyougoingafteryourbrother's

wife."Itcan'tbeasbadashemakesitsoundand

howdidheknowaboutus?

"It'snotlikethatbaba,Thandiwedoesn'tlovehim."I

riposte,myfathercannotbeagainstthis.Iwillhate

havingtogoagainsthim.

"So?Sheisstillyourbrother'swife.Youhadeight

yearstofightforher,Mzi,butyouwaitforyour

brothertotakeherashiswife."Thedisappointment

inhistoneworriesme,hisapprovalwouldmeana

lottome."Idon'twantanyconflictbetweenyoutwo,

mysonswillnotkilleachother."

Toolateforthat,IamreadytokillforThandiwe.

"I'mnotgivinguponher..."talkingbackisnotmy

intention,buthedoesn'tunderstandwhereI'm



comingfrom.Hislovewasnottakenfromhim.

"I'mnotsayinggiveup,butdon'tquarrelwithyour

brother.Haveyoueverthoughthowyouwilltake

careofThandiweandherson?Yoursourceof

incomeisnotenoughtofeedafamilyofthreeMzi,

thereisschoolfeestoconsider.Billswilldouble,

includinggroceries."

"Iamaman,Iwillmakeaplan.LikeIalwaysdo."I

didn'tknowhehassolittlefaithinme.

"Beingamanmeansnothingwhenyoucan't

provideforyourfamily,Iusedtohaveyourpride.

Yourbrotheristooyoungtoremember,butyou

wereoldenough.Aboutten,wewentthrough

droughtinourfamily.Financialdrought,wewould

gotobedwithpapandsugarwater.Yourmother

allowedthetwoofyoutoplayoutthewholeday,

knowingtheneighbourswouldgiveyoufoodtoeat.

Thatthingtakesastrainonaman,son.Ifellinto



depression,lostmydignity.

EventuallyIcametoapointwhereIconvinced

myselfthatsuicidewastheonlywayout.Stupid,I

know,butIwassurethatallofyouwillbebetteroff

withoutme.SoItookagun,wenttothewoods

whereIwasgoingtoenditall.Youruncleistheone

whofoundme,Idon'tknowhow,butthebastard

beatmetoapulpthatday."Hefindshumourbehind

itandachortleleapsoutbetweenhislips.Iwatch

himashedrinksandsmokeswithoutacare,Iknow

Barbrawillnotbehappywhenshefindshimlike

this.

"Weekslater,yourmotherfoundajobintown,she

cleanedforthismanwhowasvisitingfromoutside

thecountry.Thepaywasokay,butasaman,Ifelt

thatitwasmydutytoprovideformyfamily.Your

unclefoundmeajobasaninternatabankand

that'swheremycareertookoff."Afrowntakesover

hisfeaturesashestubsthecigaretteona

magazinelyingonthetable.



"Iwillmanagebaba,itwon'tbesohardtotakecare

ofthem."Istillstandonmywordandfatherdoesn't

seemtoapprove.

"Ihopeyou'renottalkingaboutthosehighand

mightyfriendsofyours,suretheygaveyouajob,

butyouneedsomethingtostandon.You'regood

withyourhands,openamechanicalshop.Start

fromscratchsonandbuildalegacyforyourfuture

generation.Friendswillnotalwaysbethere,they

comeandgo."Theoldmanisstillwise,Iwouldtake

hiswordsandrunwiththem,butIamnotgoingto

turnmybackonThandiweagain.

"Ihearyoubaba."Ichoosenottoarguewithhim,he

iswiserthanmeafterallanddisputingwithhim

wouldbefoolishofme.

BULELWA...

TheChinesewomansingingoff-tuneonthemini-

stagesoundsbetterthanmyfather'sroars,thoughI

wishthemusicbroughtmepeace.Nothingcanheal



abrokenheart,notevenalcohol.

Planningtospendhourshere,Isentmydriverhome.

Ishouldprobablycamphere,lonelinessiswaiting

formeathome.

"Walter!"Thewaiterstealsaglance,I'maregularat

thisbar.AplacewhereIdrownmysorrowswhen

realitycomesknocking.It'sakaraokebar,quietand

peaceful.Althoughpackedwithmenandwomen

drinking,everyoneseemstohavetheirownissues

todealwith.

"I'llbewithyounowBubu."Hegivesmeawink.

Walterisgaytoo,vanillabutnotmytype.He's

hintedafling,however,I'mnotinterested.Hesays

he'sversatile...Idon'tmind,butwhatwillIdowith

hisskinnyass?

Iliketobeheldbystrongarms,sinkintoa

comfortingtypeofembrace.

IbeatmyselfupasZizwecomestomind.Whatthe

hellwaswiththatkiss?Okay,Ihadmysuspicions

thathecouldbegay,butIdidn'tthinkhecouldbe



intome.

Listentomethinkinghighlyofmyself,'noteveryone

wantstogetintoyourpantsBubu.'Ichastisemy

forward-self.Also,Ineedtostopdubbingthese

men.Somehowtheyendupinmybed.EvenWalter

hasaname,Mr.Barmanandno!Thethoughtof

Walterinmybedisyuck.

"Ineedadrink,Mr.Ba..."Shit!!!"Walter,giveme

anothershotplease."Ishouldcallinsickatwork

becauseIamgoingtodrinkmyselfsillytonight.

"Don'tyouthinkyou'vehadenough?"Andwhois

thisfool?"Boo-boo,it'smeJacob.YourBeastie."He

says,brushinghislonggingerhairback.Wait!

"You'regrowingyourhair?"HowdidInotnoticethis

thelasttimeIsawhim?

"Yes."Heleansonthecounter,hunchinghisback

sohe'sstandingcloser."Doyoulikeit?"

Hewantsmetolikeit..."Iguess."



"Doyouwanttotalkaboutwhat'sbotheringyou?"I

don'tandIwanttobealone...Nice,he'salighting

himselfnexttome.Can'tamanhaveadrinkin

peace?

"Areyoufollowingme,Jacob?"Iwillnevergetused

tohissmileandthoseteeth,thedevilknowshowto

choosehisbestworkers.

"Myuncleownsthisbar,Icomeheretohelpout

whenI'mfree."Surehedoes...I'vebeencoming

herealotandIhaveneverseenhim.

"Youbetternotbestalkingme,Beastie..."Perfect,

myuncletoohasabandonedme.Thisfineassis

beamingfromeartoear,IknowhelovesitwhenI

callhimBeastie.HewillnevergetthemessageifI

continuelikethis.

"Idon'thavetostalkyouBoo-booandyouknow

why?"Ibetyouallmyfather'scowshewilltellme.

"BecauseyouandIhaveaconnection,asexual

chemistrynoonecanbreakandfateiswellaware

ofthat."

IthinkI'mtoosobertolistentothisnonsense.



"OhWalterdarling..."I'mannoyingtheguy,buthe

likesmeandIshalltakeadvantageofthat."Another

shotpleasemysnookums,Bububearisthirsty"

Allhedoesisnod,Gingerhereisgivingmefunny

looks.Whyishestillhere?

"Youshouldn'tbedrinkingsomuchBoo-boo,you're

drunkalready."Whyishetalkingtomeagain?You

knowwhat...

"Walter,yousexything..."not..."Bringmeabottleof

yourmostexpensivewine,thesetequilashotsare

notdoingthetrick.There'saflyhere,itcouldbea

figmentofmyimagination,nothingafewglassesof

winewon'tfix."

Whatdoyouknow?ImadepoorWalterlaugh.

"Thathurt,butit'salright.Iwouldleaveyoualone

Boo-boo,butyou'redrunk..."

"StopsayingI'mdrunkandstopcallingmeBoo-

boo."I'matickingbombandthiswhitemanbetter

leavemealoneorIswear...



"I'msorry,atleastletmetakeyouhome."

"LeavemealoneJacob..."he'spissingmeoff,I

knowhowtohandlemyalcohol.Mosquitosmust

haveretiredearlytodayandsothedevilhassent

thisoneinaformofasexymantoirkmeand

maybetemptme.Beastiedoesn'ttakenoforan

answer.

"I'mjoiningyou,someoneneedstokeepaneyeon

you."Heproclaimsaftermeetingthescowlonmy

face,Iamoffended,extremely...highly...Iamno

Cinderellawhoneedsrescuing,okaymaybefrom

myfather'swrath.

Hewillneverlookatmethesame.Familyfunctions.

Dinnerparties.Heprobablywon'tletmeattend.

"YouknowBeastie..."I'mwasted,soisJacob.I've

losttrackoftimeandonmywaytoforgettingmy

problems.Thebottleofwineishalfempty,Iguess

we'llbothneedrescuingtonight."Mydaddy..."a

burpgetsinthewayofmyvowels,muchto

Beastie'samusement.



"Wait,areyousupposedtolookthissexy?Maybe.I.

Should.Meet.yourfather..."helaughsshakinghis

head."Hecanbemydaddytoo,minedoesn'twant

me,Beastie..."I'mprattling,butJacobisnot

listeningtome.WhyisJacobnotlisteningtome?

Hiseyeshavebeenlostonmylips,forthepast...I

don'tknow,butit'sbeenwaytoolongandhishand

hasfoundrestinbetweenmythighs.Iwouldhave

toldhimoffifitdidn'tfeelgoodandtherewasn't

thistinglingfeelingdownthere.

Dammit...Thissexybastardknowswheretotouch,

tomakememelt,nowI'malsolookingathislips

thataremovinginonme.Althoughfuzzy,mymind

remembershowtheytaste,butZizwe'slipstasted

better.

Iwantmoreofthem,moreofhim.HetoldmethatI

amnotworthit,buthiskisstoldmeotherwise.I

haveneverfeltsowantedinmylifeevenbythis

sexyfoolpressinghislipsonthecornerofmy

mouth.Jesus!He'slickingme.Lips,chin,cheeks,

neckandnibblingmyearlobe.SeewhyIsaidhe'sa

freak?



Shiversripplethroughme,forcingshudderstotake

overmybody.Iwanttostophimbecausehe's

yesterday'sfood,damnthemanisouttoprovethat

leftoverstastebetterthanfreshsnacks.Justa

tasteandIwantabigbiteofthishunk.

Hiswarmhandcradlesmycheekashemovesto

standinbetweenmythighs,lipsdancingwiththe

samerhythm,it'saslowkiss.

"Beastie,"mynumblipsreleasethegnawingname

thathasputmeinthiscompromisingposition.This

hastobewitchcraft,Iamgoingagainstmyown

notions.Ineedtocheckhisapartment,theremust

besomeHarryPottershitthere.Agasppushes

throughourlockedlips,hishandhasenteredmy

territory.Grippingmystiffness,we'reinpublic.

AsuddenjoltpullsJacobfromtheheatedmoment,

hegoestumblingtothefloor.Myintoxicatedmind

istryingtodotthenumberstogether...aninjured

Beastiegroaninginpainonthefloor,handpressed



onhisnose.Whopunchedhim?

Ishouldstopdrinking,IthinkI'mseeingthat

pompousbastardandhe'sglaringatmelikeabull

readytoattack.Chestundulating,handsformed

intoafist.

"Hulk?"Inarrowmyeyestogetacloserlook,the

visionisblurry.Icouldbeimagininghimstandingin

frontofme.

"You'refullofshit,youknowthat?"Okay,he'sreal

andcussingatme."Ididn'tknowyou'reaprostitute

bynight?Arewenotpayingyouenough?"Ohhell

no...

"You'reabastard,youknowthat?"Ithrowinsults

backathim.Onlyafoolwouldsuccumbandtake

theseoffences.Whodoeshethinkheis?"Onekiss

andyouthinkyouknowme?"

"Iwarnedyouaboutthisfoulmouthofyours,

Buttercup."Hegrabsmychin,tootight."Perhapsif

youstopgoingaroundkissingeveryfucker,you

wouldn'tbespewingsomuchshit."Hespits.

Iamhighlyoffended,sureI'mdrunkandBeas...I



meanJacobandItookittoofar,butthispompous

shitheadhasnorighttotalktomelikethat.

"Asambe."(Let'sgo.)

Ademand?Thisisnew,he'sluggingmetowards

theexitastiredandsloshedasIam.Peopleare

watching,Ihearwhispersandgigglesnotamusing...

MyeyesrunbacktowhereBeastieistryingtopick

himselfup.Howhardwasthatknockout?Walter

runstohisaid...AnythingtogetintoBeastie'sfine

pants.Walterisalow-keywhore.

Andthisgiantdraggingme,Idon'tlikewhathedid.

"Whatthehellisyourproblem?"Ihaven'tclaimed

myhandbackanddon'taskmewhy.I'mjust

followingthisbeauwhoistakingangrystridesand

ignoringmelikeourhandsarenotintertwined.

Aswegetoutside,mystomachtwirlslikeatumble

drier,myheadspinsandmymindalertsmethatI

amgoingtothrowup.Thevomitovershootsthe

handcoveringmymouthandluckilymissesZizwe

byaninch.Hecasuallymovesglancingatmelike



thesightisnotgross.

Moreviciouschunksspewoutofmymouth,

splatteringonthepavingwithdisgustingloud

sounds.Lurchedforward,chokingandcoughing,I

raisemytearyeyestoinvestigatewhyhe'srubbing

myback.

Haditbeenhimthrowingup,Iwouldbehidingina

cornersomewhere.Afrownisdictatinghisface.

Whyishehereifhewillgrimaceaboutit?The

repulsivestenchraidsmynostrilsandIpresstwo

fingerstoclogthem.Myfeetleadmeawayfromthe

foul,disgusting,repulsivesight.Reachingawallto

leanon,Icrouch,takingasemi-bow,andtryingto

stopthebilefromclawingatmythroat.Someone

getmeabottleofwater.

"Areyoudonewithyourdramatics?Canweleave

now?"Thepricktakesuphisbastarddemeanour,

armsfoldedandaglower.

"Drama?"Thisquestionshouldhithimlikeatonof

bricks,okay,maybeI'mexaggeratingit.Heshrugs



hisshouldersasifconfirminghisremark."Doyou

knowhowharditistothrowup,I'mluckymy

intestinesarestillintact."

"Wow,"hehuffs.Headbentdownwardalittle,he

saunters,thepaceofhisfootfallsnotchangingone

smidgeon.

"Youcallthisacar?Imightaswellwalkhome."

Zizwehasexposedmetoalotofthings,thingsI

wouldn'tdo,likerunafteraman.Tryingtokeepup

withhimisawasteoftime,themanhaslonglegs.

NowIhavetorideinthisvan?

"Fine,walk."Thereiscarelessnessinhisvoice.You

knowwhat?Iwillwalk...

"Whereareyougoing?"Heshoutsafterme.

"Walking,nowayamIridingwithyou,asshole."

He'sgoingtofollowmeandbegmetogetinthecar,

Imeanit'safter12amandthestreetsare

dangerousatthistime.Thisismewantingtofeel

wantedand...Isthatthesoundofacar?Ispinto



seethejerkdrivingoff.

"Hey!"NowayamIgoingtobelefthere.Myfeet

canonlytakemethusfar,goshcouldn'tIget

Mandla'slonglegs?Nooo...Lilianislife.

Mytallnessiswhatwecallshortintheworldoftall

people.FinallyZizwestops,Iscuttlejustincasehe

changeshismind.

"YoushouldbearrestedZizwe,drunkpeoplearea

specialcaseandshouldbehandledwithcare."He

frownsatmyprattlinganddriveson,flashesof

whathappenedatmyfather'shousehauntme

becauseit'stooquiet,Hulkhasgonequietonme.

Ineedhimtospeak,saysomethingsoIcanforget

aboutmyfather.Theterriblememoriestake

advantageofthisinaudiblemoment.

"MrHulk..."blamemydrunkmouth,Ihateittoo.

Zizwefrownsatmyhandpinchinghischeeks."You

thinkI'msexy,don'tyou?"Yes,Ihavetheaudacity.



That'stheonlythingIcanholdontowhen

insecurityandmypastcometohauntme.

"Shrek?Yes...You?No,you'reugly."Liar...

"Youlikeme,don'tyou,Mr.Hulk?"Icanbe

persistentandIwillgetwhatIwant.

"No."Somehowheseemstobetoleratingme,but

shovesmyhandawayfromhischeekstill.Asong

comestomindandescapesthroughmybigmouth.

"Iknowyoulikeme,youthinkI'msexy,youthinkI'm

gorgeous,youwanttokissme."I'mamess...

"Willyoustopsingingthat?Theanswertoallyour

questionsisno."Gosh,Iloveannoyingthisman,his

growlsaresosexy.

"Dammit,itworkedforGracie.Whyisn'titworking

forme?"Hollywoodisdefinitelyalie.

"What?"Aquestionandconfusionhoveroverhim.

"YoushouldknowwhoGracieHartis,Hulk.Miss

Congeniality,it'sanewmillenniummovie.Youwere

probablyfifteenthen,youshouldknowit."The

scowlagain,Idon'tknowifIsaidsomethingwrong.



"Iwouldn'tknowitbecauseIwasn'tbornyet."What?

Myearsmustbeintoxicatedtoo,didhesay...

"Howoldareyou?"Pleasedon'tsaysixteen,I've

watchedTwilightandJacobhadusthinkinghe'soff

hismother'sbreast.Boywasonlysixteenand

lookinglikeHulk.

"Nineteen,twentyinafewmonths."Thecasualtyin

histoneasherevealshisage.Lord,Iambeing

drivenbyachildwholookstoogrownforhisage.

Youhaveaflawlesssenseofhumour,butnotnow

God.Iamnotinthemood.

"You'reaboy?"IsqueakandIdidn'tmeantomakeit

soundsojudgemental.

"Soareyou."Bastard,heknowsIdon'tmeanitlike

that.

"Whathasyourmotherbeenfeedingyou?Beans?"

Curiosityswallowsmyhand,itmovestopressand

squeezehisbiceps.Yey...Hisbodyheatconsumes

me,myhandisslidingandglidingupanddownhis

strongarm.

Theforwardnessofmyheartfoolsmeintothinking



hemakesmyheartskipabeat,it'sdancing,

probablytothesoundofhisheavybreathing.

Stupidtremblinghandhasgonetodiscoverthe

broadnessofhischest,he'sstealingglancesatme

andtryingtoohardnottoshuffleonhisseat.My

eyesstopchasingthemapofmyhandandsky

rockettohisfacewhenhegrabsmyhand,jaw

clenchedandeyescastontheroad.

"Stop."It'sawhisper,firmandauthoritative.It

forcesmetoobedience,whichisnotmeatall.With

aclearingofathroatandapulsingdick,Ipack

myselfontheseat.

Pullingmyselftogetherisgoingtobetorture.He's

here,nexttome.Icansmellhim,Icanhearhim

breathandwatchinghimdriveisturningmeon.It's

badenoughthatIamalreadyturnedonbyhisbody,

Ineedhelp.

Relaxed,Itakeinhisfeatures,eyescastonthedark

roadahead.Thecordsofmuscleknottinghisneck

andpullingtheshoulderlayersofhist-shirtthat



hugshisbulgingchest.Thefurrowedbrow,fulllips,

cheeksbones.Goodenoughtoeatandprobablygo

forseconds.Hesitswithheavyawkwardness.

There'ssomethingsosexyinthewayhe

commandsthesteeringwheel...Bubu,youlike

things,youbetternotenduponserialkiller

documentaries.

NEO...

Time:4:35am(Almostbreakofdawn.)

Location:KenyaMombasa(Cookedupinthecar.)

Relationshipstatus:Single(IfIdon'tgetoutofthis

place.)

Zeeisgoingtokillme,Ihaven'tspokentohersince

Ileftthecountry.Mostlytoavoidhernagging,as

muchasImissher,Ihavetokeepmydistance.The

womanwillhavemeborrowingoneofthatold

witch'sbroomsjustsoIcangethomeontime.

Stylosissnoringbesidemelikewe'renotona



mission.Hehasiteasybecausehiswifeisnot

angrymostofthetime.

"Styloswakeup."Finallythatmanisback,where

thehellhashebeen?He'spushingthewaggonand

it'sbiggerthanIthought.IwasthinkingShoprite

trolleys.

"Stylosman,yeses."Onemoreshruggetshimup

likehewasneversleeping.

"Whathappened?"Nx!

"Lookoverthere."Isay,pointingatthefoolwho

keptusoutsidehismother'shouseforthewhole

night.

"He'sinthere,thekidmustbeinthatcart."I'm

frustrated,hungry,Ihavebadbreathandmybodyis

stickyfromsweatingallnightinthisquarantineand

Styloshastheaudacitytothrowhistheoriesatme.

"Soyou'retellingmethatfoolhas..."Okay...Hecan

berudewhenhewantsto.Therehegoesafterthat

shortmaninloosejeansandsandals.Stylosstill

moveswithoutlettingusinontheplan.



Ifollowbehindhim,likeIalwaysdo.

"What'sinthetrolley?"IhearStylosinterrogatehim

asIapproach.Themanbringshisdubiouseyesto

me,thenbacktotheintimidatingmansoaringover

him.

"Weweninani?"(Whoareyou?)He'sachance

taker...

"Don'tshitwithmePeter,Iamnotamorningperson.

Trustme,youdon'twanttomesswithme."Stylos

proclaimsandIwon'taskhowheknowshisname.

Petergulps,eyeswidenedanddribblesofsweat

doublingonhisforehead.

"Sijuchochote,unamtumbaya."(Idon'tknow

anything,youhavethewrongman.)Hisvoice

breaks,thiscouldonlymeanonething,heknows

whatwe'retalkingabout.Stylospusheshimaside

andflipsthetrolleyopentofindnothingbutempty

plasticbottles,thiscan'tbeanotherdeadend.



"AmIabadpersonNeo?"Ohshit,andsoitbegins.

"No,Stylos."

"Iknowright,peopleprovokeme,right?"

"ShoshoStylos,oatsebamoes."(YesStyles.)

"Okay."Stylosacceptsaloudguffaw,almost

startlingme.Idon'tknowhowthisisgoingtoplay

outbecausethisisafirstforme,I'veheardhis

psychotichorselaugh,butnotthiskind.It'seerie,

he'dbeatthejokerinacompetition.

"Eish,mamelantwana.Iknowyouunderstand

English,thismanisnotnormal.Don'tbefooledby

hissmartness."I'mtryingtosavePeter'slife,but

he'scallingmebluffbyhuffingatme.

Stylesshootshimwithaglare-yesaglare

accompaniedbyacreepyslygrinonhisface,

probablyborroweditfromthedevilandIcanguess

he'sthinkingofwayshe'sgoingtotorturePeter.

"Youtwoarenotfromaroundhere."Ahh!!!Thefool

speaks."Onecalltoimmigrationandyouwillbe



deported."He'safunnyguy...

"Neo,doyouthinkhismotherisawake?Whenlast

didItorturesomeone?"Stylosarrogantlyasks.

ThankGodtheneighbourhoodisquiet,thisgunwill

getusintrouble.Butalsoithasthisshortshit

agape,hisconfidenceisgone.

"Let'shurryStylos,butbegentlewiththewitch.You

don'thavetocutoutallherfingersatleastspare

one.Howwillshecookforheruselessson?"My

sayingbringsasmileonhisface.Psycho.

"Please,notmymother.Shedoesn'tknow

anything."HeshoutsafterStyloswhoishalfwayto

thehouse,butdoeshestop?No,hecontinueson.

"Voetsekmove,mgodoyi."Peterstumblesdueto

theforcefulpushofmyhand,butattainsbalance.

We'retrailingStylos'steps,thebangingonthedoor

isloudenoughtogetanyone'sattention.It'snot

longtillthewitchappearsthroughthecrackofthe

door.



"Mamaalifungamlangasasa."(Momshutthedoor

now.)Petershoutswhatsoundslikeawarning,too

latethough.

ThewitchsquealsandramsonthefloorasStylos

pushesthedooropen,Peterishelplessundermy

grip.HeisforcedtowatchStylospullthewomanup

withherhair,screamingandkicking.Ihavetoput

MamSontoonstandbybecauseifStylosdoesn'tkill

thiswitch,weareindeepshit.

"Please,please,he'sunderthebed.Theboyis

underthebed."Aconfessiongushesoutofher

mouth.Stylosisbentoverinamillisecondhishand

diggingunderthebedbalancedbybricks.Idoubt

anyonecouldbreatheunderthere.

Peterfliestohelphismotherup,heistheleastof

myworries.

"Shit..."AgrumblefromStylos,Ithinkhe'sgot

something.

"KengStylos?"(Whatisit?)



MybreathingstopswhileIobservehimlugging

something.ThefirstthingIseeisalimb,afeeble

one.It'snotmoving,Zulu'sbodycomesintofull

view,utterlystill.Eyesclosed,hisfaceaperfect

misery.Lipsashyasifdeprivedofwaterfordays

onend.

Stylescheckshispulse,paniclickinghisface.My

brainfloodsmewithamillionquestions...Whatwill

ItellMzi?HowwillIlookathimafterthis?Whatdid

thischilddotodeservethis?

"Stylosbua,isheokay?"(Speak.)Iwanttocry,but

inactualfactIfeelnumbasifIwillneverfeelagain.

"Dammit,he'scoldNeo.Thereisnopulse."Isawit...

Isawitwhenhepulledhimout,itwasn'tconfirmed

though.Theconfirmationputsmeinstateofpanic,

mykneesfailme,bringingmedownbeforethese

murderers.Alumponmythroat,buttearsrefuseto

availthemselves.Theyarewaitingformyemotions

tocomeintoplayfirst,totakeoverthenumbness.

"Mama,whathaveyoudone?"Nowhespeaks

Englishwiththiswitch."Whydidyouhidehimunder



thebedmama?"

"Sikudhaniatasongwa.Umesemakumficha."(I

didn'tthinkhewouldsuffocate.Yousaidtohide

him.)Idon'tknowwhatshejustsaid,butthereisno

remorseinhervoicenordoherfacialfeatures

acceptitsembrace.

Thewomanisstonecold,nothingsaysregreton

her.AftermanytriesofCPR,Stylosfallsonhis

buttocks,bringshiskneestohischestandburies

hisheadinhishands.Asignofdefeat,Zulucan'tbe

dead...No.no.no.

Tobecontinued...

BURN

25...

THANDIWE…

“Wakeupandprayntombazane,asikhois'khathi



sokulala.You’reatwar,wakeupandpray.TheSpirit

willleadyou,wakeupandprayntombazane.”(This

isnotimetorest.)Andwiththatmyeyespopopen,

Idon’tknowwhothatfemininevoicebelongstobut

ithasbroughtmetomykneesandIamnotsure

whatIamprayingfor.

“Fatheryou’reallknowingandallseeing,ithas

beenputinmyspiritthatIshouldcomebeforeyou.

Idon’tknowwhatIamprayingfor,letyourSpirit

leadme,Lord.”

Theprayertakesmoreorlessthantenminutes,my

mindismuddled.Icannotfindareasonbehindthe

dreamandtheneedtopray.Thedayislong,God

willprobablyrevealittome.

Iknowthattickleatthedoor,itcouldonlybe

Veronica.Everythingaboutherissoft,fromher

voicetothewayshetouchesanddoesthings.Iam

greetedwithabigsmileasshejumpstositonthe

bed,herbeautifulfacegleamingwithhappiness.

Cometothinkofit,girlisglowing.Acertainlook



residesonherface,aguiseIhaven’tseensince…

noIcan’tconcludesuchthings,sheknowsbetter

thantodothat.

“Bhutisaidtogiveyouthis.”Shehandsmeanote

anddoesn’tsaywhichbrother.“Hesaidhe’llcome

andseeyouatwork.”

ItcouldbeNqaba,Ntuthukodoesn’tdothat,even

whenIthoughtwewerehappy,he’snotthe

romantictype.

‘Iloveyou.’that’swhatthenotesaysandIcan’t

helpthesmilethatkissesmylips.Itappearstobe

contagiousandhasVeronicasmilingtoo,although

itseemsthereisanotherreasonforthatbashful

beamonherface.

“Andyou?Whyareyouallsmilessoearlyinthe

morning?”Okay…ithasnothingtodowithmygrin.

It’sthatsmilenewlovershave,Iknowbecausethis

wasmewhenIfirstmetNqaba.Lossofappetite,

insomnia,coylysmilesandunnecessarygiggles.

“Tellmeaboutlovesisi.”Iwishshewouldstop

callingmesisi,we’repracticallythesameage.Now



thislovething...

“Whydoyousuddenlywanttoknowaboutlove?”

ThegiggleattacksheragainandIthoughtshe

knewwhatloveis,shewasonceavictimofit.

“Tellme,sisi.”

“Idon’tknow,youcan’texplainlove.Tomeit’s

whenasongthatsoundsnothinglikeasillylove

songsuddenlybecomesonetoyou.Thatperson

youlovebecomeseverythingtoyouthat,youcan’t

seeyourtomorrowwithouttheminitandyouwould

dojustaboutanythingforthem.Iknowthismight

soundstrangeandverysappy,butyouknowgiven

achanceyouwoulddieforthatperson.”Veroisso

attentive,mytheorywouldbeshehasfalleninlove

andprobablywantstogetitrightthistimearound.

“There’sastrangefeelinginmyheart,Ithinkit’son

fire.SometimesIthinkitwantstojumpoutofmy

chest.”Sheexpresseswithherhandflyingtoher

chest.

“You’reinlovesweetie.”It’sconfirmed.Thelipand



nailbitingandshyingawayfrommygaze.“Whois

theluckyboy?”

“Ican’ttellyounowsisi,Idon’twantbhutitoknow.

Hewantsmetostayawayfromboys.Heisnot

fair.”True,shecan’tbealoneforever.

“Okay,fairenough.”IwouldprobablyspilltoNqaba,

mymouthtakesupalifeofitsownwhenI’mtoo

excited.“Howoldishe?”

“Twentyone.”Ohgosh.Ihopehe’snotsomeskrr

skrrfuckboywhoisafterhergold.

“Promisemethatyouwillbecareful.Don’tletthis

guyplayyou,don’tgivehimyourwholeheart.Take

itonedayatatime.”IfIhadtime,Iwouldkeepan

eyeonher.Mosttwentyoneyearoldsarevery

immature,Veronicawillnotsurviveanotherheart

break.

“Iwill,helovesmethough.Iseeitinhiseyes,the

wayhelooksatme.”Hebetterloveherorhewill

disappearlikethelastguydid.Thegirlispersuaded

andIhopesheisright.Thisprovesthatsheisnot

reallydamaged,shejustneedsgoodtherapy.



ZIZWE…

“Zizwe,Ican’tfindtheshoepolish.Haveyou…”My

brotherloseshisspeech,seeingmeandBulelwain

bedtogether.Hisheadonmychest,lankyarm

drapedovermytorso.

Hekeptsingingabouthisshortnesslastnight,

whichisbizarrebecauseIknowshortpeopleand

Bulelwaisnotoneofthem.Hedozedoffonme

whilegivingmedirectionstohisplaceandIhadno

choicebuttobringhimtomybrother’sapartment.

Isitnotgoodhospitalitytoofferyourbedtoa

visitor?Iwastaughtbetter.Iwouldhavecarried

Bulelwatotheflathadhenothadtheselonglegs

hekeptaskingGodforontheridehome.

Ihavenevermetanyoneascrazyashim.

Idraggedhimuptotheapartmentanddroppedhim

onmybed.Icouldhavetakenthecouch,Idon’tfit



onthecouchsothebeditwas.

Archiewasasleepwhenwegothomeintheearly

hoursofthemorning,luckilyhe’saheavysleeperor

hewould’veforcedBulelwaawakeanddrovehim

homehimself.Hegothisstrictnessfromourfather,

itgetstomesometimes.

Icanstandanythingfrommybrother,notthelook

he’sgivingme.Histongueclickisstrong,it’s

alwaysbeen.It’sthatheavyonethatletsyouknow

thathehasusedalltheswearwordsavailable.

“Archie…”Somethingmustbewrongwithme

becauseBulelwaisstillcomfortablylyingonmy

chestandIhavetodoublecheckmysanityasI

manoeuvrehimtotheside,carefulnottodropthe

goldenboy.

Histurnlandshimontheedgeofthebed,witha

footdangling.Archiebangsthedooronhiswayout,

it’sloudenoughtohavewokenBulelwaup,buthe’s

snoringhistroublesaway.



“Archiendoda,ngi…”Hiscoldglarestealsmy

speech.

Mygrandmother,ourmother’smothergavehimthis

name.WhiledadchristenedhimNtsikayethu,he

wasokaywiththenameArchieuntilhegrewupand

foundoutabouttheinjusticedonetoourparents.

HedenouncedthenameArchiealongwiththe

grandparentsandembracedhissecondname

instead.It’snoteasytoadapttoit,Archieiswhat

ourmouthsareusedto.

“Ntsika,ngiyaxolisandoda.Lalela,he’safriend.He

wasdrunkandIcouldn’ttakehimtohisplace

because…”(I’msorryman.)

“Idon’tcareZizwe.”Heinterruptsdismissively.

“Thisismyhouse.Youdon’tjustbringyourfriends

overwithouttalkingtomeaboutit.”I’mnotsureI’m

comfortablewiththelookhe’sgivingme.“Whywas

heleaningonyoulikethat?”

“LikeIsaid,hewasdrunklastnightandBulelwa



doesn’tknowhowtosleep.Wealwaysmakefunof

him,meandthecrew.It’sabadhabit”Alllies…

Thereisnocrew,I’malonewalker.Friendsarenot

somethingIhavealwayscraved.

IttookmeallmylifetoacceptthatIwasattracted

tomen,I’vealwaysknown,throughoutmy

childhoodandIembraceditearlierinlife.But

societyexpectedsomethingdifferentfromme,

somethingIamnotandIgaveittothem.Dated

girls,whichsurprisinglywasasnormalasbreathing.

ThelongestrelationshipIhadwithagirlwastwo

years,fromthetimeIwassixteen.Shebrokeup

withme,sayingIwasholdingbackinthe

relationshipanddidn’tloveherthewayshe

deservedtobeloved.ShecriedwhenIeasily

acceptedthebreakupandcursedmeandmyfuture

generation.Iguessshewantedmetofightforus.

Justtoputupashaminfrontofmybrother,I

surroundmyselfwithgirlsandIdon’treallyhaveto



putupmuchactingbecausetheyflockaroundme.

SinceFikileleftmewithcursesandhurtfulwords,I

amnotlookingintojumpingintoanother

relationshipwiththeoppositesex.Maybehavefun

yesbecauseIenjoypussy,thoughIhavenever

beenwithaguybefore.

Gayporn,Ihavewatched,firsttimeitscaredme,I

wasaboutelevenandcurious.Mybodywas

alreadytoobigformyage.

Mymasculinityhelpedmehidemysexuality,noone

suspectedatthing.TheonlyreasonIcameoutto

myparentswasbecauseIwastiredoflivingalie

andneededtoventtosomeoneandmyfatherbeing

mybestfriendandopenmindedwastheonly

personIcouldturnto.

Comingouttomyfatherwassoeasy,Ithoughthim

tobeunbiased.Butnotmybrother,I’veheardthe

slursabouthomosexualscomingoutofhismouth

andtheyhurtlikehell.Howmyowncouldbethe

verycauseofmyheartshatteringintoamillion



pieces.

Idecidedtotesthimonedayandbroughta

questionforward‘whatwouldyoudoifIweregay?’

thelookwasenoughtotellmehowhe’dfeelabout

me.‘Iwouldkillyou.’andthat’sit,adeadpantone

andanimpassivemien,heutteredthewordslikeI

wasnothingtohim.Likewedidn’tgrowuptogether

andwerenotbestfriends.

“Youshouldhavesleptonthecouchifyouwere

willingtogiveoutyourbed.”Herewego.“Mendon’t

shareabedndoda,andnotinthatstateIfoundyou

twoin.Iwillneedtogetridofthatimage.”Hesays

rubbinghiseyes

“Itwon’thappenagain,Iassureyou.”

“Yeah,youcansleeponmybed.Ihavetoprepare

forwork,myshiftstartsatsix.Thebossiscoming

intoday,he’sdoingaspotcheck.Ihavetoseeif

everythingisinorder.”Archie,sorryNtsikaisa

manageratapetrolgarage.He’sthesmartpantsin

thefamily,completedmatricattheageof



seventeen.Hasabachelor’sdegreeinAccounting

andFinancebutthisisSouthAfrica,youwon’tfind

ajobwaitingforyouaftergraduation.

“Ihaveworktoo,remember?”Mymouthstretches

intoasmile,it’snotgenuine.Onemore

uncomfortablelookfrommybrotherandleavesme

standinginthemiddleofthelivingroom.

NTUTHUKO…

I’vebeentryingtogetaholdofthemanwhohas

Zulu,Igavethatidiotmoneysohecanbookata

hotelwiththeboy.Ihadtofindapoorfamilyin

Kenya,thatwayitwouldbeeasytocovermytracks.

WhatdoIconcludeifhe’snotansweringmycalls?

Lumkawalksinmyofficewithabasketinhand,I

amnotinthemoodforcompany.Zuluismyworry

rightnow…

“Baby,Ibroughtyoubreakfast.Allyourfavourites

sthandwasami.”Ihateitwhenshecallsmethat,it



givesherfalsehope.Shedropsthepicnicbasketon

thetableandunpacksthedifferentkindsoffood

shebrought.IwouldbegratefulifIdidn’thave

breakfastalready.

“NotnowLumka,Iambusy.”Shepauses,givingme

herfamoussullenlook.Iknowsheisabouttocry

abouthowungratefulIamandeverythingwomen

complainabout.

“Don’t.”Raisingahandcontemptuously,Ibeather

toitassheopenshermouthtospeak.“Iambusy

rightnow,pleaseleave.”

“What’swrongwithyoulately?You’rechanging

Ntuthukoandit’snotcute.”Whatevershemeansby

that,Idon’thavetimetonurseherhormones.

Peter’sphoneisringingnow,hebetteranswermy

call.

“Sir…”He’sspeakingsoftlyIcanhardlyhearhim.

“Wherehaveyoubeen,youfool?”I’mfailingtocurb

myanger,Iamnotafanofincompetence.“Where

ismyson?”



Silencecanmeanalotofthings,right?

“Peter,whereismyson?”Ihalfshout,startling

Lumka.

“Ilefthimwithmymomandtheboysuddenly

stoppedbreathingsir,Idon’tknow…”No,thiscan’t

be…

“Whatdoyoumeanhestoppedbreathing?Whereis

myson,dammit?”Thiswasnottheplan.WhatwillI

tellThandiwe?Yes,Iwantedtoscareher,notripher

heartout.

“Sir,youcan’tgointhere.”Acommotionfrom

outsidemydoorgetsmyattention,it’snotseconds

tillanangrydarkskinnedmandashesinwithmy

PAscuttlingbehindhim.

“Yeyi,voetsek.”Abarkfromhimsendsher

stumblingback,helooksasscaryashesounds.

“Whoareyou?”Iqueryandseemtobringaslimy

grinonhisface.Hiseyesarecold,impassive.His

faceisdead,andunkind.Anyonecantellthisisnot



afriendlyvisit.

“Willyoutellthesewomentovoetsekoutofhereor

shouldIdoit?”Hesays,standingacrossmewith

thetablebetweenus.Lumkalooksasscaredasthe

PA,theymoveatmymotion.

“Whoareyou?”Fearful,Iask,staringintohisblack

emotionlesseyes.

“Whatwilladeadmandowithmyname?”He

responds,eachwordcoveredwithiceandawful

purpose,heisheretokillme.

“Look,I’magoodcitizen.I’veneverharmed

anyone…”

“Shutup,is’khathisedramaasikho.YouandIhave

togoforaride.Someonewantstoseeyou.”

(There’snotimefordrama.)Idon’ttrusttheway

thismessageisportrayedandwhatmakeshim

thinkI’mgoingtofollowhim?Hedrawsoutagun

fromhisbeltbuckleasIreachforthephonetoalert

security.



“Iwouldn’tdothatifIwereyou,bythetimetheyget

here,youwillbelyinginapoolofblood.Itwillbeso

easyformetoescapethisplaceandnoonewill

suspectanything.”

“Whereareyoutakingme?”Insteadofgivingmean

answer,asmirkiswhatIget.

“Asambendoda,asambe.”(Let’sgo.)Hedemands

andgestureswithahandstretchedouttothedoor.

“Onemorething,we’regoingtowalkoutofthis

buildingwithoutgivinganythingoff.Onemovefrom

youandIwillhavetoemptyuS’dudla,sheatealot

today.”Hesays,wavingthegunonmyface.Ihave

nochoicebuttoobey.

THANDIWE…

Lunchtimeisapproaching,Ifedidn’tcometowork,

shesaidsomethingaboutafamilyemergency.

Nqaba’sphoneisoff,Itriedcallinghimthis

morning.Somethingisnotright,Ifinditstrange

thathehasn’tsaidanythingsincethatnoteheleft



me.

“Listenupeveryone.”That’sCele,hehasnothing

elsetodothanroamaroundtheoffice.Allattention

fallsonhim.“Todayisaluckydayforyoulazy

arses,yougettogohomeearly.”

Asexpectedpeoplecheerandlovehimforthat

meresecond.

“Wrapitup,Iwantthisplaceclosedbytwelve.”The

smileonhisfacetellsmethathe’salsohappy

aboutthis.

IguessIwillhavetotakeataxihome,sincethefirst

busarrivesaroundthreeintheafternoon.Icould

visitNqabaatworkifIknewwhereheworked,Iam

innomoodforBarbraandherhysterics.

“Hey,everyoneisgoingoutfordrinks.Joinus.”

Zeneeth,mycolleaguesays,sheworksatH.R.Like

Ife,shewasleftinmyhandstotrainandtwo

monthslatergirlwaspromotedtoH.R.Idon’twant

tolieandsayshedidn’tenterCele’sofficeand

cameoutwithoutherdignity.ThatofficeisSodom



andGomoraitself.

“Itwillbefun,comeonfriendie.”Shecallsmethat

andnowe’renotfriends.

“I’mnotinthemoodforcompanyZee,maybenext

time.”ApartyisthelastthingIwant,Ineedtofocus

ongettingmysonback.Nqabamightcallwith

news.

“Don’tlookback,butthere’sahunkinauniform

behindyou.”OfcourseI’mgoingtolookback.

Helooksdifferent,likehe’scarryingtheweightof

theworldonhisshoulders.Myfirstthoughtisto

rushtohim,Zeneeth’sbigmouthstopsme.“Ishe

thehusband?YouknowI’mstillupsetwithyoufor

notinvitingmetoyourwedding.”Again,wearenot

friends.

“Excuseme.”ItakemygazebacktoNqabawho’s

stillgroundedonthesamespot,dominatedby

profoundsadness.Handshiddeninthepocketof

hispants,fatigueengravedonhiswornface.



“What’swrong?”Myhandstraveltotouchthe

sadnesscoveringhisface,hiseyeslockwithmine.

Theyaretryingtotellmesomething,Icannever

readhimsoheneedstospeaktome.“You’re

scaringmeNqaba.Whatisit?”

Myhandssinkintohisashetakesthem,theintent

lookinhiseyesintensifies.

“IsitZulu?”Don’tletitbemyson,Lord.

“Comewithme.”

“Nqaba…”

“Justcomewithme.”He’spullingmebythehand,

thewholetimeI’mlookingathispaces.Thinkingof

whatcouldhavemadehimsosad,Nqabaisnot

easilyinfluencedorhurt.

Myfootfallfaltersasheopensthepassenger’sdoor

toafancycar.

“Whosecaristhis?”Hecurvesabrowatmy

curiosity.

“WouldyouratherIdriveataxi?”Gosh,sincewhen



doeshetakeoffense?

“Wouldn’titbestrangedrivingaroundinsomeone’s

carNqaba?”Hecouldhavegottenitatwork,it’sthe

onlyexplanationIhave.

“Willyougetinorshouldwewaitforataxi?”Not

onlyishetakingoffensetoday,he’salsolosing

patience.Somethingmustbewrong.

“Iseverythingokay?Areyouinsomekindof

trouble?”Thelookhegivesmetellsmetoshutup

andgetinthecarandsoIdothat.Ilovetheman,

butjailisnotwhereIwanttovisithim.

“Areyougoingtotellmewhat’sgoingon?”Iaskas

soonashejumpsin,it’smyturntobeedgy.

Nqabaispissingmeoffwithhissilence,bythetime

wegettowhereverhe’stakingme,Iwouldhavelost

mymind.Thelookshekeepsstealingdonottellme

anything,Ican’treadhimifthat’swhathethinks.

“You’regettingonmynervesNqabayomzi,Ihaveno



cluewhat’sgoingonwithyou.Youcometomy

workplacedrivingthisexpensivecarandexpect

metofollowyoutogod-knowswhereandyou

refusetotellmewhat’sgoingon.Whatdidyoudo?

Ifit’ssomethingillegalwecangetyoualawyer…”

“AwukahleTshabalala.”Hisvoiceissoftbutstrong

enoughtopushmebacktosubmission.Hegives

meabriefstare,crumpledbrow,eyesbloodshotred.

Thisisthereasonbehindhissilence,hewastrying

tostophimselffromcrying.

“Zuluhasbeenfound,we’regoingtoKenya.Your

bagsarepacked,someoneiswaitingforusatthe

airport.”That’salottotakein.Mysonhasbeen

found,that’sgoodnews,butwhyarewegoingto

Kenya?Andwhosponsoredtheflighttickets?

“What’sinKenyaNqaba?”

“Zulu,somethinghashappenedtohim.”Hetells

withaclampedjawandIwishIcanreadhimright

nowbecauseIamafraidtoaskwhathashappened

tomyson.

“Nqaba!”Anundertoneswirledindreadflounces



outofmytremblinglips,hedoesn’tsayanything

excepttakemyshudderinghandintohis.

Unexpectedly,I’mremindedofthefemininevoicein

mydreamtellingmetopray.Couldithavebeen

aboutthis?

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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NTUTHUKO…

WherewillIbegintolookforthatmanifImanage

toescapefromthisplace?TheonlythingIhaveis

hisdescription,hegaveoffanauraofasmart

criminal.Heprobablydoesthisforaliving,kidnap

peopleandlockthemupinstrangehouses.My



crimeremainsunknowntome,Iwasblindfoldedon

ourwayhereandIcan’tguessmywhereabouts.I

canhearbirdssinging,itcouldbeaforest,a

secludedplaceawayfromthebusytown.

ThemanrefusedtotellmewhyIwasbeingtaken

againstmywill,insteadtiedmeuplikeananimal.If

thishasanythingtodowithBarbraandherstupid

group,Iwillneverforgiveher.

BULELWA…

Ifthisispartofadult-ingthenI’mokaywithgrowing

up,Idon’twantit.Wakingupinanotherman’s

emptyhouseisnotme.Lastnight’seventsare

vague,Ican’trecalleverything.Irememberaginger

allovermeandhetastedsoyummyuntilthe

pompousbastardZizwedecidedtobeMikeTyson.

HepunchedJacob.

SotherewasanotepinnedonmychestwhenI



wokeup…‘TheCornflakesareonthekitchen

counter,themilkisnotenoughyou’llhavetomixit

withwater.You’llseeyourselfoutandpleasemake

mybedButtercup.P.Syoushoulddosomething

aboutthatloudnoiseyoucallsnoring.’

Thebastard…Idonotsnoreandanyway,Iranout

ofthatplacelikeIwasrunningformylife.

TheUberdropsmeoffoutsidemygate,thisis

whereIwouldratherbe,atmyhousewherethereis

enoughmilk.

“OhthankGod,you’reokay.”Lilianattacksmewith

asuffocatinghugasIstepintothehouse.Thereis

nousecomplaining,shewillneverstopbreakingin.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Ihavenoenergyforher.

“I’mworriedaboutyouBubu.Whyareyoustill

wearingyesterday’sclothes?”Herhandsare

annoyinglytouchingmyface,amother’stouch

shouldeasethehurtinmyheart,butthismother’s



touchisdoingnothing.Lilianfailedme,shecouldn’t

standupformetoherhomophobichusband.It

painsmetoknowthatmymotherwouldnottakea

bulletforme.

“Doesyourhusbandknowthatyou’rehere?”Ahefty

sighfromherfollowsmetothekitchenwhenI

movepasther,Ineedthiswomanoutofmyhouse.

“I’msorrymybaby,youknowhowyourfathercan

be.”Thesoundofherfootstepsharassmyears,it’s

notgoodformyheadache.

“YesLilian,IknowhowMandlacanbe,everyone

knowshowthatstonecoldmancanbe.Ofallthe

menintheworldLilian,youhadtofallinlovewith

thatdevil’sagent…”Aburningsensationstingsmy

cheekasLilianslapsmeacrosstheface,thereisa

firsttimeforeverythingandIwillforgiveherforit.

Butdamn,ithurts.Shemightaswellhaveused

Thor’shammer.

“Iamstillyourmotherandyouwillnottalktome

likethat.Thatmanisyourfather,youwillrespect



himBulelwa.”Jeer,Ibadlywanttorollmyeyes.If

onlyshewasn’tstabbingdaggersatme.

“Yesma’am.”Translated‘whatever.’Rubbingmy

throbbingcheek,Iturntomakesomethingtoeat.If

Lilianwasnothere,Iwouldbedrinkingtogetridof

thishangover.

“Lookbaby,Iknowyou’rehurting,butyourfather

willcomethrough.He’snotreallyopenminded,this

wasn’tathinggrowingup.”

“Isn’tthatalameexcuse?”ThisisnotthemorningI

expected.Ishouldhavegonetowork.

“It’snotanexcuse,butthetru…”Herstatement

fades,eyeswidelyoglingatme.“You’reeating

cereal?”Itisshockingbutnotthatdeep.Lindiwe

turningmyhouseintohersecondhomebought

cereal.

Myhanddivesintomybackpockettofiddlewith

thenoteZizweleft,he’sbehindthiscraving.Don’t

lookatmelikethat,sureItookitwithmeandIwill

notbetakinganyquestions…Thankyou…

“YesLilian,beautifulpeopleeatcornflakes,askbo



Mbali.”Ilovethesoundofherlaughter,it’ssoothing.

AlthoughIdon’twantherhere.

“You’recrazyson,becarefulwiththatego.Don’tlet

itgrowintopride,nomanwantsapridefulpartner.”

DoesthiswomanknowwhoIam?

“IamLilian’sson.Lookatthisbodymom?”The

laughattacksheragainasIspintogiveheragood

lookofmyshape.“JadaisluckyIwasborninSouth

AfricaorelseWillsmithwillbewakingupinmybed,

we’llhaveourownentanglementme,WillandHulk.”

Shit…DidIsaythatoutloud?Thelookshe’sgiving

meistheoneGladysfromnextdoorgivesyou

whenshecomestoyourhousefortea,biscuitsand

gossip.

“Who’sHulk?”‘OusieGladys’ismakingherselfa

cupofcoffee,strongandblack.She’snotamilk

personlikeMandla.Myfathergrewupwithnothing

inNtuzumaKwamashuandmilkwasaluxury.They

wereluckyiftheyatericeandsaladsonChristmas.

Theylivedonborrowedeverything,hemadea

promisetohimselfandhisfuturegenerationthathe

willworkhardandbuildalegacy.Yearslater,here



weare,buthehasn’tabandonedtheloveofcoffee

withmoremilkthanwater.

“Noone.”Toavoidmymother’sprobingeyes,I

movetosettleonthechairwithmybowlofcereal,

Lilianplanstofollowmearoundtoday.Agratifying

smileliesonherfaceasshepullsachairtosit,her

handswraparoundthecoffeemugasshebringsit

tohernose,ahabitofhers.Ican’tcomprehendhow

hermuzzlecanstandthatstrongsmell.

“Howisit?”Shepointsatthebowlfilledwithcereal,

it’snotbadandIhavenoideawhyI’meatingthis...

Zizwe...

Ashrugfrommyside,it’scereal.Youcan’tcritic

cereal,right?

“Yourfatherlovesyou,Bubu.”Ithoughtwewere

donewiththistopic.

“Hisactionssayotherwise.”Myriposte.

“DoyouknowwherethenameGcinumzicame

from?”



IfIlovedthename,Iwouldhavecaredtofindout.

Mandlausesittotormentme.‘GCINUMZI!!!’Geez,

mybloodboilswhenheshoutsmynamelikethat.

“Youruncle.”Liliangivesananswertoher

question…Great,blackpeopleandnamingtheirkids

afterunclesandaunts,thatthingshouldstop.

“BlackLabeluncle?”IhavealwaysknownMandla

doesn’tloveme.

“No,hiselderbrother.”Shecorrectsmymistakeand

IthoughtMandlawasthefirstborn.

“Mandlahasanelderbrother?Whereishe?And

whywasInamedafteranoldman?”Liliansimpers

atmyquery,it’snotamattertosmileabout.

“Hediedwhenyourfatherwasaboutnineyearsold,

Gcinumzihadaphysiquelikeyourfather.Atsixteen,

hecouldbemistakenforatwentyfiveyearold.”

That’sHulk,Iwillnevergetusedtoit.

“Healwayskepttohimselfandwasveryquiet,your

grandfatherhatedthat.Hewantedhimtobeout



thereandminglewithotherkids,butGcinumzi

wouldratherstayhomewithhismotherandhis

onlyfriend,Ifalakhewholivednextdoor.Theygrew

uptogetherandwereinseparable.Onedayhisaunt

foundtheminaheatedkissingsessioninhisroom,

apparentlythewomanhadahabitofnotknocking.”

Whaaat?

“GcinumziandIfalakhewerelovers?”Notshocking

really,let’stalkaboutthenameIfalakhe.Whywould

younameyourchildthat?Again,blackparents

‘STOOOP’withtheheavynames.Iknowaguy…

notethat-aguybythenameof‘Senzeni’(Whatdid

wedo?)Youbloodyhadsex,that’swhatyoudid.

“Yes.”AcasualyesfromLilianlikeit’snotabiggie

andthisiswhatIloveaboutmyLilian.Soopen-

minded…Shecontinues,asIvigilantlygivehermy

attention.

“Thewomanwasknowntobecoldand

manipulative,wheneverthedevilpresenteda

chancetoruinalife,shewouldacceptitwithopen

arms.Sheranoutoftheroomscreamingand

shoutingforeveryonetocomeandseean



‘abomination’that’swhatshecalledit.Shewenton

tosayGcinumzihadturnedherbrother’shouseinto

SodomandGomoraandGodwillpunishtheentire

family,unlessGcinumziwastobepunishedforhis

sins.”

It’snoteasybeinganauntandhaveagoodheart,I

reallycommendthoseauntsbecauseaunts…Yey…

especiallytheonesfromyourfather’sside.

“GcinumziconfessedhisloveforIfalakheandthat

theyhadbeentogetherforovertwoyears.That

timehomosexualitywastaboo,evenworseinthe

ruralareas,nooneunderstoodit.Thewhole

communitycametogetherandbiblebashedthem,

throwingslursandjudgementsuponthem.Allthe

while,GcinumziwasouttoprotectIfalakhe.The

boywasonlyfifteenandwasassmallasagrainof

sand.YourunclefoughthisauntwhohadIfalakhe

chainedunderherlargearms.”

“Soshehelpedwiththeambush?”Evilwoman…



“Shewasabigwoman.Yourauntescapedwithout

anear.”Ohh!She’stalkingaboutthatevilwitchwho

hasnoear,nowIknowwhyeveryonecallsher

Ndlebe.She’sninetytwoyearsoldandlivesalone

inNtuzuma.Herchildrenleftherallalone.Ihear

shewasahardwomantolivewith,wouldhidefood

andcomplainaboutanythingandeverything.This

onetimeshehidatrayofeggsunderthebedand

wentawaytoworkforher‘madam.’Camebacka

weeklatertofindtheeggsrotten.Satan...

“Theloverswerenecklacedandburntalive.”My

mothercontinues,bringingmebacktoher

surroundings…“Noonewasimplicatedandnoone

noticedthenineyearoldinthebackgroundwho

waswatchingeverythinginhorror.Yourfather

watchedhisbrotherburntodeath,hesaid

Gcinumzi’sdesperateeyeswouldrunbetweenhim

andIfalakhe.Hehadneverseenanyonesohelpless,

therewasnowayoutforthem.Hismotherwanted

tothrowherselfintothefire,butwasheldback.The

loversdiedandpeoplewentonasifnothing



happened.Yourgrandfatherwasworkingatawhite

man’sfarmandduetoreturnhomethenextday.

Youcanimaginehowhefeltwhentoldthathisfirst

bornwaskilledforbeinghomosexual.”Thisisnot

supposedtomakemecry,Idon’tknowGcinumzi.

Whyismyheartbreakingthough?

“Iwantjusticeformyuncle.”Myproclamationhas

herwideninghereyes,Idon’tseethebigdealhere.

“How?Itwasalongtimeago,mostofthemhave

died.”Shesays,chasingmewithdoubtfuleyesasI

standonmyfeettoplacetheplateinthesink.

“Yes,butNdlebeisstillalive.”Thisonecan’tbeleft

toGod,it’sbeentoolongandGcinumzideserves

justice.Lilianisnotokaywithmecallingthatold

witchbyanameshe’sknownas.I’mtooupsettobe

rectifyingabloodyname.

“It’sathingofthepastson,letitgo.”Itmightbe,but

twoinnocentpeopleweremurdered.

“Nomom,Ioweittomyuncleandhisgreatlove

Ifalakhe.IoweittothewholeLGBTcommunity.



Mustwediebecauseofwhoweareandwhowe

choosetolove?”I’mangryattheworld,ignorant

people,GodforallowingthistohappenandNdlebe

forbeingsostupidandheartless.

“You’renotacrier.”Lilianexpresses,crowdingmy

space,thewomanwillnotletmebreathe.I’mnota

childtohavemytearswiped.

“Thisfuckinghitshome,mom.”Okay.Theword

slippedoutanditwouldbeagoodideatohidefrom

herpiercingglare.“Sorry.”

Onlyshewouldforceanapologyoutofyouwith

justaglower.

“Yourfatherwouldbeproudofyou,it’swhathe’s

alwayswanted,buthisheartistoobrokentorevisit

thepast.”Iheartheproclamationandmaybe

MandlawillhelpmewiththisbecauseIdonothave

moneytopayforalawyer.Forallweknow,hehas

cutoffmyallowancesinceIstartedworking.Ineed

tocheckwithmybank.



ZIZWE…

“DidyougiveMr.Msibithefile?”Mr.Okolieisnever

handsonwiththecompany,he’sonthegroundsa

lotlately.

“Yessir.”IhopeBulelwadid,themanisstubborn.

“Good,wehaveeightdeliveriestoday.Fivetrucks

shouldleaveforMpumalangaat11amandthreefor

Potchefstroom.”

“We’reshortstaffedtodaysir,wehavesixdrivers...”

Ididn’treportBulelwa’sleaveanditwillneedtobe

approved.Heprobablywon’tgetfired,seeingthat

heisaMsibi.HadIbeennosy,Iwould’veasked

whatamanfromanaffluentfamilyisdoing

workingasatruckdriver.Heisspoiledanddrives

likethetruckwouldchidehimthemomenthesteps

onit.

“BhekizizweZondo?”Atthesoundofmyname

beingcalled,Iturntofindamaninapoliceuniform.



ItakemyeyesbacktoMr.Okolie,he’sregardingme

withaglarethatletsmeknowthatI’mintrouble.

Thepolicenevercomebearinggoodnews,it’s

eithertheycometoarrestyouortellyou,you’velost

alovedoneinanaccidentorwhatever.

“Yes.”Imightaswellrespond.

“AJacobMasonhaspressedchargesagainstyou,

forassault.”What?WhoisthisJacobMason,Idon’t

knowanyonebythat…Oh!Theidiotfromthebar

lastnight.

“Apunchisnotclassifiedasassaultpoyisa.”My

firstdefence.

“That’snotwhathisnosesays,youbrokehisnose.

Therearewitnesseswhoarewillingtotestify.”The

arrogantpoliceofficersaysmovinginonme.Isthis

evenallowed?Handcuffingmewithoutproof?I

can’tbringmyselftolookatMr.Okolie.Iwould

havetocallmybrothertogetmeout.

THANDIWE…



Theflightattendantcouldn’tunderstandwhyIwas

wailinglikeacrazypersoninaplanefullofpeople.

Sameas,whitepeoplewhocouldn’tunderstand

thatblackpeoplegrievedifferent.Wecrysomuch

thatwedon’tknowwhattodowithourselvesand

theonlyoptionistothrowyourselfonthefloor

screamingandrollinglikeyourbodyisonfire.

NeverinmylifedidIthinkIwouldhavetomourn

myson,I’vealwaysthoughthewouldoutliveme.

Parentsarenotsupposedtoburytheirchildren,it’s

allwrong,thisthingwecalllifeiswrongandunfair.

Twodayshavegoneby,Nqabahasn’tsaidanything

tome.Ithinkhedoesn’tknowwhattosay,allhe

doesissitonthechairsituatedbythewindowand

stareintothinairasifthinkingofawayout.Of

what?Iwouldn’tknow…I’mtrappedaswelland

suffocating.ThereisnoairandI’mafraidthatone

dayIwillgotobedandnotwakeupinthemorning.



Myheartconstantlydancestothesoundofhis

footfalls,it’sacrazydancethathasmepressinga

handonmychesttocurbit.I’mstuckinthishotel

roominMombasa,waitingforacallfromthe

authoritiestoinformmethatIcantakemybaby

home.It’swhatZuluwouldwant,tobehomewith

hisfamily.

Hestopsatthedoor,ittakesaminuteforhimto

openit.Myeyesarereadytoembracehispresence

buthis…hiseyesdonotwanttocuddleme.I

haven’tseenthemintwodays.

“You’reback?”Somehowandstrangely,I’mthe

strongestonebetweenus.Ispeak,makesurehe

haseatenandbathedwhileheseemstohavegiven

uponlifeandeverythingthathasanythingtodo

withlife.Nqabagiftsmewithanodandtakesup

hisspotbythewindow,Ihatethatchair.Iwanthim

herewithme,closetome.

There’saguywhokeepscomingaround,Iheard

NqabamentionthenameStyleswhiletalkingtohim.



WhatIhatearethepitifullooksthatStylesguy

throwsatme.

“Wouldyoulikeanything?”I’monmyfeet,Idon’t

knowwhy.Myheartsaysgotohim,mybrainsays

you’renotstrongenoughtocomforthim.

“Haveyoueaten?”Atleasthestilltalks,hehasn’t

saidthismuchsincehetookmetomyson.Iwas

givenafewminuteswithhimandthatwasafter

Nqabaconvincedthenursestoletmeseehim.

ApparentlyIdon’thaveproofthatheismyson

becausethechildwasbroughtintothecountry

underafalsename.

“No.”Ire-join.HowcanIwhenmystomachwants

nothing?”NqabalooksworsethanIdo,yetIneed

hisarmsaroundme.Ineedhimtocomfortme,

cuddlemeandtellmethatit’sgoingtobeokaythat,

I’mgoingtobeokaybecauseIamclosetogiving

up.

“I’llgetyousomethingtoeat.”Hesays,grabbinghis

phonethatheabandonedonthetable.Iwon’tlet



himleaveagain…

“Pleasedon’tgo.”I’minfrontofhim,lookingupat

him.He’stryingsohardnottolookintomyeyes,

I’mnotcertainhowhe’llreacttome,forcinghimto

givemeaglimpse.Justamerepreviewofmyhome,

thesameplacewhereIfindmypeace…hiseyes…

Leisurely,hewarmsintomytouch.Theeyelockis

intense,his,flowbetweenmyeyesandlips.A

puckerresidingbetweenhisbrows.

“Talktome,Nqa…”

“I’msorry…”hecutsinwithanunexpectedapology.

Whatishesorryabout?Thishasnothingtodowith

him,Iamtoblameforthepredicamentthathas

befallenZulu.Ishould’veprotectedhimfrom

Ntuthuko.“I’msorryThandiwe.”Hisforehead

spraysonmine.Goosebumpstakepleasurein

tastingmyskinatthefeelofhisheatedbreathon

myface.“Ifailedyou,Ididn’tkeepmypromise...”

We’reinaudible,bodieseven.Hisarmsfervently

flowingonmyback,he’sgivingmemorethanwhat

Iwanted,butit’snotenoughtomendmybroken



heart.Notenoughtomakemefeelbetter.

“UngakhaliTshabalala.”(Don’tcry.)Thetears

declinethetouchofhishands,theypersiston

streakingdownmyface.

Handinhand,heleadsustothebedandpullsme

tositonhislap.Hisarmsenfoldaroundme,face

onthecurveofmyneck.I’mswallowedinhis

embrace,thefeelingissatisfying.

“He’sababy,hedoesn’tdeservethis.”Hislips

pressedonmycollarbone,Nqababeginshistalk.I

loveitwhenhetalks,whenhetalkstome.

Everythinglightsup,yethissilenceseemstobring

darkness.

“IblurtedouttoNtuthukothatZulumightnotbehis

son,Imightaswellhavesignedhisdeathwarrant.”

I’mauselessmother.

“We’renottakingthispathThandiwe,whereyou

blameyourself.Lifeisunpredictable,nothingis

guaranteed.”Sureit’snot,howeverGodcannotgive

andtake.



“You’regoingtobeokayTan-tan,Zulutoo.He’sa

strongboy,hewillsurvivethis.”Thewordsleavehis

mouthinwavesofassurances.Zulusuffereda

brainhypoxia,hisbrainwasdeprivedofairfor

longerthantenminutesandthiscausedbrain

damage.Thedoctorsarenotsureifhewillpull

through,wedon’tknowanythingelse.

“Buttheywon’tgiveme,mysonback,theywon’tlet

mespendaminutewithhim,Nqaba.Ineedtolet

himknowthatIamhere,maybeifhehearsmy

voicehewillwakeup.”Icry,lightingmyselfagainst

him.Hisarmssqueezetighteraroundme.

“Tellyourtearstostop,Ihatehowtheyseek

attention.”Achortledjokeashetriestolightenup

themood.AsmileissofarfrommethatIcan’t

reachitevenifIwantto.“Zuluwillbereleasedtous,

Neohassomeonedeliveringhisbirthcertificate.”

“Howishegoingtodothat?Thepapersareatthe

house,Ntuthukowillnot…”Ahandovermymouth

clogsmywords.

“YoulikeworryingTshabalala,Idon’tknowyouto



bethiskindofaperson.”Whywouldn’tIworry?My

lifeisnotexactlywhatIenvisionedbeforeIgot

married.

“Whydoyousaythat?”I’mgivenafewkisseson

thecurveofmyneckandmycheeks,myfigure

quiversashislipslingerwitheachkiss.

“Exactlythat.”Hereplieswhilehislipsarepressed

onmyopenneck.“I’vegotyou,Tan-tanandyouwill

havePeanutback.”HowdoIperceivethis?I’min

themiddleofafireandNqabaistellingmethathe

hasabucketofwatertoputoutthefire.ButIsee

himemptyhanded,yetmyheartsayshe’scarrying

thebucket.

Nqabamovesmefromhislap,hishandholding

mine,heliesonthebedwhilecarefullydrawingme

tohim.Inthismoment,hewrapshisarmsaround

mefrombehind.Allthethoughtstormentingmy

mindstopasifmyhearttakesoverfrommyhead.

“There’saknockatthedoor.”Ididn’tknow

employeesshouldbeknockinglikethat.



“Idon’thearanything.”Hedeclares,creatingdoubt

inmymind.

“Whatdoyoumean?Theknockisloudenoughfor

youtohear…”Theknocktransitionsintoascratch,

itnowsoundslikeananimaldesperatelyscratching

thewoodendoorwithitsclaws.Nqabaholdsmein

place,tightlyenfoldinghisarmsaroundmeand

stoppingmyplantoseewhoorwhatcouldbeat

thedoor.

“NoTan-tan.”Awhispermildlywindsinmyear,like

anenergyfightingtheforcethat’spullingmeaway

fromhispresence.“Focusonthesoundofmyvoice,

Iloveyou.You’reherewithme,Iamherewithyou,

focusonthat.”

It’shard,abattlethat’sweighingmedown.The

needtocheckontheagonizingsoundintensifies…

“Justcloseyoureyesandfocusonus,mylips

grazingyourskin.”Idojustthatashemurmurs,

plantingsoftkissesonmyear.“Focusonthese

armsthatareholdingyoutightandwillneverlet

youfall.Yourbodyonmine,thismomentrighthere



iswhatyoushouldseeandcentreon.”Mymindis

divertedfromthenoisethatseemstobefading.It’s

usnow,me…him…eachother.

“Ican’tbelievehowmuchIloveyou,Tan-tan.It

shocksmesometimesthatIcanlovesomeonethis

much.”Ilovehimthesame.Hesqueezesmeasif

heneedstocheckifI’mreally,reallyhere,lyingnext

tohim.Mymindmightnotbehere,butmybodyand

soulwillneverdisappointme.

“Iloveyoutoo.”AndIdon’tknowhowtoexpressit,

wordsalonewillneverpointitout.Ayawnattacks

mymouth,thistirednessissosudden.

“Youhaven’tbeensleepingwell,I’llbehere.”My

eyesaregivinguponme,butIdon’twanttosleep.

Itwouldbeabadidea.

“I’mokay,let’sgetsomecoffee.”It’shardtomove

lockedinhisarmsandhe’snotlettinggoatmy

writhing.

“Youdon’thavetobeafraid.”Nqabapredictsand

heisright.Ihatesleep,Ihatethatoldmanthat



seemstoforcehiswayintomydreams.“Even

whenyou’reasleep,lookformeinsideyourdreams.

I’llbethere.”SureIknowNqabatoberomantic,but

cheesy?No…It’scomfortingthough,knowingthat

he’llneverleave.

Tobecontinued…

PLEASELIKEANDCOMMENT

BURN

27…

Unedited.

ThedayZuluwasfound.

WatchingZululyingontheconcretefloor,lifeless.

NeohadfeltaneedtocallMamSonto,hisgo-to

personwhenthegoinggetstough.Onlyshewould

praythedeadtolife,hehaswitnesseditbefore.He



haswitnessedthepowerGodbestoweduponher

andabelieveriswhathebecamebecauseofthat

womanofGod.

“MamSonto,pleaseaskyourGodtobringhim

back.”Neo’sintroductionhadMamSontoconfused.

Surehedoesn’tgreet,maybewhenhe’stooexcited.

Shethought.

“Who”Apeacefulandcalmwoman,MamSonto

emanatedasingleword.

“Zulu,hecan’tbedead.He’sonlyachild…”

“Standstill…”Sheinterruptedhimasshehadbeen

showninthespiritwhatwastakingplace…the

witchandthelittlelifelessboyinaforeigncountry.

‘WakeupandprayNtombazane.’Afterafew

minutesofsilence,MamSontomutteredthe

messagethatreachedThandiwethroughher

dreams.

“PutthephoneonspeakerNeo,makesureyou’re



closetotheboy.Ineedtospeaktohisspirit.”Neo

obeyedthewomanofGod.

StylesSishiisnobeliever,buthetoohaswitnessed

MamSonto’spowers.Faithassmallamustardseed

isallyouneedandStyles’faithhasgrowntobe

biggerthanthat,churchthoughisoutofthe

question.HeleavesittoSethuandSihle.Every

Sunday,theyprepareforchurchwhilehe’drather

spendthedaywithhisbrother,Randall.Hiswife

Sethuhasgivenuptryingtodraghimtothehouse

ofGod.

“MamSonto.”NeotoldStyleswhenhegavehima

lookfilledwithquestions,hisstupidNeocanbe

smartsometimes.Heneverwould’vethoughtof

callingher.

“You’reonspeakerMamSonto.”Neoconveyed,in

desperationbuthisfaithandhopewererevived

onlyfromthecalmnessofMamSonto’svoice.The

womansmilestillyoufallintoannoyancebecause



onlyapeacefulpersoncanentertainasmilewhile

youyourselfarefallingapartalongwithyourlife.

“What’shisname?”MamSonto.

“ZuluBiyase.”Stylesmutteredwithhopeandthat

faiththatcametostayinhisheart,achuckle

soundedfromthereceivingendofthephone.

MamSontofilledwithjoyfromtherevelationthat

Stylesisabelievernow.

“MamSontokeengnou?Whyareyoulaughing?”

(Whatisit?)Neoquestionedher,knowingverywell

whyshewaslaughing…shewasbeingherself.

“Siyabonga,unjani?”(Howareyou?)Sheasked

muchtoNeo’saggravation,ofcoursehelovesher,

butnowaywillheevergetusedtohertraits.

There’sadeadboyonthefloor,awitchafew

inchesawayandhersonwholooksmoreterrified

thananything.

“I’mfinema,buttheboyisnot.”Stylesansweredto

herprobing.



“Theboywillbefine,don’tworry.Ineedyoutolaya

handonhisheartandhistemple.”MamSonto

transferredtheinstructions,NeotookoverZuma’s

templewhileStylesplacedahandonhisabdominal.

“Done.”Neosaid,eyesclosedashecouldn’twait

fortheprayer.

“There’sawomanintheroomwithyou.”Neo’seyes

shotopentolendontheoldwitchacrossthefloor,

herarroganceandbraveryhadvanished.The

womanofGodwasinanothercountry,butthewitch

feltthepresenceofGodandhadbeenignoringthe

heatthatwasslowlycrawlinguponherbody.

“Yes.”Throughclampedteethandstabbing

daggersattheoldwoman,Neoconfirmed

MamSonto’ssaying.

“Youwitch.”MamSontoauthorizedtheirsuspicions,

Peterfellintopanic.Panicforhismother,her

witchingwayswasnosecrettohim.



Theoldwomanstoodtoherfeetwithanattemptto

run,butherfeetcouldn’trecogniseherastheir

master.

“Whydoyouwantthischild?”MamSontoseemed

toberevealingasecretonlyknownbythewitch.

“Idon’tknowwhatshe’stalki…”Theoldwitchtried

todenytheaccusations,butMamSonto,not

entertainingdemonscutinwithavoiceofauthority.

“Enough!Youbetterconfesswhatyoudidtothe

childoryouwillnotlivetoseeanotherday.”

Buttheoldwitchwouldnotrevealwhatshedoesin

thedark-yes,sheisawitch,yetit’snotsomething

shewouldproudlybroadcast.

“SPEAK!!!”MamSonto’svoiceboomedoverthe

phoneandinthatmomenttheoldwitchbeganto

scratchherbody,notbecauseofaninch.No…The

heatengulfingherbodywasintensifying,an

uncomfortablefeeling.She’sfeltitbeforeonce

uponatime,butsurvivedit.



Thingsseemedtobedifferent,thewomanonthe

phoneheldapowerthatthewitchherselfcouldnot

comprehend.Shewasn’tliketheothermessengers

ofGodwhocouldonlytormentheralittle.Shewas

strong,sopowerfulthatevenalightfromamatch

stickwouldburnheraliveinasecondifshewereto

tossitather.

“Ahh!!!”Aquickenedscreamfromthestubborn

witch,onebyonehergarmentsfelltothedirty

groundastheheatstartedtohurtmorethan

anything.Peterknowingwhatwashappeningcould

nothelpout,itwasbadenoughthathewas

implicatedinamurderofachild.

Withplacidity,Neomovedfromthepresenceof

ZuluandsoughtrefugebehindStyles,wantingtobe

safejustincasethewitchwentcrazyandattacked

them.Styleswouldprotecthim.

“ReallyNeo?”Stylesmovedaninch,onlytohave

Neofollowhim.Stylescouldfeelaheavinessonhis

nose,thefeelingescalatedtohistemplecausinga



headacheanddizziness.Hefellbackandlandedon

Neowhoseeyeswidenedwithshock.

“Stylos.”Neoyelled,alertingMamSonto.Shewas

alreadyawareofwhattranspired.

“Don’tworryNeo,he’sgoingtobeokay.He’snot

coveredbythebloodofJesusandsohe'sweak.”

Theoldwomanscreameduponhearingthename

ofJesus.

“HelphimMamSonto.”Forgettingabouttheboyfor

asplitsecond,Neopleadedforhisfriend’slife.Eyes

halfliddedandheadspinning,Stylescouldnotfight

thedarkpresencethatwastakingoverhim.

“Drop…the…call.”Slowlyandwhinginginagony,

theoldwomandaredtochallengeGod.“Iwillkill

thisman…”

“Thedevilisaliar.”Thedeclarationshotoutof

Neo’smouth,hecouldhearMamSontosoftly

praying.Eeriescreamseruptedfromthewitchas

shedroppedtothefloorwithaloudthud.Rolling

andscreamingcouldnotquenchthefirethathad

consumedherbody.



“Silence!!!”MamSontowasdoneplayinggames

withher,theoldwitchfellintocompletestillness.A

pailofwaterwoulddo,justtopouroverher

swelteringbody,perhapsitwouldeasetheheat.

“Releasethisboy’ssoulnow.”MamSonto’s

commandtossedNeointototaldisarray.Zulu’s

soulhasbeencaptured?

“No…”Thisonewasstubborn,notlikethewitches

MamSontohaddealtwith.“TheywilleatmysonifI

letthisboygo.”Finally,thewitchconfessed.

“HeeeJesoMorena”(Jesus)Neoyelpedinshock,

stillholdingStylesinhisarmsfeelinghewassafer

there.

“Mama?”Petersaid,hisheartalmoststoppingfora

second.Hewaswellawarewhathismotherwas

talkingabout.

“Yes,yes.”Thewitchshouted.“Allmyfriends

sacrificedtheirchildren,weatethemallandnow

it’smyturn.Iwasthelastone,it’sbeenmonthsand

IhavebeendelayingbecauseIcan’tgiveupmy



onlyson.Ican’tletthemeatmyson,soIhadtofind

areplacementandthisboyisperfect.He’syoung

andinnocent.”

Petermadesuretomoveawayfromhismother,

suretheysacrificesoulsbuttoeatthem?Thatwas

pureevil.

“Iwasmeanttotakehisbodytothemtonight,we

meetontopofthebigtreenextdoor.Exactlyat

3am,thefeastwillbegin.AndIamtakingthisboy

withmeandnoonewillstopme,notevenyour

God.”Kneltonthefloor,handsflailingonherbody

torubawaytheheat,hereyesfellonaterrifiedNeo

asshedeclaredherpowersshethoughtwere

strongerthanthatoftheGodofNeoandMamSonto.

“Releasetheboynow.”Anothercommandfrom

MamSonto.

“No,no,no.”Herstubbornnesshadtobeademon

itself.“Doyouknowhowlongittookformeto

suffocatehimwithapillow?Thisboyisstrong,I

haveneverinmylifecomeacrossachildthis

strong.Someonewasfightingmethroughhim,butI



conqueredhim.Iconqueredhisancestors.Mywork

willnotbeinvain.”

“Neo,moveclosertotheboy.”Moreinstructions

camefromMamSonto.Handshuddering,Neodid

astold.HisvacanthandrantoZulu’stemple.“Lord

letthisbedonesothatyoumaybeglorified,Zulu

belongstoyouJesus.ZuluBiyase,bythenameof

JesusChrist,comeforth.”

Theoldwitchwasmademuteandhadnostrength

tomove,herpowerswerefailingher.Atthat

momentStylesrose,healthyasahorse.

AsneezefromZulushockedeventheoneswho

believeandknowthatGodisableandhasbeen

performingmiraclessincethebeginningoftime.

“MamSonto,hesneezed.Zulusneezed,buthe’snot

awake.Hiseyesarestillclosed.”Neorecitedthe

scene.

“He’sgoingtobeokay,youneedtotakehimtothe

hospitalnow.Hisbrainisnotreceivingair,hurry

Neo.”



“Can’tyouhealhimMamSonto?Youjustraisedhim

fromthedead?”Neoasked,notunderstandingwhy

shewouldnotfinishthework.

“SometimesGoddoesthingswedonotunderstand,

maybethisishisplan.ThereisnothingmoreIcan

donow,buttellyouthatthechildwillbefine.”If

MamSontosaiditthenitwillbeso,sheisawoman

ofGod,thesameGodwhodoesnotlie.

“Mama!!!”StylesandNeoturnedattheear-splitting

screamfromPeter,hismotherwasconvulsingon

thefloor.Bodyshudderingvigorouslyandmouth

formingandinsecondsshebecamestill.Itwasa

quickdeathandthewitchwastravellingjustasfast

tohell.

“Letthisbealessontoallwitchesoutthere,youdo

notplaywiththeGodofMamSonto.”Withprideand

inawe,Neodeclared.ThattimeStyleshadZuluin

hisarms,rushinghimtothecar…

IFEANYI…



LifewithbrotherandAmarahasbeenokay,Idon’t

havemuchtocomplainabout.Brotheriseverything.

He’stakentheroleofbothparentsinmylifeand

Amara…we’remorelikebestfriends.Though,Iwish

shewouldtameherhusband…Chaii,thatmanis

strict,hesurpassesSegun.Ican’tbreathewithout

himaskingifI’mbreathinginairorthescentof

weed.Thereisnogettingusedtohisdictatorship.

ThandiweisnotaroundandCelehasbeenonmy

casesincemorning.Iwasassignedtodata

capturing,mydeskisfilledwithstacksofpapers

andCelesaidhewantsitdonebefore5pm.An

impossibletask,lunchisaroundthecornerandI’m

nothalfwaydone.

“Howisitgoing?”Hiscreepyvoiceforcesitsway

intomyears,Ihatethathealwayscreepsuponme.

Itmakesmefeellikehe’sbeenwatchingme.

“I…”Warmbreathwashingdownmynecknumbs

mymouth,Ifeelviolatedbyitandhisheavy



presencebehindme.Icanfeelhiseyesdrilling

holesonmyhead,thefeartoturnandfacehim

smacksme.I’mafraidofwhatImightIsee…the

lustinhiseyes...Thesmugonhisface…Hisgaze

undressingme.

“Mr.CeleIneedyoutosignthese.”Iknowthat

voice,it’sZeneeth.Withmyarmsfoldedacrossmy

chest,IturnwiththeswivelchairtofindCele

standingbarelyaninchfromme.Myeyeschase

ZeneethasCelelooksdownatme,hergazesays

sheknowswhat’sgoingon.

AlumpbuildsonmythroatasIgetupathermotion.

IcanfeelheavyeyesonmeasIrushtothe

bathroominsearchofabreather,Idon’tknowwhyI

turnaround,butCele’seyesareliterallytracingmy

bodylikeapencilonacanvas.Chastisingmine,I

forcemystepstohasten.

I’mheavingandeyeswetwhenIbudgeintothe

bathroom,thelumponmyoesophagusandthe



burningsensationconfirmthatIamacrybaby.I

needtocallbrother,rammingmyhandintomy

pockettogetmyphone,ithitsmethatmyhands

areshuddering.Myheartbeathasleftitscomfort

zoneandfallenintoaforeignthud.

Brother’sphoneringsunanswered,Amaraisat

school.WhodoItalkto?Icanhardlyrecognise

myselfonthebigmirrorinfrontofme,I’mnever

thisjumpy.

IfeanyiOkolieisaudacious,notthisgirlwhois

afraidofamanwhocan’tkeepawayfromwomen.

ThefearsenttomerefusestoleaveandIdon’t

knowhowtogetrid.

“Brother,Ineedtotalktoyou.I’mscared,really

scared.Pleasecallmewhenyougetthis.”Myfeet

leadmeoutofthebathroomafterleavinga

messageonhisphone.



Great,Celeisnotthereanymore.Feelingeyeson

me,myeyesfindtheforceandfearlocatesme

againasImeethiseyesfromacrossthefloor.He’s

talkingtoZeneethbuthispervertedcontemplation

isonme.

Hisappallingwinkcompelsmykneestoweaken,

mystomachtolurchandmyhearttoache.Mybody

takesarapidturnandfallsonthechair.Iwillrun

outofthisplacerightafterwork.

BULELWA…

PeopleweretalkingatworkabouthowZizwewas

draggedoutbythepolice.Hehasbeenlockedup

forthreedaysandnoonewouldtellmewhyhewas

arrested.Failingtoconcentrateatwork,Idecidedto

leaveearly.

It’seasytofakeanillnessandaskfortherestofthe

dayoff.OfcourseRandallbelievedmydrama,I



doubthewouldhaveifIdidn’tfallinhisarms

pretendingtobefainting.Themandismissedme

andgavemeanextradayoff,goshemploymentis

toomuchwork.Howdopeopledealwithit?

Jacobissuchanuisance.Whyishecallingme?

“Whatdoyouwant?”I’manidiottoanswerhiscall.

“Whereareyou?”

“Drivinghome.”WhyamItellinghimthis?

“Cometothebar.”Hesays,ordersrather.

“You’restupidifyouthinkIwillobeyyou.”He

laughsatmyretort.

“OhBoo-boo,ifyouwantyourloverboyoutofjail

thenyouwillbarkwhenIsaybark.”Ishouldhave

knownhe’sbehindthis.

“Youbastard.”

“Youhavetenminutestogethere.”Hecutsthe

phoneafterhisdeclaration,Ifindmyselfspeeding

tothebar.It’snotfarfrommeandsoImakeitthere



infifteenminutes.

Andthereheis,thebeautifulbastard.Seatedatthe

bar,sippingonaglasscontaininggoldenliquor.

“Jacob,you…”MyspeechbeginswhileImarchto

him,thebarisvacant.There’sanoldmansituated

atacornertabledrinkinghissorrowsaway.His

troublesaresittingonhisshoulders,youcantell

fromthewayhe’shunchedonthechair.

“BemyloverBoo-booandIwillgetyourboyfriend

outofprison.”Jacobeatsmywordswithhis

ultimatum...andZizweisnotmyboyfriend.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Heturnshisbeautiful

facetoglanceatme,flashinghiscunningeyes.I

thoughtIwastheonlydramaticpersonaround,

Jacobhasaplasteronhisnose.Itactuallylooks

terrible,butIdon’trememberseeingbloodonhim

thatday.IamprettysureZizwedidnotpunchhim

thathard.“Andthis?”



“Walterwasthere,hesawhowthatanimalattacked

meandIwascompletelydefenceless.Ittookfour

mentogethimoffme.”What?That’snotwhat

happened.Iwasthere,Zizwebarelytouchedhim.

“WhyareyoulyingJacob?”

“It’snotalie,askWalter.”HiseyespointatWalter

overthecounter,hehidesfromme.Iseewhat’s

goingonhere.

“Howdidheagreetolieforyou,Jacob?Youslept

withhimdidn’tyou?”Whore…

“Boo-boo,youknowwhatyouhavetodotogetyour

loveroutofprison.Iknowhowtomakehim

disappear.Imeanprisonisnotaniceaplacefora

gayman.Hemightdropthesoaponedayand…”

“Youwouldn’t…”Iknowhewould,nooneisdaring

asthisfool.

“Whiteprivilege…Everheardofthat?”Whohasn’t?

“AllIhavetodoisbringforwardanx-raywith

fracturedribsplusthisbrokenoseandcry

headache,asforwitnesses,it’ssorted.Nothinga

fewdrinksandnotescouldn’tsolve.”Heisnot



bluffing.

“We’reyounottheonewhosaiditwillbesoeasy

foryoutogetme?Whyareyouresultingtothisnow?

Haveyoulostfaithinyourabilitiestopursue

Jacob?”Desperationhasaname…JacobBeastie

Mason…

“Ohbabyno,I’veneverdealtwithastubbornlover

likeyou…”

“Iamnotyourlover,youbastard.”Hesmilesatmy

interjection,damnthemanwearsarroganceso

perfectly.It’sbeautifulbutIwanttokillhim,how

darehethinkhecanblackmailmeintoa

relationship.

“Youwillbeifyouwantthattrashyboyfriendof

yoursoutofjail.”

“You’renotgoingtogetawaywiththis.”Ispit,ready

tothrowinapunch,butImightinjuremyfeeble

hand.

“Ihave,theballisinmycourt.ThisissimpleBoo-

boo,allyouhavetodoisletmetakecareofyou.It’s

notmuchreally,availyourselfsexuallyand



emotionally.Imeanbaby,you’redamngood.That

nightwasa…”

“Argh,spareme.”Iintrudeonhisstupidity,my

consciousdidtellmethathehasstalkertendencies.

But,noBubudidn’tthinkofrunning.

“Iloveyou,Boo-booandallIwantistomakeyou

happy…”He’stouchingmyface,I’mangryathim,so

whyamIlettinghimtouchmyface?

“YeyiStefanoDimera.Whatdoyouthinkthisis?A

telenovela?”PushhimoffBubu,pushhimoff.I’m

savedwhenWalterthetraitorslamsaglassonthe

table,he’sglaringatmeandIdon’tcareabouthim.I

needtofindZizweandgethimoutofjail,firstIwill

needtousemyfather’scontacts.Beastieseemsto

bewealthyandcouldruinZizwewithjustoneword.

NQABA…

“It’sdone,Zuluhasbeenreleasedtous.”Styles



camewithgoodnewstoday,heandNeohavebeen

atworktryingtogettheKenyangovernmentto

releaseZulu.Thandiwewillbeecstatic,Ilefther

sleepingintheroomwhenStylescalled.We’re

bookedinthesamehotelroom.

“It’swisewehavehimtransportedtoSouthAfrica,

heneedstobeatahospitalthathasmore

advancedcare.”Neoadds,we’reinhishotelroom.

“ButIhearit’srisky.”Mytheory.

“It’sallsortedMzi,nothingwillbefallhim.”Styles

says.

“Anddon’taskhowhedidit,you’llloseyourmind.”

Neoslidesinsomeadvice.

“IjustwantThandiwetobewithherson,she’sbeen

throughsomuch.”

“Speakingofthat,Nkosihasyourbrotherlocked

up.”Stylesbreaksthenews.“Igavehimtheorders

thedaywefoundZuludead.”

“Idon’tunderstandStyles,whatwastheplanwhen

youcapturedhim?”



“Torturehimtodeath.”Hedeclares,hisvoicecold

andeerie.Eyesemotionlessandspine-chilling.I

knowhecanbepsychotic,butthisisnotokay.You

don’tjustkillpeople.

“WhatwillItellmyfatherifyoukillhisson?”Styles

doesn’tcareaboutmyquestionorworries,heleans

forwardasifgivingmeacloserviewofhisdark

soul.Keepingthedeadpanexpressiononhis

hardenedface.

“Ntuthukoisevil,howelsedowedealwithevil

people?”Whatdoeshemeanhe’sevil?

“Evil?Eviliswhatwesawthatday.”Neodiscloses,

lyingbackonthebed.Hekickshisshoesoffand

smilesasonehitsStylesontheface.“Hade

ntwana.”(Sorry.)

“Thatwitchishauntingmydreams.”Styles,

brushingoffNeo’ssilliness.ThecoldStyleshas

takenabreak,strangehowhetransitionsfrom

normaltocreepyintheblinkofaneye.

“Whathappened?”Ihaven’tbeenfilledinonwhat

tookplace.



“Mzintwana,IthoughtIhadseenitallwithSegun

andBensen.GhanahasnothingonKenya,thatold

witchcapturedZulu’ssoul.IfIdidn’tcallMamSonto

yourboywould’vebeenameal.”

“Ameal?”

“Yes.”Helaughsitout,Isenseabitoffearinthe

toneofhisvoice.He’sstillinshockandthissallyis

tocloakthefear.“Whenshesawshewaslosingthe

battle,shetargetedStylos.”Therestisnarratedina

verydramaticmanner,withStylesaddinghisbit

intothedivision.

“SomybrothertrustedZuluwiththosepeople?”

Whowould’vethoughtthathewouldgotothis

extenttokeepThandiwe?

“Nowyouknowhowevilyourbrotheris,youcan

actuallyusethisagainsthim.”Styleslayshis

suggestiononthetable.“Yousaidherefusesto

divorceThandiwe,Iknowhowtomakehimsignthe

papers.”Iknowhedoes,thereisnoturningback

now.Iamcaughtupinthismess,thisishowthese



peoplegetthingsdone.ThoughIwouldn’thavemy

brotherkilled.

“I’lltalktohim.”Stylessneersatmyoffer.

“You’renotgoinganywherenearhim,he’llplaythe

defencelessinnocentbrotherandknowingyou,Mzi,

willbelievehim.I’mnotgoingthroughanother

Randalsaga,hecouldn’tbelievethathisbrother

wasnogood.Intheend,hetookhimouthimself.”

Styles.

“Hekilledhisbrother?”

“Likehewasnothing.”MaybeI’munderestimating

theirabilitiestokillpeopleasiftheyareants.

“RavenwantedtokillRandall'swifeandRandall

hadnochoice.I’dliketobelievehewouldgoasfar

askillingmeforher.”AndStylesappearstobeokay

withit,thesmirkdoingatwirlonthecornerofhis

mouthconfirmsit.

“You’renextMzi,yourbrotherwilldiebyyourhand.”

NeoaddsanditscaresmethatIwouldactuallydo

it.

“TellmeaboutthatfoolthathadZulu.”Stylesand



Neoregardmewithdeviouseyes,somethingtells

metheyknowwhatI’mthinking.

“LethimbeMzisto,he’snotworthit.Hehasawitch

toburn,Imeanbury.”Neoisseriousbuthisvoiceis

alwayscomical.

“I’mnotgoingtodoanythingtohim,Ijustwantto

meetthemanwhohadmyson.”Stylesseemsto

lovewhat’sflowinginmymind,agrinliesonhis

faceandNeoisabsolutelyagainstit.

“I’lltakeyouthere.”Stylesundertoneswith

psychotichintsinhisvoice,Iwon’ttouchonthe

lookinhiseyes.Iamscaredforwhoevercrosses

thisman.

“I’mstaying,I’vehadenoughofthatplace.Those

peopleareevilandIlovemysleepthankyou.”Neo

staysthen,theplanwastogoalone,butifStyles

insists...

THANDIWE…



“Youknowyou’renotafriendTee?Ican’tbelieve

youwenttoKenyawithoutme.”Bulelwacalledjust

tochidemefortravellingwithouthimasifI’mon

holiday.

“I’msorryfriend,nexttimeI’llsurelyletyouknow.”

Mysarcasmisdrybuthelaughsanyway.

“Tellme,aretheremeninKenya?”Isthereacountry

wheretherearenoman?

“Iwouldn’tknow,theonlymanI’veseensofaris

Nqabayomzi.”TheonlymanIliterallysee,Ihear

himdramaticallyyawnoverthephone.

“Boring,I’mtalkingaboutAfricanmen,Tee.You

knowtheonesthatlookliketheytasteof

chocolate.”Igetwherehe’scomingfrom,thoughI

amnotgoingtohumourhim.Bulelwawillforceyou

outofdepression,that’showchirpyheis.“Likemy

boss,Randall.He’sfromGhanaandyouknowhow

Godsentallthebeautifulmenthere,leavinguswith

thelikesofNtuthuko.”Astartlinglaugheruptsfrom

stomach.

“MaybeyoushouldmovetoGhanathen.”



“IwouldifIwasn’toccupiedbytwohunks.”Yes,he

toldmeaboutBhekizizweandJacob.Bulelwa

swirls,it’ssurprisinghecouldhavefeelingsfora

blackman.

“Myfriendisgrowingup,you’recomingbackto

yourroots.”Hesnortsandclickshistongue,he’s

notokaywithhavingfeelingsforanyone.

“Whatroots?I’mstayingawayfromZizwe,besides

it’stheonlywayJacobwilldropthecharges.That

whitemanwillknowmeoneday,loversmyfoot.”

Hisgrumblingisloudandfilledwithinfuriation.

“Ithinkit’scutethathe’swillingtogothisfarjustto

haveyou.”WhatthehellamIsaying?Ascream

fromBulelwareproachesme.

“WhatareyoueatinginKenya?Jacobhaspsycho

tendencies,normalpeopledon’tdowhathedid.”

He’slouderthanheshouldbeandashisfriendI

understandhim.“WhatscaresmeisthatIwon’tbe

abletostayawayfromZizwe,I’mdrawntothatman,

Tee.He’sinjailaswespeakandIdon’tknowwhat

todo,thegorillawon’ttakemycalls.Heblockedmy



accounts,Ineedanewfather.DoyouthinkThor

wouldqualify?”Hisbitchinessalwaysseemsto

sneakitswayin.

“You’recreepyBubu.”

“No,I’mdeadseriousdarling.Hecanbemy

‘Dzaddzy’.”WhyamIlisteningtothis?

“BulelwaGcinumziMsibi,houjoubek.”(Shutup.)

Hislaughiscontagious.

“Itoldyouthatmanhasmoney.”Heintroduceshis

assumptions.

“Idon’tknowhey,heavertsfromthetopicwhenI

bringitup.”Nqabaisnotthetypetobeinvolvedin

dodgythings,IwouldvouchforhimandIfeelbad

forjudginghim.

“Talktoyourman,don’tassumethingsyoudon’t

know.”Rich,comingfromhim.

“Saysthekingofassumptions.”Ilovethathe

laughsatthingsIsay,andninetyninepercentofthe

timeit’sthingsthatdonotmakesense.Bulelwa

wouldgenuinelylaughlikeit’sthefunniestthing



he’severheard.

“Ihavetogo,IneedtoseeZizwe.Poorguyhas

beeninjailfortwodays.Kissbafoforme,I’llsee

youwhenyougetback.”Zuluremainsbafotillthis

day.

“Iwill…”

“Andgive‘Dzaddzy’abigspankonthatfineass,tell

himit’sfromme.”Ineedanewfriend.

“Whore.”Theretortslipsbetweentheseamsofmy

lips.

“Abeautifulwhore,byedarling.”We’redisconnected

beforeIcouldsendmyfarewell.Bulelwamightbe

crazy,butheisablessing.Theconversationwas

therapeutic.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

28…



Masochismandsadismarebothaboutthe

enjoymentofpain.Masochismreferstothe

enjoymentofexperiencingpainwhilesadismrefers

totheenjoymentofinflictingpainonsomeoneelse.

Sometimesinasexualsense.

BULELWA…

Thereheis,seatedontheconcretefloor.Knees

broughttohischestandhisheadburiedbetween

them.Therearetwomoreguysinthecell…

“Ihaveneverseenamorebeautifulsightinmylife,”

hisheadshootsupatthesoundofmyvoice,a

shockedexpressiontakesoverhisfeaturesand

disappearsbeforemymindcouldgraspit.NowI’m

lookingatamanwithadeadexpression.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Hehisses.

“Well,Iamnothereforyouifthat’swhatyouthink.”

Ican’ttellhimthatI’mworriedabouthim.“Iwas

passingbyand…”



“Ataprison?”Who’stheprisonerhere?What’swith

thequestions?

“Yes,whynot?Ihavefriendshere.”Imustbeonthe

mostwantedlistinhell,theselieswillmakemethe

devil’sfavourite.Zizwegivesmeablacklook,

probablyseeingthroughmyfollyandgoesbackto

thesittingpositionIfoundhimin.Ifoldmyarms

acrossmychestandleanonthecellbars,atough

nuttocrackthisone.

“Whyareyouinhere?”Iask.

That’sitBubu,continuetomakeafoolofyourself.

Hedoesn’treply,insteadpaintsmewithhisblack

lookagainandcurvesabrowthatdubsmestupid.

“Whydoyouhavetoberude?”I’mtalkingtomyself

here,themanleansupagainstthewall.Iseehe

wouldratherentertainafrownthanme.“Maybeyou

deservetobeinhere,you’rerudeasfuck.”

Iprobablyshouldn’thavesaidthat,hesplutters

beforegrinningatme.It’sicy,uncannyandhe’s

gettingup.Istarttomovebackandmyfeetarenot



asfastastheyusualarebecausehecatchesmy

armbeforeIcouldmakeitfar.Mychestslamshard

againstthebarsasZizwepullsmebacktohim.

“Ouch.”DelicateasIam,Iwhineatthepain.“What

thefuckis…”

“Ihatethatword.”Hejumpsin,grippingmycheeks,

heshouldbearrestedforthis.Again…“Youlike

pissingmeoffButtercup,don’tyou?”Anundertone

thatsoundsmorethreatingthanthisgriponmy

cheeks.

“Letmego,youbastard.”Ispeakthrougha

squashedmouth,mycomplaintforcesasimperon

hisface.

“Fuckhuh?Youseemtolikethisdirtyword,don’t

you?”There’seroticainthewayhesaysthis,almost

asifhe’shintingatsomething.AtthismomentI

havetosayIhaveneveryearnedforanything,but

tohavehimontopofmegivingmenothingbut

pleasure.ThebastardsmirksasIgulpin

nervousness.“AwushoBulelwa,haveyoueverbeen



tiedtoabedteasedsexuallyuntilyoucum?”

“Fiftyshadesshit,whatareyou?ChristianGrey

wannabe?”

“Icanbeanythingyouwantmetobe.”Ihavenever

seensuchoverconfidenceandhe’sunashamed

aboutit.

“Ilovemysexlifethewayitis,Iamnotlookingto

bedebasedandcontrolledduringsexandIwouldn’t

letyouinsidemeevenifyouwerethelastman

standing.”Helaughsatmyriposte.

“Funnyhowyousaythis,butyoureyestellmea

differentstory.”Guyisfullofhimselftoday.“Doyou

knowthatpainisabeautifulthingtoexperience

duringsex?”

“Areyouamasochistbastardtoo?”Hegrinsand

shakeshisheadandI’mnotsureifhe’sagreeingto

myquestion,thefaintsmileonhisfaceisconfusing

me.



“No,butmysadismcomesouttoplayinthe

bedroom.”Bold,aren’twe?“Ilikeactingbothparts

though,adominantandasadist.Iseeanimage

wherewe’rebothnaked,sweatywithuncontainable

sexualfeelings.You’rethemasochistandI’mthe

sadist,it’saperfectpair.Couldbetoday,tomorrow

oranytimefromnow.”

Thisismychancetorun…WhyamIarousedbyhis

voice?AndwhydoIliketheideaofhiminflicting

painonme?Iamofficiallynotnormal.

“Don’tflatteryourselffuckboy,youneedtogethelp

forthissexualsadismdisorder.It’snotcuteandI

willnotavailmyselfforyoursickfetishes.”Ispit

back.

He’slaughing,it’snotcoldthistime.I’mreleased

fromthegrip,thispolicestationisdeadquietand

weird.Youcan’ttellmethatnoonesawthesexual

tensionbetweenus.

“Thatwordagain,you’reluckyI’mlockedupinhere

Buttercup.”Hesaysmovingbacktowherehewas



seated.“It’sallgood.”That’sit,he’sdoneandfor

somereasonIknowheisnotgoingtosayanything

further.

“Don’tyouwanttogetoutofhere?”Ofcoursehe

does.

“Don’tworryaboutmeButtercup.”

“I’mnotworried.”Thearrogance,hisresponseisa

chuckle.I’mconfused,doIsuccumbmyselftothe

beautifulvanillaorfindothermeanstogetZizwe

outofhere.

Bhekizizwe?”Anelephantwouldbejealousofthis

man’sbigstructure,he’smarchingtowardsthecell

andIalmoststandatattention,hiswalkisstraight

andcommanding.Anarmyman,Iwouldcallhim.

Zizweleapsupasifhewascaughtdoing

somethingwrong,yethegivesnoexpressiononhis

face.Whatisthisworldcomingto?I’veheardmy

mothertalkabouthowtheheartsofmanywillgrow

coldinthelastdays.Couldthisbewhatshewas

talkingabout?Humanshaveemotions,we’refragile



beings.

“Whatareyoudoinginthere?”Angerinhisvoice,

pityonhisface,themanquestionsaZizwewho

haswalkedbacktowherehewasstanding.He’s

tryinghardnottolookatme,Ican’tpossibly

comprehendwhyIamstillstandinghere.

“He’sbeenarrested.”Meandmybigmouth…

Unlesspeoplevacationinprisoncells.

“Whoareyou?”ThismustbehowGodquestions

Jesuswherehe’sbeenoutthewholedayinsteadof

attendingtohisflock.I’mwideeyedwithnothingto

say,mymouthwon’tcloselikeithasbeenglued

open.

“Hu…hu…”Iprobablylooklikeadyingfishandwhat

isthissoundemanatingoutofmymouth?

“Bhuti...”Mysaviourcallsouttohisbrother.“I

wantedtocallyou,butyouknowhowthesepeople

canbe.”

“Ungangitshelingalabantu,wena,howdidyouend



upinhere?”(Don’ttellmeaboutthosepeople.)His

brothergrowls.

Zizweisdismissingmewithalook,hewantsmeto

leaveandIdon’twantto,it’snoteverydayyouget

toseetwobigelephantsunderoneroof.Ishould

grabaseatandwatchthedramaunfold,because

lollipopherelooksreadytoexplode.

“TheysaidIhitsomeone.”It’scute,helookslikea

childbeingscolded.

“TheysaidZizwe?Iknowyou,you’realways

startingtrouble.”Iknewthiswasgoingtobefun.I

shouldaskforachair,Zizwecontinuestochaseme

awaywiththeevillooks.I’mnotmissingoutonthis.

“Ntsikacomeon,notherendoda.”

“Whereifnothere?”IlikeNtsika,he’sstrict.He

mightjustmakemydayandpunishmyHulk…I

meanjustHulk…“You’vecrossedthispathbefore

remember?Andmomhadtousehersavingstobail

youout.Howarewegoingtogetyououtthistime

Zizwe?”Okay.IthoughtIwasenjoyingthis.Not

anymore.



ZizweglowersatmeasIopenmymouthtospeak,

hewantsmegoneandhisbrotherhasn’t

acknowledgedme.It’sasifI’mnothereatall,nowI

seewherehisarrogancewasbirthed.Bythesound

ofit,theycan’taffordbail.Dammit…Jacobismy

onlyoptionnow.

THANDIWE…

I’msureaboutthehopeNqabahasgivenme,

throughthelookinhiseyes.Anassurancethat

everythingwillbeokay,myZuluwillbeokay.We’re

takinghimhomeandassoonashe’sfine,Iwilltake

thatleaveandgohometomyparents.Ihaven’thad

anysupernaturalencounterslately,justthe

nightmares.TheyarenotasintenseaswhenI’m

backhome.

Myclothesareallwrinkledandwedon’thavean

ironinthisroom,whenItoldNqabatogoasknext

doorhelaughedatmeandsaidyoudon’tdothatin



hotels.

Ihaven’taskedhimhowhewasabletopayfora

hotelroomandplanetickets,Iwantedtochipinthe

firstdaywegothereandboydidIbruisetheman’s

ego.Ididn’thavetheenergytoarguewithhim.

Heleftthirtyminutesago,I’vebeenwalkingaround

withnothingbutatowelon.

I’mfoldingourclothesonthebedwhenIfeelarms

wraparoundmefrombehind,hisarmsarefamiliar,

soI’mnotstartled.

“Nkanyeziyami.”(Mystar.)Awhisperinmyearthat

callsshiversuponmybody.

“That’sanewone,whatdidIdotobecalledsuch?”

Henuzzleshislipsonthenapeofmyneck,Ican

nevergetusedtothisfeeling.

“HawukodwaTshabalala.”Hejusthadtoruinthe

momentbythisTshabalalathing.“Youshouldknow

bynowthatyou’reeverythingtome.”

“AndTshabalalaisyourfavourite?”Asnickerishis



response,whiledrawingcircleswithhishandonmy

belly.“Youmakemefeellikeaguywhenyoucall

meTshabalala.”

“Whyisthat?”Thequestionisaccompaniedby

kissesonthecrookofmyneck,targetingthe

sensitivepartsthathavemeshudderingunderhis

hold.

“Ihaven’tmetafemalebythatnameNqaba.”He’s

hummingthroughthelingeringkissesasifthereis

adeliciousnessinwhathe’sgettingfromthem.

“Nqababeserious.”Isay,tryingtodistractmyself

intheprocess.Because…yey…allthiskissingisnot

doingjusticetomyclit.

“IamseriousTshababalawam.”Hereplies,hislips

pressedonmyskin.Handsmappingmybellyand

headedformybreast.“Youshouldwearthislook

moreoften.”Thisisrandomofhim.

“Thetowel?Idon’tthinkso.Didyougettheiron?”I

wanttoturnaroundandseehisface,thegripis

tightinagoodway.I’mstrugglingtothink,withhim



doingthesethingstome.

“Neosaidhe’lllendusone.”Heseemstobe

attachedtothisNeoguyandStyles.Couldthisbe

therighttimetoaskaboutthem?“Imeantthe

peacesurroundingyou,sthandwasam,youlook

betterthanyesterday.”

“Ifeelbetter.”Forthefirstindays,Icanseethelight.

CanIaskyousomething?”Hishandsgripthetowel,

myheartskipsasIfeelitloosen.Mylipspartto

releaseagaspashetraceshislipsdownmy

shoulders,it’swetkissesthathavemethrobbing

downthereandtherestofmybodyrespondingby

quivering.

“Sure.”Igiveagoahead.

“YouknowChristmasmorningwhentheyare

bakingandyoucan’twaittotastethescones?”Why

arewetalkingaboutsconesatatimelikethis?

“Yeah!”Abreathlessresponseswooshesbetween

mylips.

“WhenamItastingthescones?”Scones?



“WhoisbakingsconesNqaba?”Thequestion

seemstoticklehim,he’schortlingwhilegrazinghis

teethandtongueonmyshoulders.

“GodbakedandI’vetastedthesconesalongtime

ago.”Thistimehewhispersinmyearsand…hell

no…hedidnotjustrefertomycookieasscones.

Scones?Ofallthingsintheworld?AlthoughIwould

nevernameitorletanyonenameit,butscones

Nqabayomzi?Haveyoutastedscones?Dryand

theychokethelifeoutofyou.

“WhatsconesareyoutalkingaboutNqabayomzi?”

I’msurprisedIcanstilltalkwithhimallovermelike

this.I’mturnedaroundtomeetthesneerdancingin

hiseyes,crookedeyebrowandasmirkperchedon

hismouth.Hethinkshe’sfunnyIsee.

“Iwantyou,Tshabalala.”That’showagentleman

speaks,we’llleavethesconesforBarbra.Withone

tugfromhim,thetoweltumblestothefloor.We

bothwatchitandoureyesmeetinstantly.

Hiseyes,burningwithfiremovetotraceeveryinch



ofmynakedbody.Icanalmostfeeltheheatinmy

veins.Thisisthesecondtimehe’sseeingmenaked

sinceeightyearsago.

Ilovehowhisgazeissogentleonme,howI’m

coveredbyablanketoflovejustbythelookinhis

eyes.Everynerveinmybodyiselectrifiedwithout

himtouchingme,it’stheanticipationofbeing

togetherinawaythat’smoretangible.

“I’vewaitedtoolongforthisandoncewegothere,

therewillbenoturningback.Oncewearethat

intimateagain,I’llbeinlovewithyoualloveragain

andIneedyoutofeelthesameTan-tan.Thatthisis

whatyouwant,thatyouwillkeepmeandyouwant

metokeepyou.”Tearsfailmeatthesoundofhis

verses,Igivehimanaffirmation.Hesmasheshis

lipsonmine,it’srough…it’shungry…wolfish.His

handsaregentlycoursingmyback,mybloodishot

andaswelteringheatengulfsme.

REMOVED…



BARBRA…

WhatisVeronicadoingaloneatSouthGate?This

girlisnotallowedtoroamaround,sheissodumb

shemightgetherselfkidnappedorevenworse,

killed.

Ishouldn’tcare,butDumatendstobestrictwhenit

comestoher.Ihadtoplaythedesperatewifeand

criedfordaysabouthowharditwastoraiseher,all

thatdramawassowecouldsendherawaytoher

aunt.Thechildmademylifedifficult,whenI

thoughtshecouldbealiability,sheprovedme

wrong.NowI’mstuckwithachildIdidn’twantto

beginwith.

Hereyeswidenassheseesmeapproaching,she

spinstofacesometallmanandafewwordsare

exchangedbetweenthembeforehescuttlesinto

oneoftheclothingstores.Sheturnsbacktoface

me,Ihatethisinnocentlookshepulls.



“Whatareyoudoinghere?”It’snotasecondtillher

eyeswaterandshestartsfidgetingwithherhands

andherbodyisvisiblyshuddering,Ihateitwhen

shedoesthis,everyonepitiesher,notknowingthat

she’sfakingit.

It’sbeenyearsandIrefusetothinkthatsheisnot

overwhathappened.

“I’mtalkingtoyou,stupidgirl.”Shemumbles

somethingunderherbreath,I’mnotgoingtoget

anythingfromher.

“Let’sgohome,you’regoingtoexplaintoyour

fatherwhatyouweredoingatamallandwhothat

manwas?”Reachingmyhandtograbher,Veronica

drawsback,tearswashingoverherface.

“Sorry,sorry,sorry,sorry.”Iwasafraidthatthis

wouldhappeninpublic,herhandsarepressedon

herearsassherepeatsthewordannoyingly.

Peoplearewatching,it’sembarrassing.

“Stopit,”mychidingislikepouringoilinapanof

water.



“Sorry,sorry,sorry,sorry.”Thewordcontinuesto

evadehermouth.

“Okay,okay.Calmdown,Iwon’thurtyou.”HowdoI

getthisbrattocalmdown?CallingDumawould

causetroubleforme,hewillwanttoknowwhyI’m

here.IstillhavetocookupastoryastowhyIdidn’t

sleepathomelastnight.Dammit.Ihateworking

withincompetentpeople.

“Veronicamylove,let’sgohometodaddy.”OrI

couldjustleaveherhere,butpeoplehaveseenme

talkingtoher.Iwillprobablybelabelledasabad

parent.

Sheopenshereyesatthementionofherfather,

onlythemeninherlifecancalmherdown.That’s

becausetheyhavetimetonurseher.Thisis

nonsense,Ihavetoholdherhandandleadherto

thecar.Ishould’vesoldthischildwhenIhada

chance.

LILIAN…



Itendtobeinsecureandmaybeit’sbecausemy

husbandhasgivenmemanyreasonstobe.Life

wasnotalwaysrosywithNdlangamandla,Ifought

toothandnailtohaveandkeepthefatherofmy

children.Ndlangamandlahasputmethroughso

much,nomanisperfectandIforgavehismistakes

manytimes.

Findinghiscarparkedoutsideourhouseis

troubling,Idon’tlikeBettyonebit.Shewilldo

anythingtogetmyhusband’sattention,Iputherin

placethirtyfiveyearsago.Itstillmakesmeangry

thatheinsistedwekeepheraround.

Thewomanhasnorespectforme,theimpudence

andconceitshecarriesispushingmetomylimits.I

amsoclosetohavingherthrownoutofmyhouse

andnoonewillstopme,notevenmyhusband.

Myquickstepsareleadingmetotheloudnoisein

thekitchen,thefactthatIcanhearhisvoiceabove

anythingelsemakesmenervous.Idon’twanttodo



anythingthatwilldestroythisfamily,Idon’twantto

eliminateanythreats.

“What’sgoinghere?”Thismandoesnotenterthe

kitchen,notevenwhenI’minit.Whatinthedevil’s

nameishedoingwiththatevilwoman?

“Mkami.”Heexclaimsafterturningtome,araw

dumplingliesinthepalmofhishandandasilly

smileresidesonhisface.It’sparalleltoBetty’s

smile,Icouldjustsmackitoffheruglyface.

“Bettywasteachingmehowtomakedumplings.”

Hisexplanationcomeswithakissonmycheek,I

wouldhaveappreciatedthesalutationhadIfound

himalone,notwiththiswitch.

“Sincewhenareyouinterestedincooking

Ndlangamandla?”HeknowsIdon’tcallhimthat,

unlesshe’smessedup.Notforgotmybirthdayor

ouranniversarymessedup,butsethiseyeson

otherwomenmessedup.I’mnotthetypethat

shares,Idon’tknowhowtoshare.



Growingup,IhadeverythingIwantedandbeingthe

onlychild,Ididn’thavetopiecemythingswith

anyone.Ndlangamandlaknowsthis,mychildren

tooknowthatIshouldcomefirstintheirlives.

BulelwaandLindiwehavekepttheirbits,asfor

Thobekile,Iexpectedthisfromherbecauseshe’s…I

knewthatchildtobeunrulyfromthetimeshewas

ababy.

“IhadnothingtodomkamiandBettythou…”

“Stop.”Iinterpolatewitharaiseofahand,heknows

Ihateitwhenhementionshername.Notwiththe

mouththatcallsmyname.“You’remyhusband,not

hers.Iknowmywaythroughthekitchen.Doyou

nottrustmyskillsbaba?”

“YouknowIdongilosiyami.”(Myangel.)Hereplies

snatchingakissfrommylips,Iwanthimtogetrid

ofthestupiddumplinginhishand.

Bettyhasnotremovedhercoldgazefromme,Isee



nothingbutherdeath.That’showdeepmyhatred

forherlies.

IsnatchthedumplingfromNdlangamandla’shand

andthrowitinthetrash.

“MyhusbandandIaregoingoutfordinner,don’t

cookupastorm.You’llbewastingfood.”Igivethe

maidinstructions.

“ButI’vemadethestewandsalads,whatshouldI

dowithit?”Bettygrumbles,theaudacitytodispute

withmeinmyhouse.

“You’vebeendoingthisyourwholelifeBetty,I’m

sureyou’llthinkofsomething.Idon’tknowifyou’ve

noticed,buttheeconomyisbad.We’llhavetocut

yourpayifyoucontinuewastingfoodlikethis.”She

sneersatmyproclamation,thisisthedisrespectI

spokeabout.

“I’mnottheonewastingfoodhereLilian.”She

throwsrudely,impudencelouderthanherannoying

voice.God,everythinginmehatesthiswoman.Iam

prettysuremyancestorshatehertoo.

“Whatrightdoyouhaveto…”



“Ngilosiyami,khawulamama.Let’sgo.”(That’s

enough.)Ndlangamandlainterrupts,Iknowthisis

hiswayofsavingthatwitchfromme.Onedayhe

willseeherforwhoshereallyis.Hetakesmyhand

andpullsmeaway,we’reescortedbyatongueclick

fromBetty.Iamnotdonewiththatwitch.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

29…

IFEANYI…

“Howfarareyou?”Celequeries,toweringaboveme,

standingovermydesk.HowfaramIreally?Iwill

havetofinishtheworktomorrowbecauseit’stoo

muchandIamnowheretotheend.WhydidIhave

tobegiventhistask?

“Istillhavealottodo,Iwillhavetofinishtherest

tomorrow.”Hecurvesabrowuponhearingmy



answer.

“That’snotanoptionIfe,Ineedtheworkfirstthing

inthemorning.Ifyouweren’tsobusywithtaking

selfiesyouwouldhavebeendone.We’renoton

holidayMsOkolie,we’reworkinghere.”LikeIdon’t

knowthat.

“IamnotaslaveMr.Cele.”Hescowlsatmy

response,hiseyesnarrowingindisapproval.

Workinginthisgod-forsakenplaceisnotamust,if

onlybrotherwasn’tsostrict.

“Iwantmyworkbeforeyouleave.”Thebastard

givesanorderandleavesme.Iwanttogobackto

Ghana,I’manAshantiprincessandthiscannotbe

thelifeI’mliving.

THANDIWE…

“VukaTshabalala.”IsthishowI’mwokenup?After

allowinghiminsideme,hewakesmeupwitha

nudge.Hisbuildissquashingmylungs,thethings



wegothroughforlove.

“Whendidyougetdressed?”Iask,smilingupat

himandhesmellsnicetoo.Hethrustshishands

intomybraids,histonguebeginstolickmyneck.

“Icanstripnakedifyouwant.”Anundertoneof

tipoffsashegrindsonme,creatinganoscillation.I

canfeelhiserectiononmyabdomen,I’mnothaving

sexwithhimagaintoday.It’sdarkoutsidenowand

wecan’tstayinbedthewholeday.Mymother

wouldchidemeabouthowablackwomandoesnot

sleepinduringtheday.

“Asmuchasthatsoundsgreat,noIwillnothave

youhumpingonmeanytimesoon.I’mawoman

NqabaandGodmadethesesconesverydelicate,

theyarenotliketheonesBarbramakes.”Ispitout

thesentencethoughtlesslyandbitemytonguein

waitforhisresponse,alookofdisapprovalora

headshake.Nqabaisnotmodernhe’syourrural

typeandrespectiseverything.I’mabitquakedby

hislightgentlechuckle,it’ssatisfyingtotheear.



“IwantyoutobemywifeTshabalala.”Hehums,

raisinghisgorgeousfacetoleeratme.Myheartis

theonetorespondbecauseit’sforwardandthinks

ithasalifeofitsown.

“When?”Inearlyslapmyfaceasthequestionslips

out.WhatthehelldoImeanwhen?Ntuthukowon’t

letmego.Ihaveseenthefortitudetokeepme,in

hiseyes.

“We’llhavetosortsomethingsoutfirst,likeyour

freedom.”Hesays,graduallymybodyregainsits

normalsoftnessashetransferstothesideofthe

bed.Watchinghimstepdown,Ipullthebedsheetto

covermynakedbody.IgiveupwithNqaba’schoice

ofclothing.Khakipants?Jesusfixthis…Hedresses

likehe’sgoingtosellpillowsatPresidentStreet,I’m

gladhehasn’tbeenintroducedtoflipflopsorthose

uglymalesandals.Iwoulddie.

“Areyougoingout?”Ineedmatchesoralighterand

gasoline,thereareclothesthatneedtobeburnt.

Sneeringatmythoughts,Ibegintohurdlemyself

upinthebedsheet,Nqabadeniesmeaglimpse,but

answersmyquestion.



“Yes.”Slidesarejoinder,tuckinginhiscoffeebrown

collaredshirt.Thereisnothingcolourfulaboutthis

hideousoutfit.Hemightaswelllookforajobata

farm,Ican’twiththismanandhisterriblefashion

sense.

“Whereareyougoing?”Becausehe’saoneword

typeofaperson,Ihavetopuzzlemystatements.

“TomeetupwithStylesandNeo.”Great,heexpects

metoaskwhyhe’smeetingupwiththem.Ornot…

thelookinhiseyesisdismissive.

“Tellmeaboutthem?”

“Who?”Hequestions,stealingapeckonmylipsas

hesettlesontheedgeofthebedtotiehisshoe

laces.

“Styles,Neoandthatangrymanfrombackhome.”

Curiousbynature,Iexpectananswerfromhim.I

don’tknowwhattomakeofhissilence.

“Randall?”Hespeaks,finally.

“Yes,Randall.”Heturnstofaceme,hisgaze



beautifullystabbingme.

“TheyarethemosttangiblebunchI’veeverknown.”

There’sapingofprideinthewayhespeaksofthem.

“DidtheyhelpyouinfindingZulu?Iknowyoudidn’t

doityourself.”Hegrabsmyhandandbeginsan

escapadeoftwiddlingwithmyfingers,myfavourite

arethekissesonthepalmofmyhand.My

responsecanonlybeacoylysmile,heatthreatens

mycheeks.Blackpeopledon’tblush,right?Right?

BecauseIamnotgoingtoadmittoreticence.

“Theydid,theydidalltheworkactually.”Hesays,

hishandflyingtomycheek.Allthistouchingis

makingmethinkwildthings.

“Iwanttothankthem.”It’stheleastIcando.

“Iwill,onyourbehalf.”Hesaysgrimacingatmy

frown.“What?”

“Nothing.”Iriposteandshrugmyshoulders,he

seesnothingwrongwithhisresponse.Opposing



withhimwouldbeadiscardedtwinkling.“Whenwill

Zulu’splanetakeoff?”

“Infivehours.”Hesays,showeringthebackofmy

handwithsubtlekisses.Thiscannotbereal,Ihave

snubbedthisgorgeousmanforyears.It’shardto

believethathe’sherewithme,lovingmelikeIhave

neverbeenloved.

“ThankyouNqabafortakingcareofmyson.”

“He’soursonTshabalala,”thetesthastobetaken,I

don’twanthimtogethishopesup.Irestmyhead

onhisshoulderashemovestosettlenexttome,

hishanddisappearssomewhereunderthesheets.I

feelitskatingupanddownmythigh.Heclearshis

throatwhenIwritheonthebed,mybodyacceptsa

flowofheat,Ididnotwillittobeso.Again,he’sgot

meunderhispower.

“I’mtakingZuluhometomymotheroncehehas

recovered.”Iintroduce.



“Why?”Hisvoiceiscalm.Hehardlypanics,his

ruggednessdoesn’tallowhimto.

“Ineedtimeawayfromthecity,thenoiseandthe

stress.”I’moverwhelmedbymysurroundingsandI

needtobesurroundedbynatureandmyfather’s

love.Idon’tknowaboutmymother,shehassome

explainingtodo.“I’llsendinmyresignationat

work.”

“UhambaunompelaTshabalala?”(Areyoumoving

thereforever?)

“No,I’llprobablybethereforthreemonthsorso.

AndIdoubtNtuthukowilldaretocometomy

father’shouse.”Myvoicebreaksatthementionof

hisname,I’mnotshakenthough.Nqaba’shandon

mythighkeepsmedistracted,Iwillneedashower,

he’sgotmewetandthrobbing.

“IhaveahouseinEshowe,youandZulucanlive

therewhileyou’reinKZN.”Ahousewhere?

Bulelwa’sassumptionsvisitme,wasNqabathe



personhesawdrivingagarishcar?“AndIwillnot

betakingnoforananswer,youtwoaremy

responsibilityandIwilltakecareofyou.”

DidIevermentionthatyoudon’targuewiththis

man?

“IstheresomethingIneedtoknowNqaba?”IfI

don’tasknow,Iwon’tgetanotherchanceanytime

soon.HislipsloiteronmyforeheadasIenfoldan

armoverhislowertorso,I’mtryingtocurbthe

sexualfeelingsimmersingoverme.“Thehouse,the

apartment,thecar,showingupatworkduring

workinghoursandflyingtoanothercountryon

shortnotice.Ididn’thaveavisa.Howdidyousort

thatout?”

“Stylesdid.”ThisStylesguy…“Noteveryoneis

comfortableexposingthemselvesinpublicTan-tan,

youknowhowprivateIam?”Ifpossible,hewould

liveunderarock.

“Yes,butwhyhideitfromme?”Ishouldbeupset

withhim.

“Ididn’thideanythingfromyou,Tshabalala.”This



manisclever,he’stryingtodistractmebyrubbing

mybreasts.

“Nqaba.”Myvoiceembarrassesmebysnitchingon

me.I’mreleasingbreathlessgasps,wrigglingonthe

bed.

Mylegslithersoverhis,I’montopofhim,starkers.

Hishandsbeautifullyembracingmybareback,our

facestooclosetotouch.Hisbrowcurvesashe

deepensthegaze,hiseyeskissmylipsthenrush

backtomyeyes.It’sarecurrenceandithasme

cravingforhislipsonmine.Myframequaversat

thewarmthofhishandsastheyfloatdowntogrip

mybuttocks.

“Ngicelaukuk’qabulaTshabalala.”(CanIkissyou?)

Ialmostsneeratthename,buthisrequestforces

mytoestocurlandatinglingfeelingpursuesthe

entrailsofmystomach.

“Doyouhavetoask?”Isay,itwouldn’tbeasurprise

ifIorgasmrightthismoment.Thelookinhiseyes

isintense,histoecurlingwordsandhishands

sensuallymovingaboutmybutt.Nqabatakestime



tocagemylips,withoutbreakingthekissheflips

usoversothatI’monmyback.Ialwayslovehis

weightonme,it’sheavenly.

“Ngiyak’thandaTshabalala,Iwillnotmissachance

totellyouthatIloveyou.Ipromisetomakeupfor

allthoseyearsIwasn’taround,Iwanttodrillthe

wordsinyourheartuntilyoufeelthem.”Hesays

andIfeelthem,hedoesn’thavetorepeatthem.He

leansintopressaquickkiss,hisforeheadeven

withmine,hemurmurs…

“Ngiyak’thandaTshabalala,ngiyak’thandamtwano

muntu.Uyak’thandauMakhathini.”(Iloveyou.)

“IloveyouNqaba,Iloveyou.”I’mnotgivena

chancetograspthemomentashe’skissingmeall

over.ItakeineverykissIget,I’mkissinghimback

whilefightingtoriphisshirtapart.Hesmiles

againstmylips,realizingthatmystrengthhas

nothingagainsthisunsightlyshirt.



Nqababreaksfromthekissleavingmewheezing

andpanting,oglesatmewithapuckeredbrowand

asmirkonhisface.Ittakeshimlessthantwo

secondstostripnaked.He’stakingmetothegates

ofheavenandIamlovingeveryride,deliciously

wrappedaroundhim.

Mybodyvibratesashiswetkissestattoomyskin,

hissoulcallingouttomine…Theymeetinthemidst

oftherollercoasterride,Iamyettogetusedtohis

sexymoansandgrowls…slowstrokes…kissesof

ecstasy…strikingconsummation…hisskinglowing

undersweatandthefacehemakesthataffirmsme

thathe’senjoyingme.

“Pleasetellme,I’mnotdreaming.”Itellhim,

leisurelyrubbinghisbackandtryingtofindmy

hormonesandmymindthathadshiedawayfrom

oursexualencounter.Hisheadisburiedonmy

cleavageashehastakenhisfavouritespot

betweenmylegs.



“Ifthisisadream,thenmayweneverwakeup,”his

responseisclichéd,butIloveit.Ilovehim.“Thisis

whereIwanttodieTan-tan,righthereinyourarms.

Connectedtoyou,bodyandsoul.”He’skissingmy

breasts,Ihatethatheeasilymentionsdeath.Ican’t

thinkofhiminthatmanner.

“Whymustyouruinthemoment?”HechortlesasI

chidehim.

“TomorrowisnotpromisedTshabalala.IworryI

won’tbeabletocontroltheendingofourstoryas

weapproachtheclimax.Iwouldtakeyouaway

fromthisiffateallowsme.Orelsedeathwillcome

foryouanditscaresmetothinkthatIwon’tbeable

tosaveyou.Darknesswillcelebrateyoursacrifice

forathousandyearsormore.”Whereisthiscoming

from?WhyisNqabasayingthesethingstome?I

refusetodie,notwhenmylifehasjustbegun.Ifhe

wasn’tplantingkissesonmybody,Iwouldbe

panicking.Hisweight…bodyheat…gentletouch

andkisses,calmmedown.Theybringserenityto

mytroubledmind.

“What’sgoingonNqaba?”Myvoicecracks,I’m



askingbutIdon’twanttoknowifI’mgoingtodie.

“Ineedtosaveyou,Nkayenziyami,ifIcan’tsave

you,Ican’tsaveme.Safetywithoutyouwouldbe

worsethandeath,Ihavetokeepyousafe.Ourstory

can’tbeanothertragedy,weowepastloversagood

ending.”I’mtroubledbyhisallusions.Hepilotshis

bodyupsohereachesmyface,myonelegremains

aroundhim.Myhandfliestowipethetearsonmy

faceasheglowersatthem,Iknowhehatesthem

andwouldrebukethemhadtheyhadearstolisten.

“We’regoingtobeokayTshabalala,ngiy’kthembisa

MaMshengu.Iwillfightforyouthistime.”The

attentionpursuingtearscallupontheiraccomplices,

theyblurmyvisionwithamissiontoleavemyeyes

swollenanditchy.“I’llkissawaythepainandI’ll

loveyoutillyourfaithisrestored.Angiyindawo

Tshabalala,angiyindawo.”Withthispledge,Nqaba

cratesmylipswithhis.It’saslowkissandIfeelit…

thepeacethatcomeswiththissoulbinding



moment.Iwillholdontohimthistime,lestIperish.

BHEKIZIZWE...

Herscentsalutesmebeforeshedoes,Ididn’tthink

thatshewouldcomewhenIcalledher,sheisthe

onepersonIcancountonatatimelikethis.

“Bhekizizwe.”Shecallsme,inshameIstandtomy

feetafraidtomovecloser.Apolicemanopensthe

cell.

“You’refreetogo.”Hesays,slidingtotheside.Ican

feelherintensegaze,Ihaven’tdirectlylookedather.

ShemovesfirstandIfollowbehindherlikeachild,

takingtimetoogleather.Myheartmoveswiththe

soundofherslowsexysteps,herassjigglingfrom

lefttoright.

ImetthiswomanafterFikileleftme,shewas

strandedontheroadwithaflattyre.Ifoundher

boldnessfairlyattractive.Storyshort,theladydrove



ustoahotelandIhadthebestsexI’veeverhad

thatday.

Thinkingitwasthefirstandlasttime,shefoundme

thatsameweek.

Let’sjustsaywe’vebeenatitalmosteverydayfor

twoyears,nostringsattached.Webothknowitand

shehaspriorities,herlifewouldberuinedifher

familyweretofindout.I’vebeensworntosecrecy.

I’mnotinterestedinarelationshipwithanother

woman,thearrangementwehaveisokaywithme.

Insilence,shedrivesustoahouseintheeast,she

boughtitamonthaftershespottedherdaughterat

ahotelwewerein,saidsomethingabouthotels

beingrisky.

It’sabeautifulsmallcomfortablespace.Ithasa

lounge,akitchen,bathroomandabedroom.It’s

moreofacottage.Thekeysglideoverthe

mahoganytableasshetossesthem.Thisishow

herangerisportrayed,shethrowsthingsaround.I



knowjusthowtosoftenherup.Myarmsslowly

wraparoundher,theymovetorestonherstomach.

Ican’tbelievethreechildrenhavelaidinhere,Ilove

howshetakescareofherself.

“I’msorrysugarpuss.”ShepurrslikecatasIbite

thecurveofherneck.

“Don’tcallmethat,youknowIhateit.”Shehates

thesugarpart,shesaysshe’snotasugarmama.I

don’tknowwhattheycallitthesedays,butsheis

thatandmore.Let’sjustsaymybackaccountis

neveroverdrawn.

Floutingherstatement,Icontinuekissingand

lickingherneck,myhandsaregentlycaressingher

breasts,theyfitperfectlyinthepalmofmyhands.

Althoughit’sanoverload,it’saperfectone.Ilove

howshe’ssquirmingundermytouch,she’seasily

turnedonandIamreadyforher.

“You’renotgoingtogoinsidemewithallthat

disgustingprisondirt,gotakeashower.”Ouch,she



canbeinsensitiveandthat’salsowhatattractedme

toher…aruggedwoman…there’snothingsexier

thanthat.

“Yes,ma’am.”Ispankherfineass,leavingherin

laughter,it’salwaysaquickoneandsometimesit

hasnoemotion.

Thewarmwaterfeelsamazingonmyskin,Ineeded

this.Archi…Ntsikayethuisworriedsickaboutme,I

sawitinhiseyes.Icanbeadisappointment

sometimes,Imakeamentalnotetocallhimlater,

I’llhavetolieandsayI’matafriend’splace.

Warmminisculearmsenwraparoundme,swaying

onmytorso.Mybodyshiversatthefeelofher

starkersbreastspressingonmyback,she’s

plantingsoftkissesonmyshoulders.

“NowIcantouchyouandIwantyoutodome

good.”Sheleavesawhisperinmyear,pressingher

lipsonthebackofmyneck.Herheightdoesn’t

allowhertoreachthecurveofmyneck.Thisisthe

onlywomanwhogetsmehardjustbyonetouch,



notevenFikilecoulddothat.

WithherIcangoonandstillwantmore,herhands

aremeanderingtomyerection.Theurgetoturn

aroundandpinheragainstthewallovertakesme,a

sexyloudgaspreachesmyearsasherbody

collideswiththetiledwall.Ipulloneofherlegupso

she’shalf-straddlingme,Iwatchherasshebites

herlowerlipinexpectancy,hereyeswetwith

passionandlust.

Thesoundofthewaterbehindusmingleswithher

loudmoaningwhenIcrouchdownandpushinside

her.Herarmsclasparoundmeandhernailsdig

intomyshouldersasIgrabherbuttandhoisther

up.Shestraddlesmewiththeotherleg,her

screamsarequicktoapproach.

We’regoingatafastpacelikehungryanimalswho

havebeendeprivedoffoodfordays,Imoveus

undertheshower.Turnthewatertocold,sheloves

sexintheshowerandsayscoldwatermakesher



bodysensitiveandherorgasmcomesinslow

motionandlingerson.

Idon’tknowhowpossiblethatis,butmyaimisto

pleasethiswoman.We’vedoneitalotoftimes

againstthewall,thedominancyIexperienceduring

theheatedmomentturnsme,whileshelovesthe

experienceofvulnerabilityandconfinement.

Bendingmykneesslightly,sheslidesherback

downthewalltolowerherselfontome.Myhand

slipsunderherbuttandtheotherslamsonthewall

aboveherhead.Firmly,shepressesherback

againstthewallforleverage,herarmscircledon

myback.Thethrustingislefttomeduetoher

limitedmobility,rockingherpelvisbackandforth

withmyhandstandemwithmymovements.

(Tandem=toworktogether,especiallywellor

closely.)



Herteethdigintomyshoulderasshehidesherface

onthenapeofmyneck,herhandgripsmyhaira

littletootight.It’sapleasurablepain,onethathas

mecravingmoreofher.She’sloudasusualandit’s

amajorturnon.

Ican’tfeelthecoldnessofthewater,ourbodiesare

flushtogethercreatingaheatthatwouldhaveus

witlesslysweatinghadwenotbeenintheshower.

“Bhe…kizi…zwe.”Mynameisaloudmoan,I’m

movinginsideherlikeIwillneverstop.She’s

lookingforawaytopractisehermovementsbutI

haveherundermycontrol.

Iknowwhenshe’shappyandsatisfiedandthisisit,

herarmsclencharoundmywaist,nailsdigintomy

skinandinasecondshe’sjudderingandscreaming

outmyname.Avictorioussmugvisitsmylipsat

thesoundofherhelplessness,shespotsitand

bashfullyshakesherhead.Herwetforeheadmeets

mine.

“Youarrogantbastard.”Asmudgeofamusement



liesinhertone,Iwilltakethatasacompliment.

“Youdon’tknowwhatyoudotomewhenyoucall

mynamelikethatsugarpuss.”Ideclare,reaching

forthetaptoclosethewater.

“Iwillforgivethatstupidnamebecauseyoumade

meorgasm,Ihaven’thadthatindays.Whyhave

youbeenignoringmycalls?”Myconcentrationwas

Bulelwa,Idon’tknowwhatI’mexpectingtogain

fromhim.Themanisolderthanme,butactslikea

child.

“I’vebeenbusy.”Iplaceherdownandwithonekiss

onthecheek,jumpoutoftheshowerleavingherto

dryup.

“Haveyoufoundanothercougarbetterthanme,

Bhekizizwe?”Hervoiceschasesmetothewardrobe,

Ineedtocovermynakedbody.Ihaveafewclothes

kepthere.Shewantsmetoliveherefulltime,

somethingIcan’tdo.WhatwillIsaytomybrother

whenhewantstovisit,thiswomanhasan

expensivetouch.



Withonetwirl,Ihaveherinmyarms,mylips

drinkinghersin.Wehardlyexchangelipsduringsex,

andwhenwedoit’susuallywolfish.AsIpulloutof

thekiss,sheletsoutthebreaththatwasknocked

outofherlungs.Wheezing,agape,bleary-eyed,her

facehangswithlust.Iknowthatlook,shewantsit

again.

“Sugarpussmadoda,mysexualdreamsconsistof

youalone.Iwouldneverdisrespectyoubylooking

atanotherwoman.”ShewhimpersasIsqueezeher

buttocks.

“Oranotherman,”shesendsashockmyway,while

slantingupagainstme.

“Man?”Hereyesrollupatmyquery.

“MysonisolderthanyouBhekizizweandthat

meansIhavemoreexperienceinthislifethingthan

you.I’veseenhowyoureyeswanderwhenyousee

afinemanwalkingpast,you’remiserableathiding

it.”I’mnotturnedonbyherhandslidingdownmy

nakedbody,therevelationhasnumbedme.



“RelaxBhekizizwe,Idon’tcareaboutyoursexuality

aslongasyouknowthatIwillnotshareyourd***k

withanyoneelse.IamajealouswomanandIdon’t

likesharing.”

“Don’tyouthinkthat’sabitunfair?Igettoshare

yourp***withanotherman.”Mybigmouthearns

meahardslapacrosstheface,Iwouldbeangryif

herhandwasmadeofrock.Ihardlyfeltathing,but

thefactthatshe’snormtoslappingmeangersme.

Respectmeanseverythingtome.

“Don’tevermentionhimagain,doyouhearme,

Bhekizizwe?Iwillnottolerateanydisrespect

towardshim.”Thechidingbegins,Iwon’thearthe

end,ifIdon’tstopher.Iswallowherintoan

insatiablekiss,myhandsgrabbingandsqueezing

herass.She’salittlehesitantatfirst,thefirstmoan

depictingpleasureescapesher.She’stouchingme

likeshewasn’treproachingmesecondsago.

“YousaydieandIperishsugarpuss.”Thewords



flushoutasIpullout,Iknowshehatesthesimper

onmyface.Shewon’tsayathingaboutitbecauseI

haveturnedheronagainandIwon’tbegivingher

anymoretonight.

“Getdressed…”Nervously,hervoicebreaksandher

eyesrunawayfrommynakedbody.

“Yourwishismycommand.”Awinkfrommeanda

tongueclickfromher,shehatesmydrysarcasm.

Thisishowweargue,nowordsdirectlysaid.My

sarcasmcomestoplaywhileshethrowsslaps.

She’sreadytogoinfifteenminutes,shewillnever

spendanightawayfromhimandifIwasattached,

Iwouldbejealousasfuck.

I’maloneagain,alonetothinkaboutmylifeand

whereI’mheaded.Willitbelikethisinfiveyears?

Knowingthatwoman,shewillneverletmego.What

ifIcometoapointwhereIwanttogetmarriedand

havemyownfamily?I’mokaywithwhatwehaveat

themoment,we’rebenefitingfromeachother.



BULELWA…

Mandla’shouseismyfirststop,IneedtogetZizwe

outofJail.Hemightactstronglikethebastardhe

is,howeverIknowhe’smiserableinthere.

DrivingthroughthelongcementeddrivewayInotice

thatmyfather’scarisnothere.Good…I’llbeableto

freelytalktoLilian.

“Isthishowyouknockatyourfather’shouse?”

Bettysalutesafteropeningthedoor.

“LikeyousaidsisBetty,myfather’shouse.”Ikiss

herontheforeheadandslideinlikeit’smyfather’s

house.

“Where’smyLilian?”Herfacetransitionsfromsoft

tobitter.

“She’snothome,neitherisyourfather.Theyleft

hoursago.”Herelucidationcomeswithherlugging

herfeet,herbodyslightlyhunched.

“What’swrongsisBetty?”It’snotlikehertobeso



gloomy,Ihatebeingaroundmelancholypeople.

Theydrainthelifeoutofme,perhapsIshouldn’t

haveaskedherthisquestion.Womenareweird,

she’llstartbynarratingthislongstoryIcarenothing

aboutandIdonothavetime.

“Whydoyoubotheryourselfwiththiswomanson?”

Lilianwaltzinfromthekitchen,herarmsalways

acknowledgemeatfirstsight.

“MamakaBubu,Ithoughtyouwereout.”A

furrowedbrowfromLilianthreatensBetty,her

narrowedeyesdismissher.Bettyknowshowtoroll

hereyestoo,women…Mygazefollowsherdead

stepsdownthecorridoruntilshedisappears

aroundthecorner.

“Ihateitwhenyou’retryingtomakemejealous

Bulelwa.”Liliansharplysays,herheelsloudly

clickingtheirwaytothelounge.Iperchmyself

besideherwhereshethrowsherhandbag.

“WhatdidIdonowLilian?”

“CallmeLilianagain,Iwillsmackyoubackintomy



stomachandhaveyouaborted.”Harsh,someoneis

inabadmoodtoday.WhereisMandla?I’msure

he’sgoteverythingtodowiththis.AsmuchasI

lovehim,Iwillkillhimifhedarestoplaywithmy

mother.

“I’msorrymamakaBubu,it’syourfault.Yougave

birthtois’duphungabythenameofBulelwa.”I

knewthiswouldmakehersmile.“WhatdidMandla

dotomybeautifulmother?”Ijusttookhersmile

awaywithmyforwardness,thiswomanwillhear

nothingagainsthergorilla.

“Whatbringsyouheremybaby?”NowIknowwhere

nottogoifIneedtogossipaboutMandla.

“Whereisdad?”AsmileiswhatIgetforbeinga

goodboyandrecognizingthegorillaasmyfather.

“Idon’tknow,he’srunningsomeerrands.Hegave

methecarafterdinner,heshouldbeonhisway

home.”

“IneedmoneymamakaBubu,afriendisintrouble

andIneedtohelpthem.Mandlafrozemyaccounts,



IhavenothingtomynameLilian…Imeanmamaka

Bubu.Youcanimaginetheembarrassment.Mylife

isover,Imightaswellgoliveunderabridge.Your

husbandhasdesertedmeand-”

“Shutup,s’duphunga.”Lilianstopsmyprattling

withoneshout,shesmilesasIflapmyeyelashesat

herwhilefightingtocatchmybreath.ThankGod

she’ssmiling,Imightgetoutofheremoneyed.

“SorrymamakaBubuomuhle.”(Bubu’sbeautiful

mother.)

Don’tlookatmelikethat,Ineedtouseallmyskills

togetthatmoney.

“I’llseewhatIcando,atthe…”

“Overmydeadbody.”Ohshit,thegorillaishere.

Shouldn’twehaveangelsthatwarnusaboutsuch

things?Lordweneedtotalk,rightafterthisman

hasdealtwithmebecauseIknowhewillsurelykill

me.HemarchestotheloungelikeaBokoHaram

soldierreadytoattack.Myhandwrapsaround

Lilian’sarm,Iwillneedprotection.



“Whatareyoudoinginmyhouse?”He’stowering

overme,angerinhiseyesandnoseflaring.You

hearditright,myownfatherisflaringhisnoseat

me.

“Ndlondlo,pleasecalmdown.”Lilianmovesfrom

mygrip,shieldsmefromherhusbandwhileI’mon

theedgeofthecouchreadytoscuttleawaythe

momentthethreatpullsatme.

“NottodayLilian,Iamnotgoingtolistentoyou

today.Iwantthisboyoutofmyhouse.”Thegorilla

roars,he’sroaringathiswife.Forthefirstinmylife,

IamwitnessingwhatIthoughtIwouldneversee.

“Mandla,isthismeyou’retalkingtolikethat?”Lilian

sayswithcoldnessinhertone,butstillholdsonto

thereverenceshehasforhim.

“Ngiyaxolisamkami.”Hebetterbesorry,Isawthe

slapLiliangaveBettytheotherdayanditwasn’ta

nicesighttobehold.“Tellthisboytogetoutofmy

houseandyouwillnotbegivinghimanymoney.He

hasajob,heneedstoworklikeamanandearna



living.”

“Butmyeniwami…”Thiscardisnotthestrongest

butitworkswonderssometimes.

“Mywordstands.”Mandlagrowls,mypresence

makeshimangry.

“Ndlondlo…”Hecutsmywordsbygrabbingmyarm

andbeginstolugmetowardsthedoor,myeyesrun

backtoLilianwho’sstandinghelplessandthistime

Iwillnotblameherfornotstandingupforme.I

knewcomingherewasabadidea.

MyhandsgripMandla’swaistasheattemptsto

pushmeoutthedoor.

“Ndlondlolistentome.”I’mreadytogodownonmy

knees,hegripsmyneckwithbothhishands.The

claspisuncomfortablealmostdeprivingmeofair,I

don’tknowwhatliesinhiseyes,ithurtsmethough.

Nosonwouldwanttheirfathertolookatthemlike

that.

“Ifyouevercometomyhouseagain,Gcinu…”he

pauses,dropshisdeadlygaze.Ittakesaminutefor

himtobringhiseyesup.Thegazeisprobing,



diggingtothebottomlesspartsofmysoul,I’m

uncomfortable.Thehateandjudgementfromhim

stings,I’mnotsureifit’sdirectedatmeorsomeone

else.It’ssuffocatingmethough,likethetightgrip

aroundmyneck.

“Baba,Ican’tbreathe.”Myeyesarewet,hishands

aretoobig.Ican’tmovefromthem,Iwanttocall

mymotherbutthiswillcauseconflictbetween

them.Atearescapesfromhisoneeye,yeahIhear

monstershardlycryandwhentheydo,onlyoneof

theireyesgivesitselfupforasacrifice.

“Ndondlo.”He’snotrespondingtomywhimpering

andsquirming.Ishetryingtokillme?Thegrip

tightens,mykneesweaken.Hiseyesswirlwithrage

andwhatIthinktobepain.Tighteningtheholdand

pressinghisthumbsonmythroat,hescowls.

Tearscomingouttowitnesstheterriblehappenings,

mykneeshitthematwritten‘welcomehome.’This

isnolongerahome,Idon’thaveahome.Myfather



desertedmeandnowhe’sgoingtokillme.

“Babaplease,you’rehurtingme.”Idon’tknowwhy

I’mstillwhispering,isthishowfarIamwillingtogo

toprotectLilian’smarriagewiththismonster?I’m

snivellinglikeachild,Ican’tbreatheandthere’sa

burningsensationinmyeyes.Forgetthatmytears

alwayslookforanopportunitytoshowthemselves.

“Mandla,whatareyoudoing?”OnlyLiliancan

screamlikethat,hiseyesflashlikealightwas

placedinfrontofthem.Instantly,regretwashes

overhimasheoglesatmewide-eyed.Myflatass

slamsonthefloorasIchokeandcoughtryingto

catchmybreath.Lilianishelpingmeupand

screamingthatBettybringsaglassofwater.Idon’t

wantit,Iwantnothingofthisman.

“Ndlon…”Hestops,hecan’tbringhimselftocallme

bymyclannamenorhisbrother’sname,thename

hedubbedmewithwhenIwasababy.

“Let’sgoinsideBubu.”IstubLilian’ssuggestionby

staggeringback.



“Ihateyou.”MydeclarationisdirectedtoMandla,

yetLilianistheonetostifleasob.

“Bubu,youdon’tmeanthat.”Shesays,disbelief

loopinginhertone.MandlaandIhavebeenlocking

eyessinceLiliancametomyaid,hisenflamedeyes

areintimidating,compellingmetorespecthimand

throwmyeyesonthefloor.Iamdonehere.Lilian

shoutsaftermewhenIruntomycar,failingto

curtailmytears.Myfatherhatesme,Ihavenothing

inthisworld.

RANDALL…

“Theboywasfound,we’rebringinghimhome.”

Stylessaysoverthephone,youwouldthinkhehas

gottenoverhistendencyofhelpingpeople.It’sin

hisDNAandwhoeverhashimintheirlifeisfucking

lucky.

“Whenareyoucominghome?”

“Missmealready?”He’sstartingwithhisnonsense.



“Wouldn’tyoulikethat?”Stylesqueries,

sarcasticallybeforehischuckleflauntsinmyears.

“BecauseI’mtheonlypersonwhowouldmissyour

crazyass,SethuandSihlemustbedancingonthe

tableandhopingyourplanewoulddelay.”Hebursts

intoaguffaw,Idon’tknowhowhefindsmysally

funny.

“Wrong,theycalledmelastnightcrying.”He’s

alwayslaughing,Idon’tseehimstoppinganytime

soon.

“AreyouplanningonstayinginKenyaforevernow?

WhenareyoucomingbackStyles?”

“Relaxdaddy,we’releavinginfivedays.I’llmake

suretocomeandseeyoufirstsinceyou’remore

desperatetoseeme.”Neohasinfluencedmy

brother,hesoundslikehim.Amessagepopsonmy

phoneindicatinganincomingcall.

“Amara’scallingme,Ihavetogo.I’mstuckintraffic

andshe’llbeaskingmewhereIam.”Isay,tohave

himlaughatme.

“Akepthusbandiswhatyouare.”Idiot.Iamfar



frombeingakepthusband,Ihappentolovemy

wifealittlemorethannormal.

“ByeStyles.”He’slaughingandsoIdropthecall

beforehisthoughtlessbraindecidestotakeover.

“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

“Hurry,it’sLiya.She’shavinganepisodeagain.”

Whatdotheywantnow?It’sbeenyearssincethey

visitedher.

“Isshesayinganything?”Iask,makingaU-turn.

Thistrafficwillonlydelayme.

“Shekeepssayingdeath,I’veneverseenherlike

thisRandall.Hurryplease.”Amarasays,hastily.I

neverwantedthisgiftformydaughter,she’stoo

youngtobecarryingsuchaburden.

“I’llbethereinlessthantenminutes.”Whathas

happenednow?Grandfathernevercomesbearing

goodnews.Can’tthatOldmansleepinpeaceand

leaveusalone?



Tobecontinued….
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“Howisshe?”AquestionfliesouttoAmaraasshe

opensthedoortomycar,itmustbesobadthatshe

hastomeetmeoutside.

“She’ssleepingnow.”Shesays,acceptingakisson

thecheek.“I’mworriedRandall,whatifsomething

badisgoingtohappen?”

Itakeherhandintomineaswewalkbacktothe

house.HowdoIcomfortherwhenIdon’tknow

what’sreallygoingon?

“Whereiseveryone?”Ifeisusuallypackedonthe

coucharoundthistime,catchinguponhershows.

“Ifeisnotbackyet,Ihadamissedcallfromher.Her

phoneisoffwhichisoffbeat,Ifenevermissesa



chancetochargeherphone.Whowillupdateher

statuses?”Amaraexclaims,laughing.Nowthat

she’smentionedit,IhadamessagefromIfe.

“Whatisit?”Shequestionsfollowingmetoaseat.

“Ifehadleftavoicemessage,Ididn’tlistentoit

thinkingshewascomplainingagain.Shebetternot

besleepingoveratafriend’shouse.”

“Shewouldn’tdothatwithoutyourconsent.”Amara

hasahabitoftakingIfe’ssideandfightingher

battlesandthisgivesIfeatickettodowhatevershe

wants.

‘Brother,Ineedtotalktoyou.I’mscared,really

scared.Pleasecallmewhenyougetthis.’

“Shit.”Ijumptomyfeetandbegintoheadoutside.

“Randall,what’swrong?”Amara'squestionleapson

measshescuttlesbehindme.

“IthinkIfeisintrouble,I’mgoingtolookforher.”



“Whatdidthemessagesay?”

“Thatshe’sscared,somethingmust’vehappenedto

her.”Myvoicesendsoffapanic,it’stoolatetotake

itback.Amarahasheardthehint,Ifeisintrouble.

Nomatterhowdisobedientsheis,shemakessure

she’sathomeearlierthan9pm.

“I’llcallallherfriends,pleasebecarefuloutthere.”

Withherwordsstillringinginmyears,Idashtothe

car.Mymindisalreadyentertainingtheworst,this

countryisnotasafeplaceforawoman.Womenare

killedlikeit’satrend,theygomissingandarefound

deadinaditchsomewhere.There’sademonlurking

overthecountryandIneedtokeepmyfamilysafe.

Ican’tloseanothersibling,Raven’sdeathhaunts

metilltoday.

SleeplessnightsarewhatI’vebeensubjectedto,I

can’ttellAmaraaboutit.ShewastherewhenIkilled

mybrother,shewitnessedeverything.Myheart

brokethatdayandIhadtopretendthatIwasfine

whenIwasdyinginside.Idon’tregretkillinghim,



butIhatemyselfforit.Ican’thelpbutthinkthatif

onlytherewasanotherway.

LINDA…

Themoonisoutinitsfullglory,givinglighttoLinda

outsidetherondaveltheyuseasakitchen.Her

husbandisafewyardsaway,warminghimselfnear

thebonfire,Lindahasn’texplainedwhyshe

exclaimedthattheirdaughterwasdying.She’s

afraidofwhathewouldthinkofher,thisisthe

samemanshesoldherdaughter’ssoulfor.

Thesamemanshetookdesperatemeasuresjustto

keep,dayshavepassedandhehasn’taskedher

aboutherrevelation.

Lindaisdesperateforawayout,shewaitsfor

answersfromGod.Fastingandpraying,faithhas

cometodwellwithher.Butfearremainsaswell,her

heartwouldstopwhenshewouldreceiveacall



fromThandiwe…

‘Umkhulekounamandla,umasikhuleka

ngokukholwa.

Ujesuulalela,aphendul’umkhuleko,

lethakonkekuJesu,ngomkhuleko.’(Prayeris

powerfulwhenyouprayinfaith.)

Lindasingswithfaithandwholeheartedly,hoping

Godwillhearherprayersandforgivehersins.

“Linda.”Awhisperfliesfrombehindtherondavel,

stoppinghernotes.Lindapeeksovertofindnothing

butsheerdarkness.Thewomanisneverafraidof

thedark,buttonightithashershiveringandher

heartthuddingagainstherribcage.

“Linda.”Thewhisperisaccompaniedbyafloodof

footfalls,theyseemtobetreadingherway.Likeany

humanbeing,herfirstthoughtistorun.How?When

herfeethavefallennumb,sheremainsseatedon

thebenchthewetplategrippedinherhand.



“Jesu,ngivikeleezithenizami.Ilwanalabaabalwa

nami.”(Lord,protectmefrommyenemies,fight

thosewhofightagainstme.)

Aprayertothemost-highGod,herfaithhasnot

waivered,butfearseemstobeovertakingher.Her

eyeswidenasalittlegirlappearsfromthedarkness.

Rageliesonherface,Lindadoesn’tknowthis

personinfrontofher,yetherpresenceis

bloodcurdling.

Hereyestracetheredraincoatandstopathertiny

barefeet.Whatisachilddoinginhercompoundat

thistimeofthenight?Parentsdonotlettheir

childrenoutafter7pm,everyonelivesinfearof

havingtheirchildrenabducted.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Forareason

unbeknownsttoher,Linda’svoicequaverswiththis

question.Ahair-raisingsmilecreepsuponthelittle

girl’sface,it’swipedawayintheblinkofaneye.

“YouhavewhatbelongstomeLindaMshengu.”Her

voiceisaghostlywhisper,almostinhumane.Linda



hasnocluewhatthegirlwantsandwhyachild

wouldaddressherbyname.Hersixthsensethough,

alertsherthatthisisnoordinarychild.Thereis

somethingeerieaboutthegirlinared-raincoat.

“Whereareyourparents?Gohome,it’slate.”Linda

snaps,fearsittingonherthroatthistime,agrowlis

whatshegetsfromthegirl.

“Thatmanisoverpoweringme,Ican’treachMapula.

Hissoulisholdingontohers,Ican’treachMapula.”

Thelittlegirlreveals,bringingLindaintothelight.

Heroldandfrailmindcouldnowgraspwhothelittle

girlis.

“You!Howisthatpossible?Didn’tyoudie?”Shock

andincredulityinhervoice,Lindaenquires.

“Itoldyoutokeephimawayfromher.”

“Please,spareher.Sparemydaughter,don’ttake

herfromme,”thisisherchance.Thedevilwasonce

anangel,maybethereisatinylightinhisheartand

that'sifhehasone.



“GivewhatbelongstomeLinda,orIwilltakeyour

husbandandyourgrandson.Youwillwatch

everyoneyoulovedie,givewhatbelongstome

Linda.”

ThegirlturnstoLinda’shusbandwhoisfarin

thought,hispreciousdaughterhauntshisthoughts

everyday.Thegirlmumblesafewforeignwords,

turnstoLindawithanevilsmirkpullingatherlips.It

hastheoldwomanshiveringinfear,it’snotlongtill

Lindahearsagrowlfromherhusbandandthistime

she’sabletojumpanddragheroldtiredbodyto

him.Unwillingly,herheadturnsbacktofindthe

childgone,herhusbandisonhisfeet,eyes

scanningthedirtaroundthefire.

“Whathappened?”AworriedLindaquestions,Vusi

leersather.Hedoesn’twanttoanswersincethey

areinconflict.

“Therewasasnake,it’sgone.”Vusisays,takinghis

seat.Heappearstobetoocalmforsomeonewho

sawasnake.



“Weshouldgoinside,it’slate.”Linda’ssuggestion

isstubbedbyanupsetVusi,he’snotgoing

anywherewithher.Hewantsanswers,whyishis

daughtergoingtodie?Whatisthissecrethiswifeis

keepingfromhim?

Lindamakesherselfcomfortableonthefloornext

toherhusband,shewon’tleavehimaloneafterthat

threat.WhereisGodwhenyouneedhim?Howcruel

canlifebetoputherinsuchaconcedingsituation?

Choosingbetweenhergrandson,husbandandher

daughter,therehastobeanotherway.

NQABA

“Youshouldlethimgo,Ntuthukoisnotworthit.

Thandiweiswithmenow.”Neoregardsmewitha

scowl,Styles’faceisblank.Iknowthoughthathe’s

notpleasedwithmydecision.

“Badideantwana,”likealways,Neo'svoiceisfilled

withamusement.Iwouldrunwithhisadvice,onthe

otherhandIhaveafathertothinkaboutand…



“Idon’twanttobreakPeanut’sheart,he…”

“KemangPeanutnou?”(Who’sPeanutnow?)I

haven’tansweredNeoyetandhe’slaughing,

throwinghisbigfeetonthetwoseatercouch.

“Zulu,heknowsNtuth…”

“Wait,younamedhimPeanut?”Neoagain.

“Youshouldn’tbelaughingNeo,especiallysince

youknowachildbythenameofGoku.”Styleswho

ispositionedonthebedarticulates,Imissthejoke

becausetheybothburstoutinlaughter.

“Youtwoarenotokay.”Iwouldthinktheysmoke

weed.

“NtuthukoisnotgoinganywhereMzi,notuntilwe

getthatDNAtestdone.”Stylesisfondofgiving

orders.“Hemighttemperwiththeresults,theman

thinkshecandoanythingbecausehehasmoney

now.”

He’srightaboutthat.

“Iknow,wedon’thavetodoitatthehospital.My



brotherdoesn’thavetoknow.”Ithinkit’sagood

idea,Idon’ttrustBarbraaswell.Sheliedabout

Zulu’swhereaboutsandthatconfirmedthatshe

andNtuthukoareincahoots.

“Whyareyousobentonreleasinghim?Fuckthat

he’syourbrother,themanhasridiculedyou…”

Stylesquestionsandgrumbles,unhappyaboutmy

decision.

“Thatdoesn’tchangethefactthathe’smybrother.I

wanthimoutStyles,tonight.”Hesneersatmy

command.

“Tomorrow,”Iforgetthathecanbehardheaded.

“I’mnotgoingtodisturbNkosi’sfamilytime.

Unfortunately,yourbrotherwillnotdieifhespends

onemorenightawayfromhismother.”

NeofindsStyles’arroganceveryfunny.

“Yeah,justgethimout.”Isayandreceiveatongue

clickfromStyles.

“S’dididi.”(Idiot.)

Neoderidestossingapillowatme.



THANDIWE

“Excuseme,I’mmeetingsomeoneattherestaurant.

Hesaidatablehasbeenreserved.”Isaytothe

shortplumpladyatthereception,shegivesmethe

panamsmile.Shemustbehavingabadday.

“Name?”Theattitudeinhertoneisunashamed.

“NqabayomziBiyaseorThandiwe.”

“Yes,tablefortwoMs,followme.”I’mledtoasmall

tableinthemiddleoftheroom,theplaceispacked.

Isendmygratitudebeforesettlingdown.Shetakes

offafterhandingmethemenu.

“Isn’tshebeautiful?”Anelderlywomansays,taking

aseatbesideme.

“I’msorry,thisseatistaken.”ThisisnotKFCwhere

strangersshareatable.

“Iknowmydarling,”awarmsmileiswhatIgetand



ithaltsmyrudeness.“That’smygranddaughter

Zawadi.”Theonlyladystandingwhereshe’s

pointingatisthereceptionistwhobroughtmeto

mytableandwhatdoIhavetodowithher

granddaughter?

“Isthereanythingyouneed?ShouldIcallherfor

you?”Okay.I’mgettingfedupwithherneverending

smiles.

“Shewon’tseeme,butIhaveamessageforher.”

What?“Herhusbandhasfallenoutoflovewithher,

he’sthereasonforhersadness.Todayisherlast

day.”

“Whatdoyoumean?”I’mintrigued,youhardlyfind

someonewillingtofillyouinontheirlifestory.

“He’sgoingtokillher,hewantstobringhis

mistressintothehouse.Pleasetellhernottogo

hometoday.”Idon’tunderstandwhyshecan’ttell

her,herself.

“Ithinkshewouldlistentoyou,I’mastranger,she’ll

thinkI’mcrazy.”



“Mytimeinthisworldexpiredyearsago,Icouldn’t

crossover.SomethingkeptmehereandnowI

knowwhat.”ItfeelslikeI'mbeingstruckby

lightningastheoldladyrevealsthatshe’saghost.

HowcanIacceptmydestinyreadilywithout

understandingwhereitwasbirthedfrom?I’monly

humanandherpresencesuddenlyterrifiesme.My

eyesscanmysurroundingsandpeopleareminding

theirlives,noonehasnoticedthestrangewoman

exchangingwordswithaghostinthemiddleofa

spaciousroom.

“Lo…look…I…”Strugglingtoputthewordsintoa

fullsentence,theystumbleoutofmymouth.It’s

hardtograspthatI’mtalkingtoaspirit.

“Zawadiwilldietonightifshe’snotwarnedabout

herhusband.”There’sdesperationinhervoice,I

chaseZawadiwithmyeyestofindherstaringatme.

Great,she’sprobablyshockedthatI’mtalkingto

myself…andhereshecomes…

“Iseverythingokay?”Zawadiquestions,Ilookather



grandmother.Somuchloveisilluminatingfromher

assheglancesathergranddaughter.

“Zawadi?”Heregoesnothing,atwitchofconfusion

takesplaceinhereyesasherpupilsdilate.

“Pleasesitwithmeforasecond.”Theconfusion

growsatmyrequest.

“We’renotallowedtominglewithcustomersMs,

I’msorry.”Ifeelstupidalready,thegrandmother

looksatmewithexpectanteyes.

“AkinyiMaina,that’smyname.”Thegrannysays.

“AkinyiMaina?”Irepeatafterher,Zawadidropson

thechair.Mouthajarandeyesglassy.

“That’smygrandmother’sname,shediedfiveyears

ago.Howdoyouknowher?”

“She’sherewithme,”absurditymocksme,thelook

inhereyesconfirmsit.

“What?”

“Shesaysyouneedtoleaveyourhusband,he’s



tryingtokillyou.”Itellherandwhathappensnext,

makesmeregreteveropeningmymouth.Zawadi

standsup,dramaticallypushingthechairback,

everyone’sattentionfallsonus.Rubbernecks…

“Whatareyousaying?”Sheshouts,clearlythe

womanhasbeeninsulted.Imagineastranger

tellingyouthatyourhusbandwantsyoudead.

“Yourgrandmotherjusttoldmethis,pleasedon’tgo

hometonight.Youwilldieifyoudo.”WhyamI

continuing?

“Oh,Isee.Soitisyou?You’rethewomansleeping

withmyhusband.”She’syellingand…whattheheck?

Istandup,wantingtodefendmyself.Thewoman

whostartedthis…thegrandmother…Akinyiis

reticentlyperchedonthechair,quietasachurch

mouse.

“No,Idon’tknowyounordoIknowyourhusband.

Yourgrandmothercameuptomeandtoldmethat

yourhusbandwantstokillyou.”Inpanic,I’m

explainingmyself,thesepeoplewillkillme.Their



eyesareboringintome,stabbingand

uncomfortableglares.

“Nonsense,you’rethewitchthatwantstodestroy

myfamily.”Zawadiwillneverlistentome.

“PleaseZawadi,hearmeout.”Imurmur,tryingto

controlthesituation.

“Thisisthewitchthat’saftermyhusband,home

wrecker.”Thewomanisyelling,callinganyonewho

carestowatchorlisten,lookingovermyshoulderI

findtheghostgone.Shestartsfireandtakesflight

fromthescene…Nice…

“Iheardeverythingtoo,sheclaimsthatyourdead

grandmothervisitedher.”Amanfromaneartable

jumpsinwithhisses.Ihavetogetoutofhere,these

peoplelookreadytoattack.Isashaypasther,my

scuttleisstoppedbyatightgriponmybiceps.I

turntoseethemanwhowasattestingtomyso

calledlies.

“Don’ttouchme.”Asharpsnaptargetedathim,he

doesn’tletgoevenafterfightingtoyankmyhand



fromhistightgrip.

Peopleareshoutingandpointingfingersatmeas

theystircloser.Ican’tcomprehendwhytheywould

allactthisway,atleastoneofthemhasto

understand.Zawadilooksthelividest,Ishouldbe

abletocontrolthissituation,right?

“Sheclaimstoseedeadpeopleandshespeaksof

thiswoman’sdeath,nothingexplainswitchcraft

thanthis.”Themangrippingmyarmmakesa

speech,I’mfightingformyfreedom,butI’mtoo

weakcomparedtohim.

“Iamnotawitch,letmego.”Throughclamped

teeth,Itaunt.Hedoesn’theedmywords,instead

continuestostirthecrowd.

ThenIseeit,inthemidstofthecrowd.Theoldman

frommydreams,he’sperchedupagainstthe

window.Adistanceawayfromhere,agrinplaying

onhismouth.It’sevil…spine-chilling…



Ican’tbelievemyeyes,atleastIdon’twantto.I’ve

neverseenanythinglikethisbefore,onlyinmy

worstnightmares.Theimageofhimstandingthere

andglaringatmecoversmymindasI’mlookingat

somethingmyeyeswillneverbeabletoerase.

Adrenalinfliesthroughmyveinslikelightingduring

astorm,Ican’tmoveasinglemuscle.Noteven

scream,thehorrorhascapturedme,leavingme

paralyzed.ThemoreIthinkaboutescaping,ora

simplemovement,themoreIfeeldisheartenedand

frightened.

Ican’tbreatheallofasudden,itfeelsasifsomeone

ischokingme.Myheartisracing,there’sadeep

desperateneedtobreakfreefromthisman’shold.

Thecommotionworsensthesituation,throwsme

intototalpanic.ThenIrememberhiswords…‘All

youhavetodoislookintomyeyes…’Hiseyes…

theywillsetmefree…hislovewillsetmefree.

Trustingfate,IclosemyeyesinsearchforNqaba’s.

I’velookedintothemamilliontimesanditwon’tbe



hardfindingthem.IfonlyIcouldconcentratehard

enough.Thegriponmyarmtightens,thenthere’sa

pullaccompaniedbyloudgrumbles.Angryvoices

callingmeawitchanddeclaringmydeath.I’m

beingluggedawayandIcan’taffordtoopenmy

eyes,notbeforeIfindmystrengthorIwilldie

tonight.WhereisNqabaanyway?Hehadsaidhe

won’tbelong.

ThenIseethem,hiseyes…inutterdarkness.

Slurpinginmystrengthfromthem,myeyesshoot

openandwe’reheadedtotheexit.Isthisallowed?

Whatkindofaplaceisthis?Somethingtellsmethe

creepyoldmanisresponsibleforthis,he’sstill

standinginthatsameposition,thegrinthoughis

gone.

“Help,someonehelp.”Achokedcryforhelpforces

itselfupmythroat,adropslipsdownmycheek.

“Whereisthemanager?Thisisharassment.”I’m

shouting,it’sfutile.Atotalwasteoftime.

“Zawadi,pleaselistentome.”Ipleadforhertime



andattention,it’sliketalkingtoawall.Ihaveno

otheroptionbuttoscreamandfightforliberation.

“Whatthefuckareyoudoing?”Nqaba’svoice

piercesthroughthenoise,Iturntoseehimand

Stylesrunningtowardstheangrymob.Theman’s

handbootsfrommyarm,leavingathrobbingpain.

HegetsreadytofightNqabawhoischargingathim,

fiercely.

StylespullsmeawayfromthecrowdwhileNqaba

engagesinafistfightwiththestrangeman.Two

mengrabNqaba’sarms,pullinghimawayfromthe

injuredstranger,hiseyesfindme,hewantsmeto

leave.Ican’tdothat,I’mworriedabouthim.

“Stayoutofthis,thiswomanisawitch.Sheclaims

tobetalkingtothislady’sdeadgrandmother.”The

mangrowls,viciouslypointingatme.Nqaba

doesn’trespond,butsomehowmanagestobreak

freefromthetwomen.It’snotsurprisingbecause

heisbiggerthanthem,bodywise.He’sbackto

punchingtheman,straddlinghimthistime.He’s



goingtokillhim,I’veseenhisanger,it’snotanice

sight.

“Stophimplease.”IpleadwithStyles,helooksat

melikeI’mcrazyandwithoutaword,pullsmeaway

fromthescene.IwanttoscreamandcallforNqaba,

thelookStylesgivesmerejectsmyvoicefrom

emanating.Theoldmanisgone,Idon’tseehim

anymore.Thenoisediesdownaswequietlystand

intheelevator.

WhatthehellamIdoing?Nqabaisgoingtogoto

jail,thereisnothingworsethanbeingjailedina

foreigncountry.Theywilltorturehim,I’veseenit.

“There’snothingyouwould’vedonetohelphim.”

Stylessays,leaningupagainsttheelevator.Howis

hesocalmatatimelikethis?

“Howcouldyouleavehimlikethat?”Hiscalm

demeanourworriesme,weleftNqabaalonetofight

anangrymob.

“He’llbefine,relax.”Gosh,thisman.Iwanttobang

hisheadagainstthewall.Nqababetterbeokay,I



hatehowhecanbesostubborn.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL

Thereisnothingworsethancallingalovedoneto

havetheirnumbertakeyoutoavoicemessage,I’m

goingcrazytryingIfeanyi’sphonewhiledrivingfull

speedtowheresheworks.It’sacrazyidea,but

that’swhereIknewhertobethroughouttheday.

Amarasaidshe’llkeepalook-outonthenews,and

socialmedia.Wehavetriedeveryoneweknowand

noonehasheardfromorseenIfeanyi.

Thelightsareoffatthebuilding,therearenosigns

ofhumanlife.Thereshouldbeaguardinthisplace,



thesepeopleareincompetent.Thisisunacceptable.

HowamIgoingtogetin?NqabayomziisinKenya,

he’stheonlypersonwiththeextrakeys.Thegateto

theundergroundparkingislocked,howeverIcan

seeinside,therearenocarsinsight.Thatmeans

Ifeanyidroveoutofhere,orelsehercarwouldbe

here.

WherewillIbegintolookforyouIfeanyi?Ineedto

knowthatyou’reokay.

“Baby,IjustsawIfe’sWhatsAppstatus.”Amara

hastilysaysoverthephone,I’mdrivingto…Idon’t

knowwhere…butI’mmovingunhurriedly,checking

thedarkemptystreetsofBraamfontein.“Itwas

updatedaround12pmtoday,itreads‘Thepervert

won’tkeephiseyestohimself,theyaredisgustingly

undressingme.Menaretrash.’

Icanonlythinktheworstnow.

“Amara.”Ibreathe,she’squietandthesilenceis

shortlyreplacedbycushysnivels.She’sthinking

whatI’mthinking.Iknowmysister,sheis



mischievousandunrulybutrunningoffisnotlike

her.Andherstatuscanonlymeanthat…no…Ican’t

thinklikethatabouther,notmyIfe.

“Randal,whatif…”

“No,she’sfine.IwillfindherandwhenIdo,shewill

hearitfromme.IknowshehatesitwhenIchide

her,IdoitbecauseIloveherAmaraandIwant

what’sbestforher.”Iinterruptwithaspeech,

clenchingafisttocontrolthestodgylumponmy

throat.

“PleasefindherRandall,bringIfehome.”She’s

cryingandIhavenowordsofcomfort.Myheartis

splittingintoamillionpieces,there’saheavinesson

mychestthat’sblockingairfromemanatingfrom

mylungs.Ihavetopulluponthesideoftheroad

astearsblurmyvision…No,curbyouremotions

Randall.Mentally,Ireprovemyself.Youwillnot

mournyoursister,she’saliveandyou’regoingto

findher.

“Randall?”Ihavetotakequicksilentbreathstogain



controlovermyvoice.“Youneedtogotothe

Johannesburgpolicestation,there’sastoryonthe

news,a…gi…”Ihearherexhaleheavily.”“Agirlwas

founddead…undertheMandelabridgein

Braamfontein.”Amaraiswailing,Iwishshewould

stop.It’snother,mysisterisalive.

“Amarapleasedon’t,don’tcryforherlikethat.Ifeis

okay,wedon’tknowifthatgirlisher.Didtheygive

anydescriptions?”Ihavetowaitforhertopackher

tearsaway.

“Theysaidayounggirl,she…she…Randall…she

wasfoundwithoutherclotheson.”Amararuptures

intosobsandIcan’tlistentothis,Ihavetodropthe

call.Myheartishammeringhardonmychest,drum

beatsIhaveneverheardbefore.Mybodyswelters,

theheathasmeremovingmycoat.Changingmy

courseofdirection,Itaketheroadleadingto

Newtown.

NQABA…



“WhereisThandiwe?”Stylesgrimacesatmeaswe

jumpintothecar,hehasn’tsaidanythingsincehe

cametofetchmeinjail.Iwasarrestedafterbeating

thatfooltoapulp,likeitwasmyfaultheharassed

Thandiwe.Igavehimwhatheaskedfor.

“Styles.”HetakesnonoticeofmyprobesandI

can’tgraspwhathecouldbedistraughtabout.

“WhatisitMzi?”Stylesshakeshisheadafter

snappingatme,hedriveswithangerdisplayingon

hishands,basicallytakingeverythingoutonthe

stirringwheel.

“Whatisyourpro-”

“Myproblemisthatyou’restupidMzi,Ithoughtyou

haditallundercontrol.”Hisvoiceiscoldand

unwelcoming,it’safirstformebecauseStylesis

hardlyevergrumpy.

“OfcourseIhadithandled,Igavethatidiotwhathe

deserved.”Ihavenoregretswhatsoever.

“Hatsofftoyouforthat,butdidyouhavetoget

arrested?DoyouknowhowmuchIhadtospendto

getyourstupidassout?”Idon’tknowwhyhe’s



shouting,moneyisneverproblemwithhim.

“IsthisaboutmoneyStyles?”Anicyglareisthrown

myway,ifhedoesn’tslowdownwe’llendupinan

accident.I’mwashedwithmultipletongueclicks,

maybeIshouldstayoutofhiswayuntilhecalms

down.Hereleasesaslowlongbreaththenuseshis

lefthandtorubhiseyes.

“What’sgoingwithyou?”Ishecrying?

“SethucalledtotellmethatIfeismissing.”Oh!And

Ibecametheperfecttargetofhisanger.“Randallis

probablygoingcrazy,Ican’timaginewhathe’s

feeling.”

“I’msureshe’sfine,youknowhowteenagerscan

be.Sheismostlikelyatherboyfriend’shouseand

afraidofgoingbackhome.”Therewasatimewhen

Veronicausedtodothiskindofshit.

“Idoubtit,planshavebeenchanged.We’releaving

tonight,Zuluisonhiswayhomeaswespeak.”

ShouldIbotheraskinghowhedidit?Neowould

adviseagainstit.

“DoesThandiweknow?”



“Yes,”hissayshastily,hisvoiceroughwithan

emotionIcan’tquietplace.“Allbagsarepacked,

NeoandThandiwearewaitingforusattheairport.”

Okay,itisanemergencyafterall.

“You’rereallyfondofher,aren’tyou?”Heglowers

atme,silencetakesoverthemoment.Ican’tmake

outifIwillbegettingananswer.

“Iknowhowit’sliketoloseasister,Iwouldn’twish

thatonanyone.”Hespeaks,inconclusion.Veronica

suddenlycomestomind,Iwoulddieifanything

weretohappentoher.

BULELWA…

Mystupidstubbornassdrovetojail,I’mhereandI

don’tknowwhy.I’mparkedoutsideandhavethis

greaturgetotalktoZizwe.Onlyanidiotwoulddo

this,gatheringupwhatevercourageorstupidityI

have,Iexitthecar.Mystepsarefaltering,making

mymovementsslow,thiswasunplanned.



WhatwillIsaytohimwhenIgetthere?PerhapsI’m

lookingtotalktoasaneperson,someonewhowill

listentomeandnotjudgeme.Myfatherisnot

differentfromTshepowhobulliedmeatschoolnor

ishedifferentfromthosehomophobicpeopleat

work.Zizweseemstounderstandme,I’dliketo

thinkthatwe’reonthesamepage.

Theprisonwardentellsmethatthebiggiantman

wasbailedbysomeflashywomanwhowouldn’t

showherface.Sheworeabighatandshades,he

sayshefounditstrangebecausenoonewears

shadesatnight.I’mnotinterestedintherest.

Justgreat,Zizwewasmylasthope.I’llhavetoturn

toalcohol,I’veneverbeendisappointedbyabottle

ofwine.

Thecashiersattheliquorstoregivemefunnylooks

asIcarryfivebottlesofwine,oneforeachday.

Somemakeremarksaboutwantingtojointheparty,

mxm.WhosaidI’mthrowingaparty?I’mbroken



andneedtodrownmysorrowsaway.

MyphoneringsasIgettothecar,it’sLilian.Iletit

ring,Lindiwe’scallfollows.Idon’twanttotalkto

them.Theywon’tstopcallingsoIswitchoffmy

phone,I’mgoingtolockmyselfinthehouse,

hopefullyIwon’tfindthemwaitingforme.

BHEKIZIZWE…

Idon’tknowhowNtsikayethufoundoutthatIwas

released,he’scallingmenonstop.Isendhimatext

fulloflies,‘I’matafriend’splace.’I’llgobackhome

tomorrow,we’reonlytwoyearsapart,yethetreats

melikeachild.Ihavetofindaplacetolive,living

withmybrotherwillrestrictmefromdoingcertain

things.Movinginwithhimwasabadidea.

Cleaningupaftermyselfisahabit,Idon’tbelievein

leavingdishesinthesink.Aftermakingsurethe

kitchenisspotless,Iretireonthecouch.Mymother



hadsentamessagetwodaysagoandIblueticked

her,I’mnotreadytotalktoher.Shewantsmeback

home,shewentasfaraslyingaboutmyfather

wantingtoapologise.Thatmandoesn’texpress

regret.

What’sthis?Bulelwa’snumberissavedonmy

phone,asButtercup.Veryodd,Iremembersaving

hisnumber,whatIdon’thavememoryofissavingit

underthisname.Ifindmyselfgoingthroughhis

statuses,I’mnotsurprisedthathe’supdated

nothingbutalcohol.

Themanloveshisbottle,IknowsinceI’vebeen

followinghimaround.Notstalkertendencies,but

I’mfascinatedbyhim.Icametotherealization

whenhecametovisitmeinjailunderthepretextof

seeingafriend.

Asloudasthemanis,he’sgivesoffacertainpeace

thatmakesmewanttobearoundhim.Inever

thoughtIwouldfeellikethisaboutsomeone,Ihave

tohaveatalkwithhimaboutdrinking.He’syoung,



butdrinkslikehewon’tseeanotherday.

Thenextimagepullsasmiletomyownlips,he’s

twerkingtoanAfro-beatsong‘Runtown-MadOver

You.’Bulelwaiscrazy,hisvitalityisdrinkable.

SomethingIwouldwanttoconsumeeveryday.His

intakeworriesmethough,hedrinkstillheforgets

whoheis.

“Hey.”Itypeanddeletethemessage.WhatwillI

saytohim?Badidea.

“Heeeeyyyyy.”Ifrownatthefacesmilingonmy

phonescreen…Shit...Ivideocalledhim,Ineedto

getanewphone.“Hello,Hulk.Canyouhearme?”

Hulk?Watchinghimtalkwouldn’tbeabadidea,it

wouldbecreepythough.Loudmusickeepshim

company,Ilovehistasteofmusic,Afro-beat.I

wouldn’tbefoundlistentoitnonetheless.

“Whatdoyouwant?”Myvoiceisunwelcoming,yetI



haveyieldedmybeingtothisbeautifulmansmiling

atme.Helookslikeafoolwithhisfacezoomedin

likethis,alsoI’mstunnedbyhisbeauty.

“Wereyounottheonewhocalledme,Hulk?You

know,Idon’tanswertovideocalls,you’rean

exceptionbecause…thisman…”Hepointsafinger

athimself.“Can’tresistyou.”

Aloudburpisfollowedbygiggles,Ihatethathe

drinks.Alcoholwillonlyruinhisbeautifulface.

“You’redrunk?”Iraiseaneyebrowdisapprovinglyat

him,tohavehimshowmeallhisteeth.It’snota

smile,butasneer.

“Nope,Ionlyhadtwoglasses.I’mnotdrunk.”He

pronounces,dancingtothemusicinthe

background.

“Youknowyourproblemswon’tdrowninalcohol?”

Myfatherhascrossedthisroad,italmostcosthim

hismarriage.

“Mr.Knowitall,tellmemore.”Idiot,hereachesto

hisleftandcomesbackwithafullbottleofalcohol.

Iobservehimashedrinksfromthebottle,richkids



haveissuestoo?Whatcouldpossiblybewrong?

“IwantyouatworktomorrowButtercuporyouwill

begivenyourfirstwarning.”Mydirectivereaches

himinaformofajoke,Ifeelasmileticklingmeat

thesoundofhislaughter.It’sbeautiful,Iwouldsay

musictomyears.Allofthisiscrazy,whyamI

consumedbythisidiot?Ishakemyheadathim

kissingthescreen,thekissingsoundshemakesare

funny.

“AbigkissforyouHulkdarling,byyeeee.”Ahuge

smileembracesmyscreenandhe’sgoneinaflash.

Tobecontinued…
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LILIAN...



“Whataday.”Ndlangamandlabreathes,bouncing

onthebednexttome.Ifhethinkswe’regoingto

shareabedafterwhathedidtomyson,hehas

anotherthingcoming.Irejectthekisshetriesto

tattooonmycheekandmysmartmoveearnsmea

scowl.

“What’swrongwithyou?”Heasks,sittingupand

leaningbackontheheadboard.

“What’swrongwithme?What’swithme,Mandla?”

Myvoiceraisesgrudgingly,emotionshavetaken

over.

“Haibomkami!”Thisman.

“Don’tmkamime,Mandla,”Isnap,hoppingoutof

bed.“Getout.”I’mstandingoverhim,pointingatthe

door.Ifthismanknowswhat’sgoodforhim,hewill

getoutofthisroom.

“Lilian-”

“YouknowwhatMandla,I’mtired.I’mtiredofyou

treatingmysonlikehedoesn’tmatter.”Hefrowns,

glaringdaggersatme.



“ThisisaboutBulelwa?”Idon’tgettheshockinhis

voice,isheokaywithwhathedidbackthere?

“Nobodytouchesmychildren,notevenyou.”Iam

deadserious,hesnortsandincreasinglymovesout

ofbed.Myeyesmeasurehistallnessuntilhe’s

standingstraight,shoulderssquared…chestout…

noseflaredandeyesscrutinizing.

“Areyoutalkingtomelikethat,Lilian?”Hisvoice

grates,Ihavepressedtheangrybutton.

“You’retheonlyoneintheroomwithme,”I’mnot

deterredbytheintimidationhoveringaround

Ndlangamandla,heknowsthathedoesnotscare

me.

“Iamyourhusband.”Calmandcollected,yethis

voicedisplaysagreatamountoffury.

“IamamotherandIwilldoanythingtoprotectmy

children.”

“Lilian-”Hisvoicetransitionsfrompowertoshock

inasplitofasecond,hiseyeshuntmyhandthat’s



raisedtostophisspeech.

“Ididn’tsayanythingthefirsttimeyououstedBubu

outofthehousebecauseIthoughtyouneeded

timetoprocessthenews,butwhatyoudidtoday

MandlaissomethingIwillneverforgive.”

“Ididn’tmeantodothat,IlovemysonLilian.Ilove

mychildren,Iwouldneverhurtthem.”

“HowdoIknowthatafterwhatIwitnessedtoday?”

“Thatwasamistake-”

“YouhadhimbythethroatNdlangamandla…”He

makesmesoangryandIwanttoslaphimacross

theface,raisingmyvoiceathimseemstobe

helping.

“Don’tshout.”Hesays,calmlyso.Ihatethathe’s

tellingmenottoshout,Ihatebeingtoldwhattodo.

“Getoutofmyroom.”Tiltinghisheadtotheside,he

narrowshisbrowneyesatme.Handsfoldedacross

hischestandademeanourthattellsmehe’snot

pleasedwithmyrantings.That’sit,Iamdone

playingnicewiththisman.I’mquickonmyfeet,



marchingtotheclosettogetanextrablanket.He

catchesitwhenIthrowitathim,confusion

sweepingoverhisfaceinaflash.

“Getout.”I’mpushinghimoutandsurprisedthat

he’snotfightingme.“Youthinkyou’lltouchmy

babyandI’llletitslide,awundaziwenaMandla.

Uyandiqhelaqha.”Igettomeetthepaininhiseyes

beforeshuttingthedooronhisface.Myhusband

andIhaveneversleptinseparateroomsbefore,but

todayhecrossedthelimit.Iletitpasswith

ThobekileandthewholeBettyissue,notagain.I’m

doneplayingthenaïvewife.

THANDIWE...

I’mannoyedbythismannexttome,yetIlovehow

hisarmisenfoldedovermyshoulders.Idreadthe

questionhegiftsmewith.

“What’swrong?”Ithasmechurningontheseat.He

getsarrestedandI’msupposedtobeokay?Men

arenotnormal,noscratchthat…Nqabayomzi



Biyaseisnotnormal.

“Thandiwe.”Idon’twanthimcallingmynamewhen

I’mupsetwithhim,Iturnmybackandhedoesn’t

getthemessagethatI’mdismayed.

We’reboardinginTwentyminutes,StylesandNeo

areseatedoppositeus.Thewaitingareaisnot

crowded,justafewpassengers.

“Nothing.”Everythingiswrong.

“Okay,wouldyoulikesomethingbeforeweboard?”

Isheserious?

“Soyou’renotgoingtoexplainyourselfNqaba?”He

smilesraisinghishugeshoulderlikeitmeans

nothingthathewasarrested

“AmInotherewithyou,Nkanyeziyami?”The

problemwithNqabaisthathethinksheowesno

oneanexplanation.

“KeepdoingwhateveryoulikeBiyaseandlet’ssee

wherethatwillgetyou,stubbornnessleadsto

distraction-”



“Noitdoesn’t.”Helaughsandthedeepechoing

soundofitdragsasmileonmylips.I’mtryingto

makeapointandhe’splaying.“Ilovethatyouworry

aboutmethough,Imissedit.Butyoudon’thaveto

Tshabalala,Icantakecareofmyselfandaslongas

Ihaveyoutogohometo,nothingwillhappento

me.”

“You’renotGod,fateisnotinyourhands.”Fateis

noone’sfriend.

“Idon’tcare,notevenGodwillkeepmefromyou.”

Hecatchesmychin,liftingitsoI’mlookingathim.

“FatefooledmeonceandIwon’tletithappen

again.”

That’sthethingwithfate,it’slikeastorm.Youdon’t

seeitcominguntilit’sstandingrightbeforeyou.

“Ifwe’regoingtobetogether,Ineedyoutobefrank

mewithme.Don’tkeepmeinthedarkNqaba,I

needtoknoweverythingaboutyou.”Takenaback,

hecurvesabrow.Iknowthislook,he’llnevertell

meanything.I’llbetoldwhathethinksIneedto



know.

“Ihearyou,Tshabalala.”Hehearsme?That’sallI

get?Iwanttoreproachhimsomemore,butStyles

andNeo’spresencehaltmyexpressions.

“SisTee,leuenaoabona?”(Areyoualsoaseer?)

Neo’squestioncatchesmeoffguard,ittakesa

millisecondtorunwithhim.

“Why?”Itisarandomthingtoask.

“Lookatthis.”Hesitsbesidemetoshowafootage

onhistablet.“Isthisnotthatidiotofawomanyou

warnednottogohome?”

She’sonthenews,amanwasattackedandkilled

bythecommunityafterbutcheringhiswifetodeath.

Theirnamesarementioned,Zawadiisgone.I

should’vetriedharder,shedidn’tdeservetodielike

that.

“You’recrying?”Neoagain,dazedbymyhumanity.



“Neo!”Nqabajumpsinwithareprovingtone,pulling

meintohischest.

“I’mjustsayingMzi,sisTeeiswastinghertears.

Zazaalmostgotherkilledbytheangrymoband

shehadnoremorsewhatsoever.Thefightwill

continueinhell,shamethoseidiotsbathong.”One

percentofNeo'swordsmakesense,insteadof

listeningtome,Zawadipanicked.

“Shedidn’tdeservetodiethough.”Isay,moving

awayfromNqaba’schest.

“She’sdead,there’snouseincryingoverspiltmilk.”

Howcanhebesocoldaboutit?Shewasan

innocentwoman.Neoisastrangeman.

“Youtriedmychild.”Thatvoice,IturntoseeAkinyi.

Herappearanceisdifferent,peacedwellsonher

face.Thesemenareengaginginaconversation,

debatingaboutZawadi’sfate.I’mrelievedthatthey

won’twitnessmetalkingtoaghost.“Myjobhereis

done,Ihavetocrossovernow.”

Iwanttoaskherwherehergranddaughteris.



“Zawadirefusestocrossover,she’slookingforher

husband.”Shesayslikeshereadmymind,adistant

smileresidesonherfaceatthissaying.

“Whereishe?”Imanageawhisper.

“Aplacewherenosoulwantstobe,shewon’tfind

himhere.Itriedtoconvinceher,thegirlisstubborn

likehermother.There’snothingIcandoforher

now.”IfeelforZawadi,she’salostsoul,lookingfor

someoneshewillneverfind.“Thankyoufortrying,

youhaveabeautifulgift.Althoughtheworldwon’t

acceptitsoeasily,youneedtoembraceit.”

“Itwon’tbeeasy,”myvoiceflowslouderthan

anticipated,catchingthemen’sattention.Myeyes

movebetweenthemandbythetimeIturntoAkinyi,

she’sgone.

“Andthen?”Neo…twosecondsinhispresenceand

Iamdefeatedbyhim.

“Nothing.”NqabaandIexchangeglances,a

conversationtakesplacebetweenus.Heknows

what’sgoingon.



“Whoisit?”I’mnotcomfortablewithhisquestion,

thereisalottoprocesshereandhewouldn’tknow

theperson.

“Soousiesepoko…”(Sister-ghost.)

DidhejustcallmewhatIthinkhecalledme?

“There’samanandIwanthimburninginhell,the

problemisthatI’mnotsureifheisthereornot.

Haveyouperhapsseenhimorbumpedintohim?If

youhave,I’msurewecanmakesomekindofadeal

withthedevil.Youseethedeviltoo,right?Ibetyou

do,ghostsaresimilartothedevilso…Ihavea

pictureofhimhere.”Hescrollsonhislaptopwhile

Stylesholdsanunreadablesimperonhisface.The

manIloveisbreathingheavilybesideme,Iknow

he’sirritatedwhenheclickshistongueandNeois

notbothered.

“Thisishim,hisnameisSegun.Pleasetellmeyou

haven’tseenhim.Thatwouldmeanhe’sdancingin

thefiresofhell,ifyouhavewecantalkto

MamSonto.Icanevendoafortydayfastjustto



sendhissoultohell.”Ididn’tcatchanythinghesaid,

themanonthepicturelooksfamiliar…He’stheman

atthebusstop…

“I’veseenthismanbefore,Ifoundhimatthebus

stopandheaskedmetolookforhisson.”Styles

frownsexchangingagravelookwithNeo,there’s

suddenheavytensionhoveringaroundus.

“Whatelsedidhesay?”Stylesshootsaquestion,

Nqabasqueezesmyhandintohis.He’sworried

aboutme,it’swritteninhiseyes.

“Youdon’thavetotalkTan-tan,Iknowyou’renot

comfortableabou…”Nqaba.

“NoMzi,letTan-tanspeak.Thisisanimportant

matter.”Neointerposes,he’snotclowninganymore.

Strangehowhisdemeanourchangedintheblinkof

aneye.ItakeintheirfacialexpressionsasInarrate

thehorrorIexperiencedthatday.

“Abulletonhisheadhuh?”Inod,harmonizingwith

Neo’sconfirmation.



“It’sSegunalright,thebastardwon’tleavejustlike

that.Itwon’tbelongtillhefindsRandallandstarts

hauntinghim.”ThewordsseepthroughStyles’

clenchedteethaccompaniedbyaheavysigh.I’m

lost…Whataretheyangryabout?

Nqabahasn’tsaidanythingsinceNeochidedhim,

myhandcontinuestohideinhis.Iwouldn’tbethis

saneifhewasn’tholdingmelikethis.Hemakes

everythingokay,bringsmymindateaseandpeace

inmyheart.Turningtocatchaglimpseofhim,he

mutters…

“Iloveyou.”Throughmutedwords,Ilovehimtoo.

RANDALL...

“Doyouknowwhatcaritis?”Acarhasbeenfound

intheVaalRiver,Stylesorganizedasearchparty.

He’skeepingtabsoneverythingfromKenya,not

oncehashemademefeelalone.Theyounggirl



thatwasfoundisnotmysister,identifyingherwas

thehardestthingI’veeverhadtodo.

“No.”I’mdrivingtoVaal,Mbusoistailingme.I

foundhimatthepolicestation.“Itcan’tbeher,

Styles,I’llneverforgivemyselfifanythinghappens

tomysister.”

“TrytothinkpositiveRandy,youneedtobestrong

forIfe.”HowdoIdothatwhenallIwanttodois

breakdown?“Areyoualone?Youneedtocall

someone,justin…”

“No,thereisnojustincase.Ifeisfine.”

“WeneedtolookatbothendsRandall,thereisa

poss…”Ican’tlistentothis.

“I’llcallyouback,don’tworryaboutme.Mbusois

here.”Isay,inahurrytoendthegnawing

conversation.MbusopullsupjustasIpark.

“We’reabouttoboard,Iwillletyouknowoncewe

land.”IcanhearhopelessnessinStyles’voice.The

samehopelessnessthathasbeenpokingmeandI

havesucceededinpushingitbackthusfar.



Thelakeissurroundedbypolicecarsandan

ambulance,thesightofitmakesmyinsidescoil.

Mbusolandsacomfortinghandonmyshoulderas

wewatchthecarbeingdraggedoutoftheriver.My

eyestakeinthewhiteToyotaYaris,Ifedrovethe

samecar.Theimageknocksawispofairfrommy

lungsandIstaggerback,strugglingtoinhaleand

exhale.Totallystunned…eyeslockedonthevehicle

asthenumberplatescometolight.

“Randy.”Hisvoiceechoesinmyears,sounding

furtherthanitis.He’sholdingontomeasifIwould

fall.

“Ife…”Hernameleapsfrommylipsandtheshock

lingersregardless.

“I’msorryman.”Atthesoundofhiswords,Idropon

mykneesasmybodyfallsweak.Repeatedly,Iblink

awayimagesofherflashingbeforemyeyes,from

themomentmyparentsbroughtherhomefromthe

hospital.



‘Brother,brother.’Hertinyvoiceresonatesinmy

earsmingledwithchildlikesobs,I’mcarryingherin

myarmstryingtocalmherdown.She’sfiveyears

oldandwe’recloserthananything.‘Uchepushed

meandIfell.’Thememoryservesclearinmymind

asifithappenedyesterday.Ipullherintoahugand

promisetoalwaysprotecther.

Icouldn’tprotectUcheandnowIhavebrokenmy

promisetoIfeanyi.

“Randall.”Mbusowipesthefragmentsofmy

recollectionwithhisfirmvoice,Ilookuptoseea

policeofficerstandingbeforeme.

“Wefoundthis.”Hehandsmeabag,Amarabought

Ifeanyithisbagonherbirthday.Withshakyhands,I

reachouttotakeit,it’sdrenchedinwaterandthat

doesn’tstopmefromholdingittomychest.

“Wh-whereisshe?”Idreadthesewords,deepdown



Iwishshe’snotinthecar.I’msuffocating,dyingifI

couldputitharshly.Theeveningbreezeisnolonger

gracingus,leavinguswitharigidhumidair.

“There’snooneinthecar,thisisallwefound.”The

wholeworldsilencesaroundme...Whereareyou

Ifeanyi?

BULELWA...

Theyliedaboutalcoholswallowingyourproblems,

myattemptstodrownmyproblemsisfutile.This

shitdoesn’tcomfortliketheysaiditwould.

I’mlyinginbed,embracingthesadnesstravelling

througheverycellinmybody.Ihappenedtowake

upearlierthanusualwhenI'mswimmingin

hangoverlake.

Isitraining?Ihearthunder,it’sbadtoday,Godmust

beasangryasMandla.Idon’tblamehim,humans

areabigdisappointment.Lookatme,myown



fatherdoesn’twantme.

“God,Keepitdown.Someofusaretryingtosleep

andIhaveahangover.”Igrunt,frustratedbythe

loudnoise.IthardlyrainsinJohannesburgatthis

timeoftheyear.

Whyisthethundernotstopping?Infact,it’sgetting

louder.Asmymindbringsmebacktomysenses,

it’smadeknowntomethere’safoolbangingonmy

door.That’swhattheracketis,whoeverthatiswill

findtheirwayoutofmygate.

It’snotlongtillsomeonebadgesintomyroom,my

bushedeyesfailtopuzzlethefiguretogether.With

heavysteps,hedashestothewindowanddraws

thecurtainsopen.

“Getup.”Ihearhisvoice,raspy,rumblingand

commanding.Iforcemyheavy-liddedeyestopaint

himoutashestandsinthelightandIswearIthinkI

justdiedandgonetoheaven.Canamanbeso

beautiful?Greekgodsarereal,Iamconvinced.



“WillyouliethereanddroolorshouldIcomeand

dragyououtofbed?”Handsfoldedacrosshis

chest,hisarroganceslapsmehard.

“Whatareyoudoinginmyhouse?”Heshootsmea

blazingglarethatsendsmeshuffling

uncomfortablyonthebed.I’mlosingtothestaring

contest,hisstareisintimidating.

“DoyouwantmetocomethereButtercup?”That

nameagain,Ihateit.There’ssomethingsinister

abouthisquestionashegrins,grimly.Thewhole

scenehasmeshiveringunconsciouslyandshaking

myheadlikeadrum-shapedrattle.“Thengetup.”

It’smyhouse,IwillgetupwhenIwantto…Whyam

Inotvoicingthisout?Itcouldbethelookthathas

chainedmeonthisbed.IhearhimgrowlasIpull

theblankettomychinandturnonmyside,ignoring

hisstupidcommand.

“Bulelwa.”Hecancallmewhateverhewants,I’m

notgettingupfromthisbed.



“FuckoffZizwe.”Ispitplacidly,Idon’tknowwhat

happensnextbutIamdrenchedinwater.Mybedis

wetandI’mblinkingawaywaterfrommyeyelids.

“Whatisyourproblem?”Isqueak,hecatchesmy

handinhisgrip,haltingitfromcollidingonhis

cheek.Kneelingonthebed,Isquirmandclenchmy

eyesashetwistsmyarmsothatitlandsonthe

smallofmyback.

Feelinghisgazeonmyface,Iopenthemtomeet

hislingeringeyes,burningwithaliquefiedfireto

takemecaptive.

Everyinchofmetingleswithdesire,havinghim

closetomelikethis.Hisnoticeablechestflush

againstmine,thesmellofhisfragrancelingersin

theair,coatingmyeverything…skin…hair...clothes,

itsendsashotofadrenalinrightthroughmyheart.

Itrytoblink,thrashaboutorturnmyhead,tobreak

theconnectionbetweenus,butIamhypnotised

underhisgaze.Myfoolishfingersshifttotrailhis



jawline,perfecteventothetouch.

MovingtohischestIcouldfeelhisheart

hammeringawayasrapidlyasmyown.His

breathingbecomesstiff,eyesstabbingmyface,I

speedilyflipmyeyesuptohis.He’smovingin,I

thinkIcan’tbreathe.

“Doyoutouchyourself,Buttercup?”Awhisperinmy

earthathasmebashfullyquiveringagainsthim.

“What?”AgaspiswhatImanagetoemit,facetoo

closehisheatedbreathfansmysurface.He’sa

coffeeperson.

“Youknow,Buttercup.”Hishandgripsmyass,

pullingmeintohim.Theacthasmedesperately

gaspingforair.OurbodiesflushtogetherthatIcan

feelhisheartdancingagainsthischest.“Pleasure

yourselfuntilyoucum.”

Mymouthfallsopen,whyisheaskingmethis?

“Yo…you…”WhatdoIwanttosayagain?Iwanthim

toscootaway,yetIdon’twanthimtomoveaninch.



“Yes?”Araisedbrowandasmugonhisface,the

pompousbastardsays.

“GofuckyourselfZizwe.”Myhandsclashonhis

broadchest,he’slikeabrickwallunmoving.It’san

embarrassingmoveonmypartasIfallbackonthe

bed.Hecatchesmebeforemybackhitsthe

mattress.Again,we’rebreathingthesameair.Eyes

shelteredineachother,chestspastedtogether.

“HowaboutIfuckyouinstead?”Thesuperiortone

inhisvoice,whobirthedthisman?Howcanonebe

sosureaboutthemselves?I’mlovingthethoughts

ofhimhavingme,though.

BecauseBulelwaisanidiot,Imoveintokisshim.

Hereturnsitforasecondandpullsout,Ihardlyfelt

it.

“No,thisiswrong.Ican’tlosemyselfwithyou.”He

says,leavingmeyearningforhimonthebed.It’s

notsuchabigdeal,right?Then,whyamIcrying?I

controlmen,theyallplayonthepalmofmyhands.

Whyisthisoneaffectingmelikethis?



“Whyareyoucrying?”Hisvoiceisawhisper,yet

he’sregardingmewithafrown.

“I’mnotcrying.”Iamcrying,snivellingthistime.I

wanttohideundertheblanketsandcrymyeyesout.

Somanyemotionsaretuggingatmeatonetime,I

failtoclutchthem.

Bulelwadoesn’tcrylikethis…Idon’tcryatall…I

didn’tcrywhenTshepoandhisfriendsattackedme

atschoolandstrippedmenaked,Ididn’tcrywhen

Thobekileleftme.Ididn’tcrywhenItoldmyfather

aboutmysexualityandhethrewmeoutofhis

house.Atearortwoishardlycrying,Idon’t

understandthesesobsemanatingfrommylips.

“Buttercup,”Zizwegruntsthroughclenchedteeth,a

hintofangerliesinhisvoice.“Wipethosebloody

tears.”

“Nowyou’regoingtoholdmytearscaptive?”

Lookingathimthroughglossyeyes,Isnapatthe

fool.Lookathimstandingtherelikeheownsthe



world,isthiswhyhe’splayingwithmyemotions?

“Buttercup.”Anotherangrywhisper,Icouldbe

mistakingangerwithdefeat.Thisishowarrogant

peopleguise,right?Mytearyeyeswidenashe

chargesatme,heavystepsmovingtoaknown

destination.EyesburningmethatIcan’tlookaway

fromhim.Mybackclashesontheheadboardand

hehasmecorneredandcagedinhisarms.I’m

breathingheavily,open-mouthed.

“Isaidstopcrying,”Zizwereleasesadeepgrowl

andthesoundofittiesaknotinthepitofmy

stomach.“Dammit...yourtearsare…they…dammit

Buttercup…”Clenchedjaw,hecatchesmywaist

betweenhisstronghandsandpullsmetohimso

thatthespacebetweenusiscovered.

Hismouthtakesmineandit’sasifmybodyfalls

intoavolcano,sparksoffirearelitbeneathmyskin.

Myarmswraparoundhisshouldersandhepushes

metolieonmyback,kissingmestill.

Somethingisdancinginmystomach,he’s



consumingmeandI’mcompletelygivingintohim.

Hiskisseswipethepainaway,theyaredoingwhat

thealcoholfailedtodo.Myhandsrundownhis

sculptedback,afinetouch,Iwoulddwellhereall

mylife.Thefeelingofhisbodyagainstmineisthe

mostglorioussensationI’veeverknown.

Hepullsoutandrunshismouthacrossmyneck

compellingmetomoanwithpleasure.Hishand

graduallytakesthepassagetomynon-existenthip,

mylegisbetweenhislegsandhishandismoving

topullmypyjamapantsdown.Meanwhile,I’mona

missiontoremovehist-shirt.Adesperateneedto

feelhisskinonmine.Hismouthmakesitbackto

mine,Idisappearinthefeelingofhislips.Myjoy

ridestopswhenhehastilyjumpsupandstandson

hisfeet,Isitup,confusiondisrespectingme.What

thehelljusthappened?Whydidhestop?Iwantto

askhim,insteadIglanceathimpantingand

summoningmybreath.

He’sscrutinisingmeunderhisgaze,forcingmeto

lookawayandpullmypantsup.



“Ican’tlosemyselfwithyou,”thatagain.Whatthe

fuckdoeshemean?Iwanthimtolosehimselfwith

me.

“Isthatsupposedtomakemefeelbetter?”

Surprisingly,Isnap.I’mfrustrated,it’snotmetobe

sexuallyfrustrated.Thepompousbastardsnorts,

Beastieisabastardtoo,buthewouldhavegiven

mewhatIwant.Thisonewasdefinitelysentbythe

devil.Ijustknowit.

IFEANYI…

Ifdeathwerenotcrude,Iwould’vecalleduponit

andaskedittotakeme.Iwould’vemadeaneternal

friendshipwithit.I’mincarcerated,awayfrom

humanity,leftaloneinaroomthatreeksofsemen.

Retchingandheavinghasn’tgottenridofthebile

threatingtocomeout.



Thesoundofhisfootstepsripmyheart,thereisno

useincryingoverit.It’scrushed.It’sbeengoingon

forhours,hecomesinandforceshimselfonme,

thenleaves.It’sarepetition,mybodycan’ttakeit

anymore.Iwanttodie,it’stheonlywayitwillstop.

Hetoremyclothesoffandtiedmeuponthebed

likeadog,thereisnowayoutforme.

Itallstartedintheparkinglotatwork,Celecameup

tomeaskingforaride.Heclaimedhiscarhad

brokendownandofcourseItoldhimtogetlost.

ThenextthingIwashitontheheadwithablunt

object,therestisblur.Iwokeupinthissmallroom

withthemostexcruciatingpainandhimbreathing

hardontopofme.Ittookasecondtograspthathe

wasrapingme,loudscreamstookoverfromthere.

Myhandsworkedtofighthim,Icouldonlymanage

frailpunchesuntilscratchinghimwastheonly

option.Mystruggleappearedtobegivinghimmore

drive.



“Daddyisback.”hehums,grinningatmefrom

directlyabovemyhead.Iclenchmyeyesashe

startsstrippingnaked.“Don’tbeshyIfe,I’myour

mannow.Youneedtogetusedtoseeingme

naked.”Thetoneofhisvoicemocksme,he’ssure

thatIwillneverbefreefromhim.Ifthatmightbeso,

thenonlydeathcangetmeoutofthisplace.Death

issofarfrommyreach,Ihavenochoicebuttolie

onthisbedchainedlikeasexslave.

“Please,pleasedon’tdothis.”Withmyhuskyfrail

voiceanddesperation,Icry.Heavenmustbe

keepingcountofthenumberoftimesIimploredfor

mylife.

“IloveitwhenyoubegIfe,Ilikeitrough.”

Viciousnessinhisvoice,hescramblesonthebed

androughlyforcesmylegsopen.Mybloodboilsat

thefeelofhisskintouchingmine,hedrainedout

mystrength,leavingmehelpless,shivering,

shatteredandfeeble.

Screamsemitinhushedsounds,amockery.My



eyeswide,yettearless.Hisbuildcrashesmylungs,

makingithardformetobreathe.Therevolting

soundshemakessoundliketheyarefromanother

realm,I’mfallennumb,mymind’swayofprotecting

mefromthepainandnightmare.

I’vealwaysbeenuseless,fatherusedtotellmethis.

Hesaidmyincompetencewillgetmeintroubleone

day,hiswordshavecometopass.Astrangemanis

forcinghimselfonmeandIcan’tevenfighthim,I’m

souseless.Iwanttodieashiscoarsetonguelicks

atmyskin,stumpyfingersgripmyhair.

“No,nosweetheart,openyoureyes.Iwantyouto

seeme,Iwantyoutotakeinthismoment.”Thisis

whathe’sbeendoing,everytimeIclosemyeyes,he

wouldpullmyhairandbangmyheadagainstthe

headboard,demandingIopenthem.

Idon’twantto,soIkeepthemclosed…Tightly,

anythingratherthanwatchhisdebauchedfacerise

withpowerandlust.



Itmakeshimangry,thefirsttimeIgotacoupleof

slaps.Thesecondtime,punchesandmy

stubbornnessprovedtobestronger,onlytoreceive

multipleblowsonmyface.Hewalkedawaywithout

abackwardglance,leavingmethrobbinginpain

andcallingupondeath.

“Isaidopenyoureyes.”Hereleasescruelwords

throughclenchedteeth,hishandcrashesonmy

neck,squeezingandsqueezingandsqueezing.He

findspleasureinmolestingmewhilechockingme

likemylifemeansnothingtohim.I’mbreathing,but

theairwon’tgoin,itfeelslikemylungsare

surroundedbyglassasifthere’slessspaceinthem

forair.

Istarttogolimp,eyesightblursbeforemyeyes

close.Imagesofmylifefaintlyflashinmyeyelids,a

rushoffearshootsthroughmybodyasIfeeldeath

embracingme.Ihavenowilltofightanymoreand

soIletittakeme.

“Youlastedlongerthantheothers,niceride

sweetheart.”Ihearawhisperclosetomyear,it’s

oceansawayandfadeswithmeinto



unconsciousness.

Tobecontinued…
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BULELWA...

“Itoldyou,I’mbusy,Ican’tjustleavebecauseyou

wanttoseeme.Ihavealifetoo,youknow?”The

smokyvoicearousesmefromadeepslumber,I

can’trecallfallingasleepbutIharkbacktoZizwe

cuddlingmetosleepafteraskinghimtosay.The

newdramaticBulelwawouldn’tstopcrying,my

fatherhaseverythingtodowithit.Iwaslikeachild

yearningforhisfatherlyloveandZizwewasthere,it

wasn’tthesameasbeinginmyfather’sarms,but

hemademefeelsafe.

Icanstillsmellhimalloverme,thescentsends

shiversallthroughmybody.



ThepeopleIhaveeverdependedoninmylifeare

myfamily,allthisisnewtome.Thedeeppull

betweenZizweandmeisscary,whatwillIdowith

allthesefeelingsconstrainingme?

Isitupfromthebedwiththeurgentneedtopee,the

guyisinthebathroom.He’llthinkI’m

eavesdropping…Iwouldn’tdare.Nonetheless,it

won’tbesuchabadideaifImovecloser.

“Youhavealifetoo,youdon’tseemepullingyou

awayfromyourfamily.”Hesoundsangry.Whois

hetalking?Thereisaprolongedsilence,Icanhear

hisbreathingthough.

“Yesma’am…”Hisvoicegrumbles,unpleasant.“I’ll

seeyoulater,bye.”

IflybacktothebedasIhearhisfootfall,heflashes

asmirkwhenoureyesmeet.

“Itoldyoutodosomethingaboutthatsnoring.”

Bastard.



“Idon’tsnore.”Iarticulate,shiftingonthebedto

makespaceforhim.Hisscenthitsmefirst,could

thisbemyobsession?Icouldbatheinhisscentthe

wholeday.

“Please,Ikeptpokingyoutogetyoutostopand

thatonlydroveyoutosnorelouderandyoudrooled

onmeagain.”He’smockingme,Iwanttoprotest,

buthisfingersaretrailingmycheekbones.It’sa

softtouch,barelythere.I’mburningup,trembling.

Heseesthequaveronmylipsandhisfingersfind

them.Hiseyesadorethem,theyaresmiling,hungry

andprobing.Forwhatexactly?

“Buttercup,”alengthymurmur,winded.Iwillhavea

seizureifhecontinueslikethis,Iwanttotouchhim,

butIdon’ttrustmyself.I’llendupthrowingmyself

athim…EverythingIstandagainst.“Yourskinislike

velvet.”Heexhalesleaningin,mybreathhalts.The

worldfadesaway,Ican’tthinkstraight.

“I…I...”myvoiceiscaughtinmythroat.I’mvisibly

trembling.“Ihavebrownbread…”Jesus…Whatjust



cameoutofmymouth?Acoylookformsonhis

facebeforehislipsbrushagainstmine.

“Boo-boo.”Lordtakemenow,whatishedoinghere?

Zizwerecognisestheracyvoice,hiseyebrow

archeshigherthanusual,squarejawtensedvisibly.

Hiseyesacceptadefiniteanger,agaspleavesme,

yearningashereleaseshiswarmhandfrommy

face.

“Whereareyougoing?”Myvoiceisnotusually

wobbly,he’sscaringme.Hisfeetstopatthedoor,

hedoesn’tturntome.Idon’tseeaneedforhis

clenchedfists.

Jacobwillnotforgivethisone,hewillmakesure

thatZizweislockedupwithnopossibilityofparole.

Iknowhowhissickmindworks.

“Whatishedoinghere?”Zizwemuttersfuriously

underhisbreath.What’sittohimifJacobishere?

It’snotlikeweareathing.

“You’renotgoingtogooutthereZizwe.”I’m

standingbehindhim,wantinghimtoturnandface



me.Mywishwillnotbegranted.“I’lltakecareof

him,pleasestayhere.”

“What?Areyougoingtoshovemeunderthebed?”

Eventuallyheturnswiththisfiredquestion.Howdid

heknowIspecialiseinhidingmenunderthebed?It

takesaminuteformetoanswer,awastedtime

reallybecauseZizwesnortsandstormsoutthe

doortofindthemancallingouttomeasifwe’re

lovers.Dammit,Jacobhasakeytomyhouse.I

forgottotakeitthatday,themanissick.

Myfeetaren’tasfastasZizwe’s,I’mbehindhim

though,desperatelymoving.Beastieisinmy

kitchen,hisheaddippedinmyfridge.Hearingour

footfalls,heappears.Thesmileonhisface

dissolves,he’sglaringatZizwewhoisreadyforwar.

“Whatishedoinghere?”That’sexactlywhatHulk

askedme.“Shouldn’tyoubeinjail?”Jacobhasa

bigmouth.Zizwe’sarrogancedoesn’tallowhimto

replytoJacob’squestion,hiseyeshavestabbedthe

gingermantodeathamilliontimes.



AndhowdidZizwemanagetogetout?AsfarasI

know,hisbrothersaidtheydidn’thavemoneyfor

bail.

“WhyareyouinmyhouseJacob?”Thefoolsmiles

atme,havingmerollmyeyesininfuriation.

“Icametomakeyoulunch,Iknowyoulovemy

cookingand…”

“NoIdon’t.”WhendidItellhimthat?

“Areyougoingtotellthisfooltoleave?”Ohwow!

Thepompousbastardstillhasavoice?

“I’mnotgoinganywhere,Idon’tknowwhoyouthink

youare,butyoudon’twanttomesswithme,boy.”

Jacobgrunts,wantingtostarttrouble.

“Bulelwa,areyougoingtotellthisfooltoleaveor

shouldI?”Zizwespeakswithgravedeliberation.

WhyamInotsendingBeastieaway?Idon’twant

himhere,heshouldn’tbehere.

“Hey,fuckoffoutofhere.”Oh,oh,wrongchoiceof

wordsBeastie.ZizwewheelstowardsJacob,eyes



fullofcontempt.Jacobisnotfrightened,hisfeet

movetomeetZizwehalfway.

Whothehelldotheythinktheyare?Fightinginmy

houselikewildanimals.Thefistfightisintense,I’m

screamingtryingtogetthemtostop.Myvoice

reachesthem,butit’snotpowerfulenoughtowipe

awaytheirwrath.ZizweoverpowersBeas…bloody

Jacobandstraddleshim.Hisblowsaredominant,

he’sgoingtokillJacob.

“Zizwestop.”Igetcloseenoughtograbhisarm,his

elbowlandsonmynoseasheattemptstothrow

anotherpunchatJacob.IdidsayIbruiseeasily,the

blowsendsmeflyingacrossthekitchenfloorwitha

cry.Thepaintravelsinallsensitivepartsofmy

body.

“I’m…”Irejecthishandtryingtopullmeup.

“Whatthehelliswrongwithyou?”Tearsflowdown

myface,Idon’tknowifit’sbecauseofthepainor

thatZizweisanass.

“Letmehelpyou,Bulelwa.”Hesays,visibly



concerned.Hisvoicestrangelysoothingand

somehowsoundingmoreapproachablethanhow

helooks.

“I…huh…Idon’twantyourhelp,”IhatethatI

bufferedforawhile.

“ItwasamistakeButterc…”

“FuckthatButtercupshitZizweandfuckyou,get

outofmyhouse.”Hiseyestwitchforasecond,he’s

hurtandhidesthepainbeforeit’sspotted...I

spottedit…HowthehelldidIgethere?

Hedoesn’twanttoleave,hiseyesaredesperate,he

wantstoexplainandIdon’twanttolisten.Thisis

whyIdon’tdoattachments,lookatthemessIamin.

“Getoutnow!”ZizweflareshisnoseasIyellathim.

“Iwillneverhurtyou,Bulelwa.”That’shislast

statement,hejumpsoverBeastieashisfeet

thunderoutofthehouse.There’sastinginmy

heartthemomenthebangsthedoorbehindhim,a

feelingIdon’tunderstand.



“YoudidtherightthingBoo-boo,thathobodoesn’t

deserveyou.”Jacobsays,graduallygettingupfrom

thefloor.Zizwemessedhimupprettybad,he’sface

iscoveredinblood.Thenagain,Idon’tcare.Iwant

himoutofmyhouse.

“AndwenaJacob,Iwantnothingtodowithyou.”

Shockvisitshisface,thefoolknowsIdon’twant

himanywherenearme.

“WhatdidIdo?Wasitnotthathobowho…”

“CallhimahoboagainandIwillfinishwhathe

started.”Iamtiredofthiswhiteman,whatdoeshe

wantfromme?

“You’retakinghissideBoo-boo?”

“Ohstopandgetthefuckoutofmyhouse.

Bastard.”Withaclickofatongue,Istrideoutofthe

kitchen.Ineedtoseeadoctor,Ithinkmymynose

isbroken.Zizweisanangryman,Ican’tbe

surroundedbysuchaperson.Mylifeismessedup

already.WillIbeabletokeepawayfromhim

though?



LINDA…

Lindahasfallenillduetostress,yetinhercondition

shecontinuestocatertoherhusband.Noway

wouldshetellhimthatshehastochoosebetween

thethreepeoplesheloves.

Vusiistakinghisusualnapintherondavelopposite

thekitchen,whileLindaslavesawayaslunchhour

isapproaching.

“WhereisMapula?”Lindajumpsupatthesoundof

thehiss,comingfromoutside.Herheartracing,she

toddlestowardsthedoortoinvestigate.Hereyes

widenassheseesasnakebiggerthananything

she’severseen.Itslengthcoversalmostthewhole

yard.Shewouldfalldeadhadshenotbeenastrong

woman.Thesnakeraisesitshead,standingtaller

thanLindathatshehastolookupatit.Althougha

strongwoman,herbodytremblesinfear.

“YouthinkI’mafoolLinda?Youcametomea

desperatewomanandIgaveyouwhatbelongsto



me.”ThesnakeboomswithangercausingLindato

staggerandfallflatontheground.Makhafulahas

comeinaformofaserpent,itspeaksasifitwere

human.Wastingnotimetheserpentslitherstothe

rondavelwhereVusiissleeping,muchtoLinda’s

horror.

“No,please.Notmyhusband.”Ascreamofterror

divesoutofhermouth,herloveforherhusband

pullsheruptoherfeetandsherunsafterthe

serpent.Lindahasnocluewhatshewilldowhen

shegetsthere,pleadingistheonlythinghermind

canthinkof.Ormaybemakeemptypromises,buy

herselfsometimeuntilshefiguresawaytokeep

herfamilysafefromthisdemon.

Linda’sheartsinkstothepitofherstomachwhen

shefindsthesnakewrappedaroundherhusband

onthebed.Vusiwhoclearlycan’tbreathe,glances

athiswife.Eyesmadewider,skinturningwhitish.

“Tellyourhusbandhowyouwereabletobearhima

child,atleasthedeservestoknowbeforehisdeath



ormaybeIwillsparehiswastedlife.”Makhafula

speaks,playinggameswithaterrifiedLinda

“Please,sparehim.”Fallingonherweakknees,

Lindapleadswiththedevil.Shecan’tloseher

husband,notthemanshesacrificedeverythingfor.

Herstubbornnesswillnotletherconfessandthat

provokesMakhafulatosqueezeharderpushing

Vusiclosertohisdeath.

“Okay,okaystop.I’llconfess,I’lltellhim

everything.”Withdesperatescreams,Lindaaccepts

thechallenge.Thedevilcannotbetrustedandwho

istosayhewillspareVusiaftertheconfession?

Hereyesaregluedonherlifepartnerasshespills

thebeans.Neverinhiswildestdreamsdidhethink

hiswifewoulddosuchathing.That’stheleastof

hisworriesthough,heneedstoliveforThandiwe.

Hewantstolive,tosavehisThandiwe.

AsMakhafulaclutchestighteraroundVusi’sbody

deprivinghimofair,thefatherknowsthathistime



hascome,hemakesapromisethathewillprotect

Thandiwefrombeyondthegrave.Lindaremainson

herkneesscreamingforherhusband’slifewhilean

angryenemysucksthelifeoutofhim.Hereleases

himaftersendingtheoldmantotheafterlifeand

slithersoutofthehouseleavingLindawho

collapsesfromshock.

NQABA…

Ifeanyi’sdisappearancehasputastrainonRandall

andhisfamily,helooksterrible.He’swithdrawn

fromeveryoneandspendsmostofhistimeonthe

streetslookingforher,thewholeordealhasmade

medrawclosertoVeronica,myonlysister.

Thandiwecamehomewithme,shewantsherown

placeandIpromisedtosortitoutonceI’mfree.

Ntuthukowasreleasedafewdaysago,Styleskept

himforanotherdayjustbecausehecould.He’snot

thesame,mybrotherImean.Isawhimonceat

home,he’sstayingwithourparents.Notoncehas



hemadeamovetogetbackwithThandiwe.

Zuluismakingprogress,theboyisatrueBiyase.

Hiswhereaboutsareconcealedforsafetypurposes,

Barbrademandstoknowwherehergrandchildis.

She’sasneakyonethatwoman,fatherisstillinthe

darkaboutZulu...andStyles...themancame

throughwiththeDNAtest,theresultswillbe

availableinaweek.

“Awuawumadoda,ngabeiyaphilendlelausumuhle

kangakaTshabalala?”(Whereareyougoinglooking

thisbeautiful?)

Shelooksoverhershoulder,asimplesmileforms

onherplumplips.

“IwanttoseeBulelwabeforegoingtothehospital.”

Shesays,turningbacktothelengthymirrorinfront

ofher.“Andthisisjustasimpleoutfit,youcan’tcall

thisbeautiful.”Shedoesn’tknow,doesshe?

“Ihappentofinditbeautiful,everythingaboutyouis.

Youknowwhatmyfavouritepartis?”Myarmswork

aroundherandrestonherstomach,shebreathes



asIhidemyfaceonthearchofherneck.“It’swhen

you’recompletelynaked,wrappedaroundmeand

moaningmyname.That’sthemostbeautifulthing

tome.”She’swrigglinginmyarms,Ilovehowher

breathinghaschanged.

“Pleasedon’tgetmeinthemoodBiyase,myfriend

iswaitingforme.”I’mlefthangingasshepullsout

ofmyarms.IsitmyfaultthatIcan’tgetenoughof

her?Iwantherallthetime.

“Tshabalala,willyouleaveyourmancravingforyou

likethis?”Isettleonthebed,towatchherbustle

aboutthebedroom.

“You’recravingsareneverfed,haiboawukahlebo.”

(Comeone.)

“ButI’mhungryTshabalala,”agroanstrideswith

mywords.Thandiwehaltshermovements,eyes

narrowedandhandspastedonherwaist.

“IcanmakeyousomethingtoeatbeforeIleave.”I

rejectherofferwithaheadshake,asmileisher

response.“Wellthen,thereisnothingmoreIcan

helpyouwith.ShouldItakeataxitothehospital?”



We’revisitingZulutoday.

“I’llcomeandgetyou.”

“Okay,Mr.Biyase,Iwillseeyoulaterthen.”She

puckersupandgivesmeapeck,Iwanttograbher

anddevourher,butshe’sfast.

“ComeonTshabalala,willyouleavemehanging?”

I’mfollowingbehindherasshe’sstridingtothe

door.

“Okay,tonightyoucanhavemealltoyourself.”

NeverhaveIheardanythingmoresoothingthan

this.Ikissherforehead,openingthefrontdoorfor

heronlytofindReboanastandingatmydoorstep

withOfentseinherarms.ShescansThandiwefrom

toptobottom,theglareconfirmsthatsheisnot

pleasedwithThandiwe’spresence.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Reboanahuffsatmy

question,handingOfentsetomeandmakesher

wayintotheapartment.Thandiwestudiesme,her

eyessearching.Shebidsmegoodbyewithatongue

click,Ican’trunafterherwiththechildinmyarms,

soIlethergo.



BHEKIZIWE

Ntsikayethuhasbeenblowingupmyphonethe

wholeday,ifit’snothim,it’ssugarpuss.Ican’t

breathewiththesepeoplesuffocatingme.Imessed

upwithBulelwa,Ididn’tmeantohithim.Thatwhite

manmakesmesoangry,thethoughtofhim

irritatesme.Hewon’tbepressingcharges,the

bastardgavemeafewblowssoIhavebackup.

“Ndoda.”ThelastthingIwanttohearishis

grumbling.

“I’mofftoday,let’sgoshootsomehoops.”Imiss

that,Ntsikayethuisgoodatthisbasketballthing,he

taughtmeeverythingIknowandIgrewaloveforit

overtheyears.Mydreamsswirlaroundthere,tobe

intheNBAwhichisfarfetched.Itwillonlyremaina

dream…

“I’llmeetyouinten.”Ihearhimchuckle,thisgame

willbegoodforme.Ineedtoreleasesomesteam.



Bulelwawon’tleavemymind,Ican’tgetoverthe

lookinhiseyes.I’mnotamonster,Iwouldnever

hurthimintentionally.Thefactthathe’salonewith

thatmanworriesme,Ihatethatshit.Myfists

clenchatthethoughtofhimnursingthatbastard.

“IhopeyoustillgotgamebecauseIamgoingto

beatyourass.”Ntsikayethuusuallydoesandwould

gohardonme,inthepretextofteachingme.Go

hardorgohome,that’shismotto.Ntsikayethu

supportsmydreamofbeingabasketballstarand

hasbeentryingtogetmeascholarshipintheUSA.

Igaveuphope,itwilleverhappen.Whatchance

doesaSouthAfricanhaveagainstthosetall

assholesintheUnitedStates?

RANDALL…

“Thereisnofootageatthecallcentreandnoone



hasheardfromCele,hehasn’tbeentoworkindays.

Nooneknowswheretheguyis.”Stylesupdatesme,

it’sbeenalongweekofsearchingforIfeanyiand

nothinghascomeupyet.StylesandNeospend

moretimeinmyhousehelpingoutwiththesearch.

Thepolicearenotdoingmuchreally.

“Don’tyouthinkit’soddhewentmissingthesame

timeasIfe?”Neoqueries,inquisitivelyashemoves

totheedgeoftheseat.“Whatifhe…”

Iseewherehe’sgoing.

“Thenweneedtogotohishouse,canyougethis

addressStyles?”Heanswerswithanod,hisfingers

workingonthelaptop.

“HowdidMzimissthis?”AgoodquestionfromNeo.

“HowdidImisswhat?”Nqabayomziinterrupts,

walkingintheloungeaccompaniedbyAmara.She

settlesdownnexttome,Ican’tbegintoexplainhow

worriedshe’sbeen.Liyanaishavingahardtimeas

well,theancestorshaven’trelayedamessagesince

thedaymysisterwentmissing.ThisiswhenIneed

themthemost,buttheydecidetojumpship.



“Celeismissing,hehasn’treportedtowork.”Neo.

“Wait,doyouthinkhehadanythingtodowiththis?”

Nqabayomziquestions,laidback,hisfacedepicting

nothing.

“It’snotdefinite,justassumptions.Whatdoyou

knowabouthim?”Stylesasks.

“Nothingreally,thegeneralmanagerisresponsible

forhiringpeople.Idon’tknowanythingaboutthe

employees.”Bummer,thenagain…

“HowcanyounotknowaboutyouremployeesMzi?

Thatmotherfuckerhasmysister,hecouldbea

serialkillerandyouhadhimworkingforyou.Isn’t

thatabitincompetent.”Myvoiceriseswithoutmy

consent,myfrustrationshavetakencontrolofall

thatIam.Amarahasahandonmyshouldertrying

tocalmmedown,Idon’twanttocalmdownsoI

shrugherhandaway.

“IunderstandyourangerRandall,butrebukingme

willnotbringIfeback.”



“ThenwhatwillMzi?”Isnap,gettinguptomyfeet.

Amarafollowsmymovements,Iwishshewouldlet

mebreathe.Iunderstandthatshewantstobethere

forme,butIamnotintherightspaceto

accommodateher.Justlastnightwehadan

argument,shesaidI’mpushingheraway.“Ifeanyi

betterbeokay,orIwillholdyouresponsiblefor

anythingthathappenstoher.”

“Randallthat’snotfair,Mzirunsabusiness,nota

daycare.Surelyhecan’tkeeptrackofeverything…”

“Idon’twanttohearitStyles.”Icutinunableto

controltheangerinmyvoice,maybeI’mlookingfor

someonetoblame,howevertheaccusatoryfinger

ispointedatme.IaskedNqabayomzitogiveIfe

thatjob,Isentmysisterintothelion’sden.

“It’sokayStyles,Randallhaseveryrighttobeangry

althoughit’spointedatthewrongperson.Ihadmy

suspicionsaboutthatman,therewasatimeI

walkedinanuncomfortablesituationbetweenhim

andThandiwe.Ithinkhe…hewas…”Hiswords



hesitate,lipsgrowthinwithanger.

“Whatisit?SpeakMzi.”I’malreadythinkingthe

worst,ifmysistersurvivesandCeledidrapeher.

Thenshewillneverbethesame,howwillIundo

whathasbeendone.

“Doyouthinkhe’sarapist?”Neoisnotafraidtosay

it,mystomachclencheswiththeforceoftheir

restraint.Ifeanyiissofragile,Iwillneverforgive

myselfifshe’shurtlikethat.

“Whereareyougoing?”AmarashoutsaftermeasI

begintrudgingtotheexit,myfeetstoptheir

movements.Everyoneislookingatmestrangely,

likeI’mlosingmymind.

“I’mgoingtofindthatsonofabitchandkillhim.

StylessendmeCele’slocation.”Henodsatmy

instruction,sittingaroundandguessingisnotgoing

tochangeanything.IignoreAmara’spleatostay

andrushoutthedoor.Iwillfindher,Iwillfind

Ifeanyievenifit’sthelastthingIdo.

Tobecontinued…
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BHEKIZIZWE...

NotonlyisNtsikayethuasportsperson,heloves

naturetoo.SomethingIdon’tunderstand,heforces

metotakewalkswithhimadmiringtrees,that’s

whathecallsthiswalking...thing…Mother-nature

appreciatesitwhenwepraiseherworksblahblah

blah…HereIaminthescorchingheat,takingthis

stupidwalkwithhim.I’dratherbeatthecourt

playing.

“You’redistantlatelyndoda,I’mworriedaboutyou.”

Mybrothersays,jumpingoverabiglogstandingon

hisway.

“I’mfine,”IlieeasilywhenIhavesecretsthatneed

tostayhidden.

“Youcantellmeanything,youknowthatright?”Not



anything,hewouldn’tunderstandthatIthinkIam

fallingforthebiggestidiotI’veevermet,abeautiful

idiotwhocaughtmyattentionatfirstglance.ThatI

keeptrackofhismovementsandcan’tgotobed

withouthimrunningthroughmymind,he’sthefirst

persontowishmegoodmorningwhenIwakeupas

hissweetsmileplaysbeforeme.

“Sure,”anotherlietogethimoffmyback.

“There’sabeautifulstreambehindthatbigtree,we

cansitthereandtalk.”Didhesayabeautifulstream?

Idon’twanttotalkaboutmeandmyproblems.If

it’shimwe’retalkingabout,thenI’mgame.

ThestreamisbeautifulIhavetogiveitthat,butthe

leftsideofitisasdirtyasariverbedmakingit

appeardark.IfindarocktositonwhileNtsika

picksstonesandthrowstheminthewater.

“Hey,moveup.”Hesays,spottingacomfortable

rocktoperchhimselfon,besideme.



“Noway,findsomewhereelsetosit.”HelaughsasI

stretchmylegstocoverthespace.“You’resucha

bully.”

“I’molder,soI’mallowedtobullyyou.”Hispushis

sohardthatittossesmeinthewater,between

lankybranchesthathanglazilytotheground

coveredinleavesofseafoamgreen.Ifallfacefirst.

Ican’tswimandhaveaphobiaofwater,thedeeper

thescarier.Heknowsthis,butteasesmeaboutit.

HisloudchucklespestermeasIfranticallytryto

getoutofthewater.There’ssomethingunderme,I

can’tmakeoutwhatitisandthewaterinmyeyes

makeithardformetoseeanything.

IsuckinairwhenNtsikayethupullsmeout.The

foolcontinuestolaugh,Ihatethisshit.Hedoesn’t

understandmyfearforwaterandit’snotalaughing

matter.

“There’ssomethinginthereArchie,it…”

“Voetsek,Archieisyourgrandfather.”Hespitsback,

knockingonmylaughbox.



“I’mseriousman,checkbetweenthosebranches

overthere.”MyfingermovestopointatwhereIhad

fallen,hescratcheshisheadandwithascowl

coatinghisface,Ntsikamovestoinspect.

“Shit,it’sabody.Quick,callthepolice.”Ahysterical

shoutfromhimgetsmemoving,it’sabodyofa

blackwomanlyingfacedown.Welookateach

other,horrorevidentinourfaces.

THANDIWE…

LifewithoutNtuthukoiseasy,Idon’thavetolook

overmyshouldereverynowandthen.Hedoesn’t

knowthatIlivewithNqaba,Idon’twanttoknow

whathe’lldoifhefindsout.I’mgladhisfacehas

notcomebeforemesinceIcamebackfromKenya,

Nqabasayshe’sagreeingtothedivorce.Ihopehe

won’tfightmeforZulu.Mybabyismakingprogress,

hopefullyhe’llbehomesoon.



Myfriendlookslikehell,I’msuchabad

acquaintance.Bulelwaisgoingthroughsomuch

andIhavenotavailedmyselftohim.It’sfunny

seeinghiminaworkuniform.

“Butyoucan’tlivelikethis.Whatareyougoingto

do?Marrythewoman?”Heshrugs.Mandlaisnot

faironhim.

“MaybeIshould.Iwon’tbethefirstgaymanto

marryawoman.”Hehasgivenupfaithandit’snot

likehimtobesonegative.

“Bubu,youcan’tdothat,areyouinsane?Think

aboutyourself.”Herollshiseyesatme,shufflingon

theseat.

“That’sexactlywhatI’mdoing.Youdon’tknowhow

hardthisisforme.IneedhimbymysideTee.Isit

sowrongformetowantmyfatherwithme?”Why

ishesoemotional?It’snotlikehimtoburstinto

tears.

“Areyoupregnant?PleasetellmeBeastieisthe

father,he’smyfavourite.”Anattempttomakehim



laugh,Igettwooutoftenashemanagesachortle.

“Doti.”(Nonsense.)Hespits,usingafingertowipe

histears.

“Whathappened?”Heacceptstheofferedhandof

comfort.

“Idon’tknowTee,Ican’tbreathe.Myanchorof

strengthhasrejectedmeandrightnowIwilldo

anythingtohavehimbymyside.”Choosingto

marrysomeonehedoesn’tloveforhisfather’ssake

isabadidea,onehewilllivetoregret.

“YouneedtotalktohimBubu,sortthingsout.I’m

notgoingtoletyoumarrythatgirl,evenifitmeans

wekillherandburyherinashallowgrave,thenso

beit.”Hiseyeswidenatthechokereleasedfrom

mythroat.

“ThandiweBiyase,whathasThordonetoyou?”A

smilegraduallypullsathislips,it’snottherebutit’s

there.

“I’mseriousBulelwa.Iknowyou,youwon’tsurvive

aminutewiththatwoman.Ifyourfatherlovesyou,

hewillacceptyou.”Bulelwasighsinresponse,



givingmeaninquisitivelook.

“I’lltalktoLilian,there’ssomethingIneedtosort

outfirst.IneedtogotoNtuzuma.”

“Backtoyourroots?”It’sajoke,hedoesn’tlaugh.

Hisfaceisdrenchedinnervousness.

“It’sformyuncle,rememberthatstoryItoldyou?”

Yes,it’ssadhowhisuncledied.

IspendafewmoreminuteswithBulelwabefore

checkingout,Nqabawasgoingtofetchme,butI’m

upsetwithhim,soIrequestanUberthatwilltake

metowhereZuluis.

ImustsaythelookstheUberdriverkeepssteeling

aremakingmenervous,I’veheardstoriesabout

themandlookingatmethroughtherearviewmirror

sendsanSOSmessagetomysixthsense.

“Excuseme,you’regoingthewrongway.”Doesn’t

hehaveaGPS?

“I’mtakingtheshortestroutesisi.”What?Ihave

beentothathospitalanumberoftimesandthereis



noshortcut.“Andwe’rethere,sorelax.”Hesays,

pullingoutsideanoldbrickhouse.Thehouselooks

abandonedandit’sinthemiddleofnowhere.Idon’t

seeanyotherbuildingsbutthisone.Whendidwe

gethere?HowdidImissthis?Iwassofocusedon

myphonethatIdidn’tseethedirectionhewas

taking.

“Wherearewe?Thisisnotmydestinationbhuti.”

Hedeniesmeananswerandjumpsoutofthecar,I

followhimandfearclaimsmeasIseemyhusband

walkinguptome.

“Wifey,wifey,wifey.”Scornfully,heridicules,forcing

akissonmycheek.

“What’sgoingonNtuthuko?WhyamIhere?”A

smirksleapsonhismouth,it’sdeadlyandspine-

chilling.

“I’mtakingbackwhatthedevilstolefromme,”a

laughaccompanieshiswords.“Mybrotherthinks

he’ssmart,butnope,I’mtheeducatedonehere.”He

seethes,grabbingmyhand.



“Letmego.”IscreamasloudasIcan,hisvoice

dancestomyscreams,ahaughtylaugh.

“Relaxwifey,we’reinthemiddleofnowhere.No

onewillhearyou,youcanscreamasloudasyou

like.”Withonescoop,hethrowsmeonhisshoulder

likeabagofpotatoes.

NQABA...

Thandiweislate,IknewIshouldhavefetchedher

whenshetextedsayingshe’llfindherwaytothe

hospital.Reboana’spresencedidn’ttreatherwell

andshe’sstillupset.

“Haveyouheardanything?”Neocamewithmeto

thehospital,I’mgladbecauseIwouldbegoing

crazytryingtofigureoutwhereThandiwecouldbe.

“No,herphoneisoff.”It’sunlikehertoturnitoff,

sheknowsshehastobehereby4pm.

“Whataboutthefriendshewenttosee,tryher.”

Greatidea,“I’mgoingin,Ineedtousethetoilet.”



Andwiththat,he’soutofthecartrailingtowards

thehospitalentrance.

“Bubuhello.”ThankGodheanswered,Isavedhis

numbersthedayhesentmeatextmessageto

checkuponThandiwe.

“Nqabahere,isThandiwewithyou?”

“Thor,hidarling.NoThandiweleftanhourago,

she’sprobablyhomebynow.Whydon’tyoucall

her?”It'sunlikeThandiwetokeepheroff.

“Thankyou.”Iendthecall,totryThandiweagain.

“Dammit,whereareyouTshabalala?”Ihavetogo

backhomeandcheckifshe’sthere,otherwise

peopledon’tjustdisappear.

NTUTHUKO...

“Whereisshe?”Thewomanwiththeplansays,this

isallher.



“Tiedupintheroom,”mywordsputasmileonher

face.

“I’mproudofyouson,goodjob.”Ilovehearing

thesewordsfromher,makingmymotherproudis

mygreatestachievement.

“You’rethemastermindmom,”Itwasherplanto

abductThandiweandrequesttohavean

exchange…ZuluforThandiwe.Settlingonthe

couch,sheleansbackandthrowsherfeetonmy

lap.Ihatethis,Ialmostrollmyeyesather.She

wantsamassage,Idon’tknowwhyshedoesn’tgo

toabeautysparlikemostwomendo.

“IKnowMziwillfindherbeforetheweekisover,”

thenwhatwasthepointofkidnappingher?“He’s

sleepingwithyourwife.”

“LikeIdon’tknowthat.”Iacknowledgeherremark,a

littlelouderthanIshould.Theblacklookisforever

present.

“Here.”Sheplacesasmallbottleinmyhand

containingbrownliquid.“Putadropofthisinher



food,thiswillmakeherweak.Nexttimeshesleeps

withhim,herbodywillfighther.It’seithershedies

orfallsill.Herdeathwillbebeneficialtous,

meaningwewillhaveZulutoourselves.”Deathisa

littletooextreme.“Iknowwhatyou’rethinking,

there’snotimeforsympathyNtuthuko.It’syour

faultthatwe’reinthismess,thistimeI’mincontrol

andyouwillnotmessupourplan.”AndIthoughtI

wasmakingprogress,isthisnotthesamewoman

whosaidshewasproudofmesecondsago?

STYLES...

“Don’tbehastywhenyougetinthereRandall,you

needtostaycalm.”IinstructRandallwhilewewait

forsomeonetoopenthedooratCele’shouse.At

thispointIexpectanythingfromRandall,he’sangry

andwhenhe’sangryhishumanityswitchesoff.

“Randall!”Hedoesn’treply,butholdsthisfrownon

hisface.IcameherewithhimafterAmaraasked

thatIfollowhimandmakesurehedoesn’tdo



anythingstupid,meaningkillsomeone.Because

that’showhefeedshisanger,hetorturesyouto

death.HetorturedOliviathemotherofhisdaughter

andnotoncedidhefeelsorryforher.

IfCeleisnotaround,thenhisfamilywillfallvictim

toRandall’swrath.

AndjustasIthoughtalittlegirlabouttheagesof

fifteenandsixteenopensthedoor,herwidened

eyesmovebetweenthetwostrangersstandingin

frontofher.Randallhasnotimeforher,hiseyes

havefoundtheirwayinsidethehouse,probing.

“Hi,isyourfatherhome?”Iask,tryingnottoscare

thegirl.ShenodsnegativelyandthathasRandall

pushinghiswayinthehouse.Stunned,thechild

screamsforhermother.Imoveintoseeafrail

womanseatedonacouch,adripisattachedtoher

wristandshehasanon-Rebreatheroxygenmask

overherface.Twogirlsyoungerthantheonewho

openedthedoorscoottothesickwoman’sside.



Randallhaskickedopeneverydoorhecouldfindin

thehouse,hecomesbackplayingthestringsof

angeranddancingtoitsrhythm.

“Whereisyourhusband?”Hesoundscalmfor

someonewhoisdrenchedinwrath.

“Myfatherisnothome.”Saysthedooropener,

perchingherselfonthearmofthechairbesideher

mother.

“Whereishe?”Randallrepeatsthequestion,his

voiceisclosetospraining,buthe’sfightingthe

emotions.

“Idon’tknow,hehasn’tbeenhomeinaweek.No

onecareswhereheis.”Thesamegirlanswers,I

takeinherappearanceandhowshespews

viciouslyaboutherfather.Oversizedtracksuitsin

thisheat?Thatcouldonlymeanonething,she’s

eitheravictimofrapeorlivesunderthechainsof

molestationeveryday.

“What’swrongwithyourmother?”Igetafrown

fromRandallformyprobing.



“Shehascancer,stagefour.”Thestraininhervoice

forcestearsoutofhershiftyeyes.She’sterrifiedby

Randall,whichIfullyunderstand.Themanis

fuming,chestrisingandfalling.

“Wheredoyouthinkyourfatheris?”Inoticethatthe

morewespeakofCele,themoreherfaceclips,a

certainhatredforhimrestsbehindhereyes.The

girlshrugshershouldersinresponse.

“What…do…you…want…with…m..”

“Hehasmysister.”Randallrepliestothesick

woman'squestionbeforeshefinishesit,hereyes

expandconfirmingthatsheknowssomething.

“Hetookher.”Thegirlinatracksuitinterjects,tears

partyingdownhercheeks.“Hetookher.”A

repetition…it’snotshockingwhenshefallsonthe

floorweeping,herhandspastedontheconcrete



floor,headbowedandsobstellingthestoryofher

pain.

“Itoldyoumama…I…Itoldyou...toreporthim.But

you…yousaidhe’smyfather,nowhe’sdoneitto

anothergirl.”Ittakesawhileforhertofinishher

wordsastearscomeinthewayofhersyllables.

Themothercanonlycry,withoutaword,Iturnto

findRandallglaringatme.Theconfirmationhas

shatteredhim,Iseeitinhiseyes.

“Whatdoyoumean?”Iknowwhatshemeans,but

weneedtoconfirmthingsbeforejumpinginto

conclusions.Wehavetowaitawhileforherto

composeherselfwithRandallgrowingincreasingly

impatientnexttome.

“M…myfa…myfathercomestomyroom…every

nightandrapesme,”Iamproudofthischild,it’snot

easytoadmittohavebeenraped.Anunexpected

sobleapsfromRandall,hesmashesahandonhis

mouthtoblockit.ThisisAmaraalloveragain,I



knowitremindshimofher.Iwatchmybrothertilt

hisheadtohidethetearthatsneaksoutofhiseyes.

“Randall…”Hisheavyfootfallstakehimoutofthe

house,hedoesn’tcryandsureashellnotaboutto

cryinfrontofstrangers.IfCeleiswhatheisthen

Ifeanyihasbeenmolestedandprobablykilled.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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THANDIWE…

Myheartrejoicesasmyeyestastethesightofthe

manIlove,Ididn’tthinkIwouldeverseehimagain.

Inmyhead,it’sbeenawhilesinceIlastsawhim,

sinceIhavebeenlockedupinthisroom.Hestill

looksthesame,nothingabouthimhaschanged.

Theoversizedpantsthatannoymeandthecollared

shirt,atthismomentIwouldn’tchangeanything



abouthim.

Ibreatheinhisstructureashestandsatthedoor

way,histhicklipscurvingintoawidesmilewhichI

findstrange,Nqabahardlysmilesfully,hesimpers…

Itdoesn’tmatter,he’sheretotakemeawayandI

couldn’tbehappier.

“Iknewyou’dcomeforme,Nqaba.”Gratitudeand

reliefleaveme,heacceptsthemwithabroadened

smile.Ihavequestionsatthebackofmyhead,they

arefarandIcan’treachthem.Doubtbeingatthe

topofthechain,myheartcan’tacceptthis

complainingspirit.It’stoohappythattheloveofmy

lifehascomeforme.

“I’llalwayscomeforyou,ndlovukaziyami.”That’sa

newoneandwhyamInotokaywithhimcallingme

that?Ishouldbeelated,right?Butthereis

somethingaboutthewayhesaysit,ahidden

possessiveness…Entitlement…it’slikehewould

havenothingelsebutmeandwouldstopatnothing



tohavemeashisqueen.

“Whattookyousolong?”He’sstandinginfrontof

me,hiseyeshavelosttheirusualcolour.Iknow

theseeyes,buttodaytheyaredifferent.Ican’tget

overhowunsettlingtheyare,thehopeIwouldsee

inthemisnotthere.

“Don’tyouknow?”Hiseyebrowsraiseinquestion,

oneIdon’thaveananswerto.Mybodyjerksashis

handbrushesagainstmine,unpleasantshivers

ripplethroughme.Nqabaisnotcoldblooded,I

knowhisskintobewarm.

“Ihavealwaysbeenwithyou,fromthebeginning

andIwillneverleaveyou.”Thewordsthatare

meanttocomfortmechurnmyinnards,agreat

needtothrowuparises.Scrunchingmyteeth,Iwin

inpushingthebilebacktoobedience.

“ThankyoucomingformeNqaba,NtuthukosaidI

willneverbefreefromhim.Weneedtogonow,

beforehecomesback.”hegivesmeasmallsmile,I



don’twantasmile.Iwanthimtogetmeoutofhere,

Ineedtobewithmyson.

“We’llgo,thereisnorush.”Hesays,hiseyesboring

intomine.HelooksatmelikeI’matoyhelostand

justfound.Mywholebeingswimsinan

uncomfortablepool,usuallyIwouldbehappyabout

it.Butnottonight,regretfully,Ihatethathiseyesare

possessive.

“Idon’tunderstandBiyase…”Hishandjoltsfrom

mineasifmyhandelectrocutedhim,hetakesafew

stepsawayfromme,hisfeaturesscrunchingupin

painandafloodofirritationtappinginhiseyes.

“Don’tcallmethat…”It’sasnap,oneIdon’t

understand,he’sacalmmanandsothisisnew.

“Why?”Myquestiontakesmeclosertohim,I’m

lookingforthelovethatusuallyilluminatesfrom

himintome,it’snotthereandIneedtofeelsafe.

Forthefirsttimehiseyeshavefailedme,thereis

nosecurityinthem.Justadarkhole,hallowand

emotionless.



“Wenaungowamindlovukazi.”(You’reminemy

queen.)

Hesays,hishandgettingtowork,removingmy

attirefrommybody.Iassistbyraisingmyhandsso

thegarmentslipsovermyheadwithoutanyhassles.

Myheadworksovertimetofigureouthowand

whenwegotonthebed,hisweightonmedeprives

meofair,hedoesn’tfeelthewayhenormallydoes,

IloveNqabaontopofme,buttodayIhatethis

feelingandIwanthimtogetoff.I’mnot

comfortable,theinsideofmyskiniscrawling.

Amillionantseatingawayatmyflesh,Iwantto

scratchdesperately,buthehasmepinnedunder

himandIcan’tmove.Myheartisagainstthis,it

wantstospeakandpushthewordstomymouth,

themouththatrefusesacollaboration.

Hisnakedbodypressedonmemakesmewantto

vomit,whyamIfeelinglikethisaboutNqabaand

whydoeshewanttomakelovetomeinthisplace?

“Let’sgohome,please.I’mscared.”TheanswerI



expectdoesn’tcomeasheliterallylicksmyneck

andface,histonguefeelsslimyanddisgusting.A

foulsmellonhismouthknocksmynostrils,the

needtovomitintensifies.Lurchingbecomesa

problemandsoitremainsonlyafeeling.

“Getofme,Nqaba.”Idon’twantthis…Idon’twant

this,Iwanttogohome…Iwanttobeawayfromhim.

Myheartdoesn’trecognizehim,myskinrejectshim

andmyarmswon’tacknowledgehim.

“Ungowami,Mapula.”Terrorfillsmyeyes,making

themaswideasgolfballs.Thiscursedname,I

knowthisname.Mysensespickupandaneedto

fightarises,butmybodyisfrail.Heraiseshisface

andIscreamasImeettheoldmanwho’sbeen

hauntingmydreams.Hehaseyesofasnake,

hardenedfeaturesandhisskincoldasawinter’s

night.Hesmiles,pinningmeharderonthebed.The

imageofhimmakesthehairstrandstraightupon

thebackofmyneck.

“No,no,no.”Mymindcan’tprovideanythingelse



butthisoneword,inmyheadIthinkhewillstop

tryingtoenterme.Everyfibreofmybeingfreezes

infear,feelinghimrubagainstme.Iwanttoclose

mylegs,rejecthim…pushhimaway…anything.But

he’spushinginandthisiswhenmyspirittakes

over.He’stakenmyvoicefromme,Ican’tbreathe,

butIfeelmyspiritfighting.

“ThisisyourdestinyMapula,tobewithme,”Igo

crazywithfear,hearingthesewordsfromhim.The

Oldmancackleswithbrutal,maliciouslaughter,the

laughterofanevilman.

“WakeupThandiwe,wakeup.Youneedtopray

sisi.”Thereissomuchinsistenceinthevoicethat

callsouttome.It’sanunfamiliarfemininevoice,I

amawake,IknowwhenI’mdreamingandthisfeels

nothinglikeadream.

“VukaMaMshengu,vuka.”Myearsrecognizethe

secondvoice,it’smyfather.He’shere?

“Baba,helpme.Helpme,Tshabalala.”Theverses



surgefromdeepwithinmystomachandI’m

surprisedthatIcanfinallyspeak.Theoldmanis

rigidandremainsontopofme.

“No,you’remineMapula.You’remine,you’remine.”

Hehisses,hiseyesflickeringwithanger.

“Babangisize,Mshengu,Tshabalala,Mavuso,

Nombe,Sdwabasiluthili.”TheMshenguclannames

windoutofme…Ikeephearingthefemininevoice

tellingmetopray,butIjoltuptofindtheroom

emptyandrealizationisknockedintomeasmy

mindregistersthateverythingwasadream.Butit

feltsoreal.Icanstillfeeltheoldman’sweighton

me.Ican’tbreathe,mystomachchurnsviolently.I

makeittothenearestcornerandthrowupallmy

stomach’scontents.

“MamShengu.”Myfather’svoiceechoesinmyears,

Ican’tstillbedreaming.“Thandiwe,”Ihearhim

behindme,hisvoicesoundssupressedlikethere’s

ablockageonhisthroat.Thistoodoesn’tfeellikea



dream,hispresencefeelssorealIcanalmosttouch

him.Spinningtoscrutinize,myeyeswidenwith

shockandaloudscreamfizzesoutofme.

BULELWA

GoingtoKwamashuwasalastminutedecision,

somethingIdecidedonlastnight.Thistripwilldo

megood,Ineedit.Emotionally,Iamdrained,people

drainme,placesdrainmeandfamiliarfacesdrain

me.Ididn’tquitmyjob,butbeingadaredevilItook

thischanceinhopesthatIwillfinditwaitingforme

whenIgetback,since…wellsincemyfatherhas

turnedhisbackonmeandLilianisnotallowedto

supportmefinancially.

Thegorilladidn’ttakehiscar,likeheknewI

wouldn’tsurviveasecondinapublictransport.

It’smind-bogglingformetowanttoputmyself

secondjusttohaveNdlondlobackintomylife,he’s



ahugepartofme,apartIcan’tletgo.

WhatIsaidtoThandiwesoundscrazyandunlikely,

thethoughthasbeenghostingaroundmymind.

HenceI’mtakingthistriptoNtuzuma,itwill

determinemyfaith.MaybeIwillfindmyselfalong

thewayandwhenIgetbackMandlawillbeso

proudofmethathewillforgethisangerand

embracemejustasIam.Iwouldhavehimcome

withmehadhenotbeensostubbornandfilledwith

hatredandbitterness.

Speakingtoatherapistfriendofmine,hesaid

Mandla’sresentmentiscausedbythetraumahe

facedasachild.Heseeshisbrotherinmeand

thinksIwillfacethesamefateashim.Hewasso

youngwhenGcinumziwasattackedandridiculed

forbeinggaythathismindconvincedhimthatit

waswrongandgaypeopledeservenothingbut

death.NowImustdragthemantoatherapistwho

isgaybecauseIdon’tknowanyotherwhowillbe



willingtohelpmeforfreesinceI’mapoormanand

can’taffordtobuymyselfthelatestphone.

Thisisgoingtobeonelonelyride,maybeIwilllearn

tohealontheway.Ispoketomyfather’slawyer

Markus,somefoolwhowalkswithhisassup

expectingtheworldtokissit.Thebastardtoldme

pointblankthathewon’tbeabletohelpmelestI

showedhimproofthatIcanaffordhim.Thenerve

ofthatmonkey,aftereverythingwehavedonefor

him.Well…aftereverythingmyfatherhasdonefor

him,samething…IamanMsibisoI’mallowedto

wearmyfather’sshoesandIknowIwouldfit

perfectlyinthem.

Afterlockingthedoor,Iturnandloandbeholda

figurelurksinthedark.I’mnotafanofghosts,they

scaretheshitoutofme.Idecidetohurrytothecar,

myeyeszoominginonthefigureuntilitcomesto

lightandmyheartdoessomethingforeignlikeleap

tomythroatatthesightofaman.



Ihadsucceededinavoidinghimatworkthepast

fewdays,Ihaven’tspokentohimsinceIthrewhim

outofmyhouse.Helooksbetter,waybetter.We

standinsilence,eyesacknowledgingeachother,no

wordssaiduntilhisthroatyvoicebreaksthesilence.

“GoingsomewhereButtercup?”Cursethatname,I

toldhimnottocallmethat.Theman’svoiceis

morewarmthansunlightonamber,hehasthatair

ofpower,totalconfidence.Ilikethat.

“Yes,”myresponseiscold,hedropshisheadand

hishaughtynaturewon’tlethimkeepthatbighead

ofhisdroppedformorethanafractionofasecond.

“Great,”heopensthebackofthecarandtosseshis

bagin.Flabbergasted,Iobservehimmovetoopen

thedriver’ssideandjumpin.“Thekeys?”Whatin

theactualfuckishappeninghere?

“Whatareyoudoing?”Myfeetaregluedtothe

ground,thismanbetterexplainnow.Hehasn’t

apologisedforalmostbreakingmynose,I’ve

forgivenhim,butthat’sasecretofmineIwillnotbe



revealinganytimesoon.

“Areyoucomingornot?”Whosecarisitagain?

WhyamIwillingtoobey?Hecouldtellmeupis

downandI’dfollowhimtohearmoreofhissweet

words.AndhereIam,followingtheidiotintomycar,

noquestionsasked.IfeelhiseyesstabbingmeasI

buckleuponthepassenger’sseat,thegazeisso

enthrallingthatitcompelsmetoraisemyeyesto

himandfindhimstaringwithasmirkpulledathis

lips.

Atwinkledwellsinhiseyes,there’ssomethingin

thewayheglancesatme,likehe’sdoingsomuch

morethanjusttakinginmyform.There’ssomuchI

wanttosaytohim,butIreserveitforwhenhe

decidestopissmeoff,KZNisfarandthisbastard’s

egotismwillwanttobeapartoftheride.Iwillshow

himthatIdonotplaywithlittleboys.

NTUTHUKO…



StrangewhispersnudgeatmeasIapproachthe

roommymotherisin,Ihadleftheraloneinthere.

Whoisshetalkingto?AsIgetclosertheysound

moreaudible,Istraintolistenagainsttheshutdoor,

curiousandinvestigative.

“Itisdonegreatone,therewon’tbeanymistakes

thistime.”Momsays,fearandreverencedancing

togetherinthestageofhervoice.

“Don’tmessthisupagainwoman,youthinkthat

manispowerful?Whattheycreatetogetherwill

destroyme.”Nohumanspeakswithsuchtones.

Hisvoicerisesandfalls,hissingasitspeaks.“I

failedtoplantmyseed…”

Suddenlyitgoesquiet,thedoorswingsopenbefore

Igetachancetomoveawayfromit.Ablackcat

dashesoutoftheroom,passingonmyfeetasif

chasedbyadog.

Myeyesimmediatelyfall,tohideawayfrommom’s

disdainfulglare.Theredheadwraponherhead

puzzlesme,thewomandoesn’twearheadwraps.



“Whatareyoudoing?”Hereyesarequestioning,

Barbradoesn’tshyawayfromanything.Istand

curiousastowhoshewastalkingto,movingmy

gazeinsideIdon’tseeanyone.

“Whoareyoutalkingto?Howwereyouintherewith

acat?Ithoughtyou’reterrifiedofcats.”

Crookednesscageshereyes,affirmingthatsheis

hidingsomething.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?Iwasonthephone

withafriend.”Ifollowherinsideandaspine-chilling

sensationconsumesme.Theroomwasn’tthiscold

whenIwenttocheckonThandiwe,asifsomething

sinisterlurksinhere.

“SincewhenareyouaspyNtuthuko?Yourjobisto

makesurethatThandiwedoesn’tescape,butyou’re

spyingonme,theonlypersonyoushouldbe

trusting,you’reanidiot.Thosekidnappersshould

havetoughenedyouupabit.Whymustyoube

weak?Can’tyoubelikeyourbrotherMzi?”Thereis

noneedforhertobesodefensive,unlessshehas



somethingtohide.

“Mom,”Icallher,positioningmyselfonthechair

besideher.“Youwouldn’thideanythingfromme,

wouldyou?We’reinthistogether,right?”Her

featuresdonotshyawayfromthefrownknocking

onhersurface.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Humansarefrail,our

emotionsgiveusawayinthewaywetalk,nomatter

howcoldheartedyouare.“Youknowwhat?Don’t

answerthat,you’reagrownassmanNtuthuko,yet

youspeakandthinklikeachild.Idon’tseea

differencebetweenyouandVeronica,you’re

uselessman,useless.”Sheshouts,stormingoutof

theroom.

NEO…

RandallandStylesareoutlookingforthatmoron

Cele,peoplehavedeathwishesandCelehas

touchedtheuntouchable.WhetherRandallfinds

himornot,hewillnotbefreefromthehandsofthe



Okolies.Ancestorsortheliving.

Stylessaidweshouldn’ttellRandallaboutSegun’s

spiritsearchingforhim,theplanistowaititoutand

seewhatmovetheghostwillmake,whichIdoubt

hewillmakeany.He’shelplessandlost.

“Thandiwe,Thandiwe.”Nqabayomzishouts,

dashingintohisapartment.Iwaitforhiminthe

loungewhilehecheckstheroomsinthehouse.

Nqabayomzidrovelikeacrazymaniacontheway

totheapartment,claimingsomethingiswrongwith

hisTan-tan.Talkaboutbeingwhipped,womencan’t

keeptheirphonesoffwithoutmenlikehimfreaking

outaboutit.

“Neo.”Thepanicinhisvoicedrawsmyattention,I

throwtheremoteonthecouchasIsitupstraight.

“Weneedtofindher.”Shouldersdropped,he

speakswithdefeatandaglintofpainpeeking

behindhisdilatedpupils.Thesoundofmyringtone

stealsmychanceofrespondingtothislove-sick



manstandinginfrontofme.

“MamSonto!”Shehardlycallsmeunlessit’s

important.

“SomethinghashappenedNeo,Zulu’smotherisin

danger.”Ican’tmisstheurgencyinthetoneofher

voice.Nqabaneedstohearthis,confusionkissing

him,hedrawscloserasImotion.

“MamSonto,I’mherewithMzi.Thandiwe’s…”He

frownsasIgesturethatheintroduceshimself…

Whataretheyreally?BecauseThandiweismarried.

“WhatissisTeetoyou,Mzi?Oruenausidedishea

hae,makhwapheni?Thesternlookinhiseyes

chidesme.“OkayMamSonto,Idon’tknowwhat

thesetwoaretoeachother,marakeentanglement.”

Igetafrownforaddingonmyspeech.

“Biyase.”Withagravevoice,MamSonto

acknowledgeshim.

“Yebomah!”

“Thandiweisindanger,cometomyhousenow.



Neoknowstheplace,there’sademonafterherand

shewillperishifwedon’tsaveher.”We’redealing

withdemonsnow?

“NoMamSonto,whatisyourGoddoingnow?Idon’t

minddealingwithenemies,notdemons.Those

thingspossesspeople,myZeemodimo.Howwill

shehandlesleepingwithademon?”Nqabayomzi

frownsatmyprattling,shakinghishead.It’slike

lookingatUze,strictandtooseriousformyliking.

I’mnotgoingtofightthedevil,Ibarelysurvivedwith

thosegangsters.

“ThisisseriousNeo,twolivesareat

stake.”MamSontosays,shedoesn’tknowthatI’m

alsoserious.

“Whatdoyoumeantwolivesmah?”Nqabayomzi

hasgrowncurious.

“Let’snottalkonthephone,I’llexplaineverything

whenyougethere.”Andwiththatshedropsthecall.

“What’sgoingon?”IthinkI’mverymuchawareof

what’sgoingon,I’vedealtwiththesupernatural



beforeandit’snotforthefainthearted.

“There’saspiritafterThandiwe’slife,itclaimsthat

shebelongstohim.”Hespeakslikeheknewthis

daywascoming,hisvoicequivering.Facehardand

unwelcoming.

“SisTeehasaspiritualhusband?”Thequestion

evokessomethingdarkthatsurgestosettleinhis

eyes.Wrath…Fire…deadpanfeatures…teeth

grinding…mouthcrimp.Withquickstepshe

scuttlesoutofthehouse,leavingmetolockup.

STYLES…

AsourceatHellenJosephHospitalsaysagirlwith

thesamedescriptionsasIfeanyiwasbroughtin,we

gettothehospitalsoonerthantheworddefined.

Randall’sstridesarefasterthanmine,he’salmost

runningasthenursewalksustoIfeanyi'sroom.

Shewasraped,smotheredandleftfordeadata



swamp.Weneedtobepreparedfortheworstwhen

weseeher,shewillrecover,butshewillneedhelp

todealwiththetrauma.Thenurseexplains,Randall

hardlyhearsathing,he’sdesperatelymarchingto

Ifeanyi’sroom.Eyeswidewithanticipation.

Amanseatedonherbedjumpstohisfeetaswe

walkin,RandalllooksbetweenthemanandIfeanyi.

Agrimacebuildinguponhisface,hismouthforms

intoanunpleasanttwist.Themanishardly

intimidatedbytheangrydarkmanbeforehim,but

hemakeswaybymovingtostandatadistance.

“Whoareyou?”Randallspits,deadpantone

“He’sthemanwhofoundher.”Thenurseanswers.

“MybrotherandIfoundher,Idon’tmeantointrude.

IthoughtitwouldbebestifIstayedwithheruntil

herfamily…”

“We’reherenow,thankyou.”Randallcutsin,his

tonedismissive.Hehoversoverhissistertokiss

herswollenface.ThisisthemostvulnerableI’ve



everseenhim.

“I’mherenowIfe,yourbrotherwilltakecareofyou.

IwillkeepmypromisethistimeandIswearIwill

findwhoeverdidthistoyou.You’reanAshanti

princessandthiswillnotbeforgiven.”It’sinhis

voice,asolemnpromise.Celebetterrun,I’ve

witnessedthewrathoftheOkoliesbefore.It’ssad

forhisfamilybecausetheyarealldoomed.

Tobecontinued…
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THANDIWE…

“Baba,what’swrong?Whyareyouhereandwhydo

youlooklikethat?”

“What’swrongwithyou,Thandiwe?Haveyou

forgottenhowtopray?Isyourspiritsoweakthat



youcan’trememberyoubelongtoGod?”

“HowdoIbelongtoGodwhenthatoldmansaysI

belongto…”

“Enough!!!Donotdecreethedevilswords,youarea

childofGod.”Heshouts,Ihaveneverseenmy

fathersoangry.

“AmIdreamingbaba?Idon’tunderstandhow

you’rehere.”Hestepsforward,givingmeacloser

lookinhisangryeyes.

“You’retooplayfulThandiwe,foryearsyour

ancestorshavebeenlenientonyouandthisdemon

hasmadeyoursoulhisterritory.Youneedtofight

Thandiwe,fightforyourlife,fightforyourchild.”

Althoughhisvoiceisquietandconcerned,hiseyes

depictagreatamountofrage,notdirectedatme.

“Zuluisatthehospitalbaba,Iwantedtotellyouand

mahbutIcouldn’tbreakyourheartslikethat.I’m

sorry.”WithhushedsilenceIspeak,fightingthebig

lumponmythroat.

“I’mnottalkingaboutZulu,buttheoneinyour

womb.Itwillbeamiracleifyoureachtwomonths.



Youreyesareyettoopen,you’retooblindmychild

andthedevilwilltakeyouawayifyoudon’tturnthe

lightson.”

“Ababyinmywomb?”Myhandinstinctivelyfliesto

mybelly,howamIpregnant?

“GetoutofthisplaceThandiwe,”

“Buthowbaba?Myhusbandlockedmeupinhere,

hewon’tletmego.”Myfathershakeshishead,he

reachesforthetopofmyheadandpalmsit.

“Bestrongandcourageousmychild,yourGodis

withyou.HavefaithThandiwe,Danieltrustedin

GodandthesameGodshutthelion’smouthswhen

hewasthrownintothelion’sdensotheymaynot

hurthim.Youdothesame,it’sgoingtobealong

journey,butyouwillovercome.”Iwanttobelieve

hiswords,butthatoldman’sconfrontationsscare

me.

“Baba,hecallsmeMapula.That’snotmyname,

whydoeshecallmethat?”That’sthesameman

whomakesmequestionmysanity,somuchthatif



anyoneweretotakemetoanasylumIwouldnot

fightthem.

“Donotlistentothedevil’slies,remembertheword

saysresisthimandhewillfleefromyou.”Myfather

says,eyesfillingupwithtears.Hisforearmsstreak

withgreenveinsthatpullonhisnowpalewhiteskin,

Ifreezeseeinghowmyfatherappearslikeacorpse

that’sbeendrainedofblood.Hiseyesaremorewild

thanadeercaughtinatrap,hisfeetafewinches

offtheground.

“BABA!!!”Ahorrificscreamreverberatesintheroom.

“I’m…notstro…ngyet,he’sfightingme.G…go

Thandiwe,gomy…child.”Thereissomethinginhis

declaration,apainbehindit.

“Baba,whathappenedtoyou?Whyareyoulike

this?”Ican’tbeseeingaghost,no.Myfatherisnot

dead…he’snotdead…he’snotdead.Iwanttocurl

uptoacornerandcrymylungsout,Godcan’ttake

myfather.

Thecreakingsoundofthedoorunlockingpullsmy



earsalongwithmyeyes,thesecondIturnbackto

myfather,he’sgone.Ican’thelpthetearsmocking

me,ithurtssobad.

“Mapula.”It’sawhisper,ablood-curdlingone.

Thinkingaboutmyfather’swarningIturnbackto

thedoortofindthedoorwaystandingthereasifit’s

aninvitationtorunoutofthisplace.

NQABA…

“Mzi,whenyougetintherepleasedon’tbelikeUze.

Keepwatchofyourwordsandyourattitude.

MamSontoisadivinewoman,Godwillstrikeyou

deadifyoudisrespecther.Also,kneelwhenyou

greether,wealldothat.”NeoinstructsasifIwere

somewildmanwholacksmorals.

“Iknowhowtoshowrespecttowardsadults.”The

doorflingsopenwithmywords,anelderlywoman

standsbeforemewiththewarmestsmileIhave

everseen.Ilovehowhereyeslightupasshe

glancesatthefoolnexttome.



“MamSonto.”Neosalutes,goingdownonhisknees,

theactdrawsachuckleoutofMamSonto,she

sendsahandbehindhisheadandalightsmack

sendsNeobackuponhisfeet.“OuchMamSonto,

whatdidyoudothatfor?”Herubshisbigheadlike

it’sactuallypainful.

“You’reanidiot,”sniggering,shedeclaresturningto

merightafter.“Didhetellyoutokneelwhen

greeting?”Anodfrommeandatwitterfromher.

“Comeon,youjusthadtospoilthefun.I’vealways

wantedtoseeUzeonhiskneesandMziiskindof

likehim.You’readreamthiefMamSonto.”

Theoldladyisdefeated,movingherheadbackand

forth.

Sheletsusintoherhumbleabode.It’sabeautiful

house,hasthetouchofawoman.Amother’stouch,

Ican’tsayitremindsmeofmymotherbecauseshe

neverfullybotheredabouthousechores.Ayoung

ladyaboutIfeanyi’sageispositionedonthecouch,

we’regreetedwithasmilebeforesheleavestoget

refreshments.



NeohasrequestedforOros,thecolderthebetter,he

murmursthattheydon’tdrinkalcoholinthehouse,

henceIshouldn’taskforany.I’mprettysure

MamSontowouldn’thavehadaproblemifIcame

herealone.I’maccompaniedbyalunatic.

“That’smynieceOrabile,shevisitsmeduring

schoolholidays.Thehousecangetlonely.”

MamSontosayshelpingthegirlplacethetrayfilled

withpastryandtwoglassesofjuice.

“Dankie,dankieOra.”Neo’stonefamiliariseswith

thechild,abashfulgiggleisherresponse.

“SoMamSonto,sisTeehasaspiritualhusband.Mzi

andIhaveconcludedthisfact."Neobegins,mouth

filledwithscones.He’scomfortablyperchedback

onthecouch.

“WedidnotconcludeanythingNeo.”Irefuseto

thinkthat’sthecase,notmyThandiwe.

“Neoisright,Thandiwehasaspiritualhusband.

There’sadreamthatwaswipedofffromher

memorywhereshewasmarriedofftothisstrong



man.”Concernpricklesme,I’mheatedmostly.

“ThatmanisangryMzi,hewantsherback,but

you’repowerfultogether,youandThandiwe.”

“Wantsherbackhow?Shewasneverhis.”Asmile

playsonherface.

“I’mtellingyouthisbecauseyou’retheonlyperson

whocansaveThandiwefromthestrongman.Her

mothercouldn’tconceive,desperate,shesoughtthe

helpofawitchdoctor.”MamSontonarratesthe

storyabouthowThandiwewasbroughttotheearth.

Neo’sfacefallsinwonderanddisbelief,Idon’t

blamehim.AlthoughIamfarfrombeingshocked,I

amlivid.

“Iwasshownavisionwerehecametoherdream

andtriedtosleepwithher,”myhandtightensonthe

glassofjuice,Ican’tfathomhowthiscouldhappen

tomyTshabalala.“Hewantedtoplantaseedinside

her,butThandiweiswithchild.Theseedyou

plantedinsideherisstrongerthantheevilman.”

“Wait,Tshabalalaispregnant?”Iask,hervoicerises



withachortle,it’ssoothing.

“Yes,thechildistheonetodestroythatdemon.Her

birthwillbringhisdestructiontotheevilone,sheis

yourlovecombined.Itwasdestinedthatthegirl

childwillbetheonetobepowerfulenoughtotackle

thismatter.Zulu’sbirthwaseasybecausehe

servednothreattotheevilman.”

“YoumeanZuluismyson.”Herfamoussmile

answers,movingaheadofthefollowingaudio.

“Yes,youcomefromapowerfuldynastyMzi.Your

ancestorsfrombothyourfathersareprotectingyou,

theyarefightingyourbattles.”MamSontodelivers

shockaftershock,itistoomuchtograsp.

“Fathers,MamSonto?Ihaveone,Biyase.”There

mustbeareasonbehindhersmiles,theydon’t

answeranythingthough.

“That’sallIcantellyouMzi,youridentitylieswith

yourmother.Anotherthing,Ineedyoursisterhere.

She’ssurroundedbydarknessandcan’tfindher

wayout,bringhertomeforcleansing.”LikeIsaid,

theblowsareonetoomany.



“Doyousaythatbecauseofhercondition?”She

nods,attestingtomywords.

“Thatandmore,IwouldtellyoueverythingMzi,but

afamilywillbedestroyedinasecond.Youwillfind

thingsoutasyougoalong,fornowyouneedto

knowthatthatchildisbetrothedtothreemen.Isee

unnaturalmenclaimingher,herlifeisdisarrayed

andnothingwillevergorightforher.Nomanwill

everwanther,evenifithappensthatshefindsa

man,therelationshipwon’tlast.Theywillalways

leaveher.”

“Thisistoomuchtograspmah,howismysisterso

unfortunate?”Iask,movingtotheedgeofmyseat

asheatsurroundsme.Ineedaglassofwater,I

can’tthinkstraight.

“Yourmotherhasalltheanswers,onedaythetruth

willberevealed.”Herdemeanourtellsmethatshe

won’tbesharinganymore.“I’mgoingtohelp

Thandiwe,it’sgoingtoberisky,butwithfastingand

prayingGodwillseeusthrough.Thedevilis



powerlessinthepresenceofGod.”Shestandsto

takethedishestothekitchen,leavingmewitha

millionthoughtsrunningthroughmymind.

“Isshedone?”Neoqueries,he’stooloudandhis

voicesoundsstrange.Lookingathim,Irealizethat

he’sgotearphonesonhisears.Thefoolhardly

heardathingthatwassaid.“IsshedoneMzi?”An

annoyingshoutfromhim,hewouldknowifhe

removesthosedarnearphonesfromhisears.He

doessoatmygesture.

“You’reofftuneevenwhenyouspeak,whatthe

fuck?”Ifhewerealittlemoredramatic,hewould

rollhiseyesatme.

“Ididn’twanttohearanystoriesaboutdemonsand

thedevil,I’mgo…”Hisremarkislefthalfwayashe

spotsMamSontowalkingbackandplugsthe

earphonesbackonhisears.

“Don’tworryaboutThandiwe’ssafety,shewillbe

fine.Ican’tseewheresheis,butIcansenseher

spirit.She’sfine,shewillmakeitbackhome.”Like



sheknewIwasgoingtoask,shearticulates.

“Wasshetaken?”

“Yes,Iwouldtellyouwheresheis,butallIseeisa

densedarkforest.Thandiweisstrongerthanshe

looksMzi,shewillmakeitoutalive.”Ifonlyher

wordscouldcomfortme,Ineedtogoafter

Thandiwe.

BULELWA…

“AreyoudonesulkingorshouldIgetyoua

pacifier?”WhatdidIsayabouthisarrogance

wantingtocomealongontheride?Someone

remindmewhyIagreedtotravelwiththismanand

whyhe’sdrivingmycar.

“Theonewhoneedsapacifierisyou,you’rethe

babyafterall.”Ispitbackandmywordsfindhim

chortling.

“I’lltakethatasayesandlook,there’sagarage.

Let’sgoandseeiftheyhaveoneortoobecause



you,Buttercuphaveabigmouth.”FromwhereI’m

seatedhehasthebiggestmouth.He’slookingover

megrinningandIdon’tknowwhy.

“Whosesonareyou?”Iask,feigningcuriosity.

“Why?”Thegrinremains.

“Iwouldliketoofferthemanapologyforbirthingan

assholelikeyou.”Withmynosehigh,Ifoldmyarms

acrossmychest,lookingoutthewindow.Zizwe

snortsandwithoutawordcontinuestodrive,a

minutelaterthecarstops.We’reatagarage,a

petrolattendantapproaches.

“Unleadedsisi.”Myhandplummetsintomysmall

waistbaginsearchformycard.IguessI’mabit

slow,theregoesthepetrolattendantwithZizwe’s

card.

“Hey,Ihaveagaragecard.Callherback.”Helooks

atme,Ihavesplashedhimwiththebiggestinsult.

“Whyareyoulookingatmelikethat?That’swhat

weusetopayforpetrol,garagecards.”

“IsthisahabitofyoursBulelwa?Flauntingyour

father’smoneyarounduspoorfolks?”Whywould



hesaythat?I’mnotflaunting.

“Ihopeyou’renotabouttosingasongabouthow

therichlookdownonthepoorbecauseIamnotin

themood.”HowaboutIpisshimoffandhavehim

hitchhikebackhome.Imightjustloveannoying

him.

Zizwe’ssmilemovesalittletooslowandhiseyes

takeinmyformfromtoptobottom,thenagrin

spreadsoverhisface,showinghisgrownassman

teeth.Inthismomenthismotivesarelaidbare.He

seemstoenjoytheimagesplayinginhishaughty

head.

“Onedaybuttercup,oneday.”Hesays,takinghis

cardbackfromthepetrolattendant.His‘oneday’

declarationhasmesweatinginallthewrongplaces,

myforwarddirtymindhasplayedoutallthe

unnecessarythingsthatwouldhappenonthis‘one

day.’I’mstillstunnedanddisciplinedwhenhe

startsthecar,theidiotissatisfiedwithhimselfthat

hestartshummingtoAfrobeats.I’mgoingtoget

himforthis.



THANDIWE...

Thewoodsareominouslyquiet,allthatIcanhearis

thesoundofmyfootfallsandtheleavescrumpling

undermyfeet.Itisyettobedeterminedwhetherthe

darkismyfriendorfoe.GrowingupinthevillageI

amusedtoit,butnottheeeriefeelingthat

accompaniesthisdenseforest.

Thewoodscloseinalmostcoveringthemoonlight,

abedofstarsisadornedonthedarkvelvetsky,

thereissomanyofthemthatGodhimselfwould

haveahardtimecountingthem.

I’mrunninglikemylifedependsonit,whichitdoes.

Idon’tknowwherefateistakingme,noramIaware

ifIwillmakeitoutalive.

Myfatherhasalwaysbeenarespectedhonestman,

lieswereagainsteverythinghewasandbelievedin.



HetoldmetorunandIknowhewouldnotleadme

intheshadowsofdarkness.Myeyeshaven’t

adjustedtotheviolatinggloomydusk…

Mybreathingstopswithmyheart,tolistenclosely

ontheextrapairoffootstepstrailingbehindme.

Fearyoubastard…Itcreepsintomelikeaspideron

aweb,funnyhowmybodythatalwaysfallsinto

tremblescannevergetusedtothem.Icanhearmy

teethhittingagainsteachotherasmymouth

quavers.Ifwhateverisbehindmecansmellfear

thenI’magoner.

Asuddenheatengulfsmybody,hearingthesound

ofasnakehissing.Istopmytracks,IthinkI’m

abouttohaveaheartattack.

“GodofDaniel,delivermefromevil.EventhoughI

walkthroughthevalleyoftheshadowofdeath,I

knowyouarewithme.”Asilentprayer,mymother

usedtosayheistheGodofnow,theGodofthe

impossible.



Thecouragetoturnmusthavecomefromthesame

God,IknowI’mscaredwheneverythinginme

freezes.Standingfacetofacewithasnakeisnot

normal,noneofthisisnormal.Iwantmylifeback,

myoldboringlifewhereIlivedinthevillagewithmy

parentsandwasinlovewiththemostamazingman.

Notthisnightmare…

“Mapula”Thevoiceknocksbreathoutofmylungs…

itspeaks.WhatdidIexpect?It’sasbigasthenext

treeinthisthickforest.

“Let’sgohomeMapula.”Ithissesandlaughswith

tauntinglaughter.Mythoughtstumbletothe

darkestplaces,placesnohumancouldever

imagine.

“Je…Je…”thenameisatthetipofmytongue,butit

won’tcomeout.I’mgoingtofaintanysecond,I

knowthisbecausemyheadisspinning.Shutting

myeyestowishthesnakeaway,avisioncomesto

mind.



‘Let’stryitagainMamShengu,youhavetoperfect

this.’Myfather’svoiceresonatesinmyears,I’mten

yearsold,seatedonhislapandIfeelsaferthanI

haveeverfeltinmylie.Theholybibleisgrippedon

hisrighthand,he’steachingmeversesforSunday

schoolandIhavetomakehimproud.Heisa

deaconandthewholecongregationexpects

perfectionfromhisfamily.

“Joshua1:5Noonewillbeabletostandagainst

youaslongasyoulive,forIwillbewithyouasI

waswithMoses.Iwill…Iwill.”I’mstuck,Ican’t

continue.Myheadfailsme,itwon’tbringthewords

tome.

“Iwillnotleaveyouorabandonyou.”Hefinishes

andcheersintheprocess.

“Wediditbaba,”Excitementinmyvoice,Iproclaim

scootingfromhislapsoIcanjumparoundthe

house.

“NoMaMshengu,youdidit.”Withasmilewarmly

fondlinghim,hereacheshisarmsmotioningthatI

moveintothem.I’mswallowedinmyfather’s



arms…safe…home…myhidingplace.

“RememberThandiwe,wheneveryoufeeldefeated

letthisversecometoyou.Meditateonitandletit

dwellonthetableofyourheart.

“Mapula,Mapula,Mapula.You’reweak,hewillnever

protectyou.You’remine,Mapula.”Thesnake

hisseswithauthority.

“Youdemonfromhell,you’realiar.Ibindyouinthe

nameofJesus.”MyheartisracingandIdon’thave

thestrengthtofightthissnake,Iwanttocurlupinto

acornerandwaitforsomeonetosaveme.The

snakeslithersasifboastingaboutitsvictory.

“Mapulaiscominghome,Mapulaiscominghome.”

Iswivelatthesoundofvoicesbehindmetofind

threeboysinjubilation,onlytheydon’tlooklike

boysbutlittlemenwithlonggreybeards,bald

headsandpotbellies.Icouldhearmypulsebanging

inmyears,sweatdripsdownmybackandmybody

goescold.Everynaturalbodymovementhalts,

tryingtoforcemyselftomoveisfutile.



Tobecontinued…
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NEO…

“IthinkweshouldgobackhomeMzi,we’llresume

thesearchtomorrow.”Idon’tlikethis,Idon’troam

aroundthebushesinthedarknessofthenight.

Thandiweisnowheretobeseenandifwecarryon

thesearchwe’llgetlostinthisdarkforest.

“Yougo,I’mnotleavingwithoutThandiwe.”Stupid

idiot,loveisstupidactually,Imeanlookatus.

“We’reblackmaraMziandyouknowthedevil

targetsusforsomereason.Whydoyouthink

witchcraftispractisedbyblackpeople?Makhooa

arenotafraidofthatshit,that’swhybanalebo

HarryPotter,leboCinderella.That’sfancy

witchcraft.”



“What?”Hewouldn’tknow,hedoesn’twatch

television.

“I’mjustsayingman,thisisnotworthit.Thereare

somanywomeninSouthAfrica,beautifulwomen.

HofetasisTee,you’llsurviveMzi,you’llsurvive.”

“You’renotabouttostartyourshitrightnow,I’mtoo

worriedaboutThandiwetoentertainyou,Neo.”

Blackpersonlookatyou,I’mtryingtohelpabrother

outandherejectsmyhand.

“It’snotshit,ebileI’moffended.Peoplelikeyouare

thecauseofunemploymentinthiscountry,you…”

Nqabayomzicutsthroughmywordslikeaknife,

spinningtostabdaggersatme.

“HowaboutItieyoutoatree,golookforThandiwe

andmaybecomebackforyou?”Hegrowls,pushing

meagainstabigtree.Duetodarkness,hiseyesare

notthatvisiblesoIcan’tdecode,what’swritten

behindthem.Itcouldbemurder,he’scapableofit

becausemenwhoareinlovearefools.

“HowaboutwegoandfindThandiwetogether?”I



articulate,steppingawayfromtheangrybeast.

“Ithoughtasmuch.”Hemurmursandthebigbully

walkspastme.Myphonevibratinginmypocket

startlesmethatIjumptograbthesourman’sarm.

“What’swrongwithyou?”

“Sorry,Islipped.”Thelieswetell…Zeeislivid

whereversheis.I’mprettysureshe’sstandingon

topofthebedcursingmeandthebratsinher

stomach.

“Andscreamedlikeagirl?”Ididn’tscream.

“JustsoyouknowMzi,I’mgoingtobeafatherto

tripletsandIhaveaboywaitingformeathome.If

anythinghappenstome,yohntwana.Iwillhaunt

yousaan,IwillhauntyouuntilyouaskGodtoraise

melikehedidLazarus.”Thethreatiswelcomedby

achortle,we’llseeifhe’llstillbelaughingwhenhe’s

facetofacewithaghost.

“ThisismessedupNeo,howdidIlethergo?I

should’veinsistedonfetchingher.”He’snotabout



tocryonme,ishe?Mendon’tdopeptalks.”

“ItrustMamSontowithmylife,she’sbeeninthis

lineofworkalmostherwholelife.Ifshesayssis

Teewillbeokay,thenshewillbeokay.”

“Thenwhereisshe?”PeoplelikeNqabayomzigive

intoangersoeasily,surelyhecankeephisvoice

down.We’reinthewoodsforChrist’ssake,anything

mightbelisteningorwatchingus.Iamnotaboutto

facecreaturesofthenight,myheartwon’tbeable

totakeit.

“LoweryourvoiceMzi,we’regoingtofindsisTee.”

Hefrownsuponmyremark,duckingahugebranch

hangingfromabigtree.

“Doyouhearthat?”Myheartstopswithhistracks,

whydidIagreetoaccompanyhim?

“What?”I’mpercheduponhim,eyesbrowsingthe

darkforestandthat’sallIcansee,nothingbut

darkness.

“Water,there’sarivercloseby.Thatmeansthere

mustbelifesomewhereclose.”Heexplainsand

withoutwarningchangesthecourseofour



direction.IwilldieifIfollowthisman,I’mnotgood

withrivers.Ihavetriedtostayawayfromthem

sinceBensenandhiscult.

THANDIWE…

Howdoyoudefinestrength?Havingbeen

surroundedbyevilandfacingiteyeballtoeyeball,I

amdazedbyhowI’mstillalive.Myheartshould

havestoppedbynow.Thosethreecreaturescarried

metoahutandkeptmelockedup,itfeelslikeit’s

beenhourssinceI’vebeenkeptinhere.

Theplacereeksofurine,traditionalmedicineand

someodourIcan’tuntangle.I’mstrugglingto

breathe,there’snoaircominginmylungs.Iprayed

tillIfeltlikeIwastalkingtomyself,faithandfeardo

notmixandatthismomenttheyareentangled

together.Thishastobeanightmare,myfatheris

silent.Iexpectedhimtocometomehoursagoand

getmeoutlikehedidbackinthathouse.



RANDALL…

ThedoctorsaidIfeanyiwillbeokay,butshehasn’t

openedhereyes.InawayI’mgladandIfeelbad

aboutit.Idon’tknowwhatIwillsaytoherwhenshe

wakesup.HowwillIexplainwhathappenedtoher?

“Baby,”Amara’svoicesoothesthepaininmyheart,

it’snotentirelybutenoughtoallowmetobreathe.

Fightingthelumponmythroat,Iturntofaceher.

“Thosetearsdonotsuityou,mehemma,youlook

strange.IfR.Jwerehere,hewouldbecryingand

runningawayfromyou.”(Myqueen.)

Thejokeistolightenthemood,gethertostop

crying.Iknowithurtsandthisconjurespainful

memories.Wecangetthroughthis,wewillget

throughitasafamily.Apuffingchortle,shefalls

intomyarmssobbingpainfully.Herfaceburiedon

mychesttocurbthenoise,it’spast11pm.The

hospitalissoundless.



“Don’tfinishyourtearsnow,you’llneedthemwhen

youdecidetobedramaticandblamemeforthingsI

didn’tdo.”Isay,holdinghertighterandshakingmy

headtodenythetearsthatthreatentoflourishand

usemyeyesasanescape.

“Don’tstart,”pullingawayfrommyembrace,she

wipesawayherwaterworksandturnstoIfeanyi.

“WhatarewegoingtodoRandall?Howarewe

goingtopacifyher?”

IwishIhadananswerforher,mymindisblank.

Whenmysisterwakesup,shewillbeinthemost

excruciatingpain.Theterriblememorieswillcome

floodingin,Iworryastohowshewilldealwith

them.Iwillneverbeabletochangewhathappened,

howeverIcanmakethosewhohurtherpay.

“Ifewillneedusmorethanever,we’llhavetobe

thereforher.”It’sthebestI’vegot,Amarasighs,

takingIfeanyi’shandintohers.

“Howdidthishappen?Howdidwemissthis



Randall?Shecametomelastweekandhinted

abouthowuncomfortableshewasatwork.”She

tellsme,hertearyeyesgluedonmysister.

“Thesethingshappeneveryday.It’sshockingwhen

ithappenstosomeoneyouknowandworse

someoneyoulove.Wecan’tprotectthefemalesin

thiscountry,wejustneedtochange.Buttherewill

alwaysbemenlikeCele,wemightwipethemoffthe

faceoftheearthandanotheronewillsurface.

They’reeverywhere,breedingthenextgenerationof

rapists.It’sasadrealitywecan’trunawayfromand

changeisinevitable,butitneedseveryonetocome

togetherwhichismostlylikelyimpossible.”

Myarmenfoldsoverhershoulders,herhead

soundlyrestsonmychest.Amaraandherstubborn

tears.Shewillhavemecryingaswell,whichis

somethingIcan’tafford.Myfamilyneedsmetobe

strong.

“Hashebeenfound?Themanwhodidthis?Iwant

himtopayRandall.”Givenachoice,Amarawould



notknowaboutmyshenanigans.

“Idon’twantyoutothinkaboutthat.”Thetoneof

myvoicemarksherstatementasinconsequential

andthisshouldnotberepeated.Anothersigh

managestosneakoutofher,it’snotnecessaryfor

hertoknoweverything.

NQABA…

Theawardforthebestnit-pickerwouldgotoNeo,

he’sclosebehindme.Notoncehasheledtheway.

Iunderstandhim,heisafraid.Thequietnessofthe

woodsmakeiteasyformetohearNeo’sphone

vibratinginhispockets,he’stoofocused

entertainingfearthathecan’thearorfeelit.

“YourphoneisringingNeo.”Inoticethathishands

areshakyasheramsthemintobothhispockets,

butonesidegiveshimthemobile.

“It’sMamSonto.”Hesays,notevenakidwould

smilelikethatontheirbirthday.It’sunderstandable,



MamSontocarriesapresencethatmakesyoufeel

safe.MustIalwaystellhimtoputheronspeaker?

“Idon’tknowhowthishappened,theevilmanmust

havechangedfate.HehasThandiwe,there’sahut

closetowhereyouare.Keepmovingeastandyou

willfindit.”Neoraiseshisgazetofindmestaring

back,Ican’ttellwhathe’sthinking,butI’mglad

we’reclosetofindingThandiwe.

“MamSonto,ishethere?”Howcanonemanbe

consumedbysomuchfear?Hewillhaveaheart

attackifhedoesn’tcalmdown.

“YouneedtorelaxNeo,trustinGod.”That’sthe

adviceNeowouldusuallygive,nottoday,theman

isshakinglikealeaf.“Iprayedforyou,you’reboth

coveredandangelswillgobeforeyou.Don’tletfear

feedonyou,bestrongandcourageous.Bestrong.”

Andwiththesewordsshehangsup,insilencewe

movealongthebushes.ThankGodforthe

moonlightorwewouldn’tbeabletoseeanything,I

won’tbesurprisedifNeoseesnothingbutsheer

darkness.



“Look,there’sthehut.”Thereisonlyonebeamof

lightilluminatingoutside,voicesofwhatsounds

likemensniggeringorquarrelling,Ican’treally

makeout.

“I’mnotgoinginthere.”OfcourseIexpectedhimto

saythat.

“It’snotlikeyouhaveachoiceNeo,we’rehereso

wemightaswelldoit.”Hehatesmyremark,the

snortgivesitaway.

“YouseeMzisto,thisiswhathappenswhenyoufall

foryourbrother’swife.Matatafella,shebanou.I

almostdiedthreetimesbecauseofawomenand

twicethosewomenwerenotevenmine.NowImust

dieagain,noNtuksmustcomeandgethiswife.”

“Maybeifyoutalkless,we’llbeonourwayhome

withThandiwebynow.”

“Thandiwefromwhere?Areyoutalkingaboutthe

girlwho’strappedinthathut?Mzilet’sbeserious



here,thisisahopelesssituation.Aretherepeople

orcreaturesinthathut?MamSontospokeabout

coveringourselveswiththebloodthatcouldmean

thatdemonsareinthere.IfIdon’tdietoday,Iwill

neverdieagain.”Again?Hetalksasifhewas

caughtinthehandsofdeathbefore.

“I’mgoingin,ifyoustayhere,theymightcatchyou

first.”Thisissohefollowsme,IknowNeoisa

coward.Hecan’tstandthedarkness.

“Mzintwana.”Hesendsawhisper,shakyand

terrified.Icanhearthefearinhisfootfalls.

“MamSontosaidIshouldtakecareofyou,you’re

notsupposedtoleavemebehindlikethis.I’mthe

onewho’spowerfulenoughtocoveryouwiththe

bloodofJesus.”Neoliessonaturally,it’snormalto

him.

“Sure.”IwouldentertainhimandI’msurehewould

lovethat,howeverIhaveawomantosave.

Ihavemadeoutwhatthosethreemenarefromthis

distance,NeoisoblivioustothefactandI’mglador



hewouldbescreaminghislungsoutifnotfaint.An

evilpresencelurksinthisplace,thehairsonmy

bodyrise.Familiarisingwithfear,I’mabletocurtail

myself,Ican’tsaythesameaboutNeowhois

shiveringbesideme.

Thehandhe’sdecidedtogriponmyarm,tightens

witheverymovewetake.Iwouldyankmyarm

away,butletmenotscarehimfurther.

“ThebloodofJesus,thebloodofJesus…”

MurmuredrepetitionsfromNeo,ifthosethings

seatedaroundthefirecouldsmellfearthen,our

planwouldberuined.

Thedoortothehutisopen,peekinginmyeyes

meetabedandtheresheis,lyingdown.Aredlit

candlegiveslighttotheroom,makingiteasyfor

metoseethatit’sreallyher.

“Watchthedoorforme,I’mgoingin.”ItellNeo,

takingastepin,buthedoesn’tletgoofmyhand.

He’sholdingonfordearlife,Iturntofindhim

glaringatthecreaturesseatedaroundthefire.



“Whoarethey?”Thefearhasmovedtohisthroat,

hisvoiceishardlyrecognizablewiththewayit

wobbleswhenhespeaks.

“JuststayhereNeoandwhistlewhentheymove.”

Stupidthingtodoasitwillalarmthem,butwe’re

hereandthereisnoturningback.Thehutsmells

likeatoiletandreeksofumuti(traditionalmedicine.)

MyheartleapsatthesightofThandiwe,she’salive.

“Thandiwe.”Ishakeherandgetnoresponsefrom

her.Afewmoretriesgethertoopenhereyes,they

appearheavy.She’slookingupatme,hereyes

don’trecognizeme,likeshe’slookingatastranger.

Somethingisamiss,it’seithershewasheavily

druggedwithmutiorshe’sunderatrance.

“Tshabalalagetup.Wehavetogo,getup.”The

heavypresenceinthisroomisweighingmedown,I

can’tlosehopethough.I’llhavetocarryheroutof

here.IfIknewhowtopray,Iwouldprayforher.Neo

candothatwhenwe’refarfromthisplace.



“Finally,whattookyousolong?”Hisvoiceisstill

shaky,hekeepshisgazebetweenmeandthe

creatures.HiseyesbigwithfearfallonThandiwe.

“Isshedead?”He’sserious.“Wecanleaveherhere

ifshe’sdead,deadbodiesareheavy,youknow?”

“Whatareyoudoinghere?Howdareyoutrespass

Makhafula’scompound.”Asmall,yetear-splitting

voicehollers,Neoturnsimmediatelyasifsomeone

pressedtheswivelbutton.Hiseyeswidened,he

mumblesafewwordsthatdonotmakesense.I

don’tblamehim,thesecreaturesareweirdlooking.

Theydon’tlookhuman,althoughclosetoit.Itnota

whilewhenNeofallsfacedownontheconcrete

floor,Ican’tbelievehejustfaintedonme.

Tobecontinued…
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NQABA...

IthinkofcallingthewomanofGodandhaveher

prayusoutofthissituation,it’stheonlylogicthingI

cancomeupwith.Sincemyfriendherethought

fallinginafaintwashisgreatestescape.Growing

upinthevillageyoucomeacrosscreatureslikethis

whilegallivantingatnightwithyourfriends.

Ihaveseenthingsthatmademequestionmy

sanityandprovetheexistenceoftheanti-Christ.

Thesecreaturesdon’tfazeme,theyarejust

zombiesgeneratedbyawitchwhowishestohave

theworldinthepalmofherhands.

WiththeknowledgeIhaveofNeo,hewouldreprove

meforchantinghisnameinthepresenceofevil,so

Isendmyfoottonudgehimbacktorealism.

Ohfinallyhe’smoving,likeafoolheagreestotake

panicasheopenshiseyesandtheyimmediately

skirthissurroundings,fearsmotheringhimonce

more.DoesMamSontoknowhowmuchofa



cowardNeois?

“Shit,”heblasphemesandboltstohisfeet,inasplit

secondheishidingbehindme.

“WhatthefuckamIlookingat?”Neodoesn’tcuss,

hehatesprofanity.“Zom…Zomb…”hestammersin

aquaver.

“It’sgoodyou’restillalive,Ihaveaplan.”Forsome

reasonthesecreaturesarescaredtocomeclose,

theyhaven’tsaidawordsinceNeocollapsed.The

samefearengulfingNeoisthesameoneheldon

theirfacesastheyflapaboutononespot.

“Ialsohaveaplan…RUNMZI,RUN!!!”Withthis

shouthetakesoffrunning,leavingmetodealwith

thesecreatures.Myeyesdarttohimforafewgood

secondsbeforewhirlingtoThandiweinmyarms.I

haveoneoptionleft,gethertowakeup.Ifloveis

themostpowerfulforceintheworld,thenmyplan

hastowork.

“Tshabalala,”heremptyeyesareglancingintomine.

Iknownothingaboutthislookinhereyesthat

conveysnonentity.IknowhowmyTshabalalalooks



atme.Hereyesdancewithloveandaffection.

“IneedyoutobestrongformeTshabalala,wehave

togetoutofhereandIneedyouTan-tan.”Sending

whispersinherears,Ihopeforthebest.The

zombiesareglaringwithfrightenedeyesandIdon’t

knowwhat’srunningthroughtheirminds.Whatever

itismustbescaringthemtodeath.

BARBRA…

“Wherearethosethreeidiots?Theappointedtime

willpass.”Veronicaisfastasleepnow,she’smore

vulnerablewhenshe’ssleeping.Thisstupidchild

almostruinedmylife,sheowesmethismuch.Five

yearsoldwastheperfectageforherandshefailed

todoameaslytask,onesimpletask.Her

incompetencealmostcostmemylife,givingheroff

tospiritualhusbandswastheonlywayIcould

makeupforherfailuresandhavetheGreat-one

pardonme.

“You’realwaysworriedwhenitcomestolentokazi.”



(Thislady)

Sgwilisays,scuttlingonmylap.He’smytrusted

source,hasbeenwithmeforaslongasIcan

remember.Nooneknowsabouthim,theywould

surelyburnmetodeath.Whatnormalhumankeeps

atalkingblackcatasapet?Iwasbraveenoughto

acceptthegiftmygrandmotherpassedontome

whilemysisterthoughtittobeacurseandranoff

toNigeria,changedheridentityandmarriedherself

offtoroyalty.Ideemedherstupidofcourse,who

wouldpasstheopportunityofhavingtheworldat

thetipofyourfingers?

NeverdidIthinkIwouldbirthachildwhoisas

feebleasmysister,Veronicaisadisappointment.I

can’texpresstheamountofhateIhaveforher.

“DoIhaveachoice?Ihavetokeepaclosewatchon

her.MakhafulawillhavemyheadifIslipupagain,

thatuglywitchisneversatisfied.Hewantedmyson

afterIgavehimVeronica,hecouldn’tgettoMziand



thoughtNtuthukowouldbetheperfectweaponto

keepthemapart.Thandiweneededadistraction

andmarryingherofftothebrotherofthemanshe

lovedwasmastermind.Buttheirlovehasprovento

bestrong,notevenamarriagecertificatehaskept

herfromfallingbackintothearmsofMzi.”

ThandiweandNtuthuko'smeetupwasnota

coincidence,everythingwasplannedfromtheir

meetingtothedayofthewedding.Littledid

ThandiweknowthatitwasIwhoorchestratedher

life,tillthedayshefellbackintoNqabayomzi’s

arms.

IwishIcouldsayIhatehimaswellbutheismy

son,Idon’tunderstandtheprotectionsurrounding

him.Howhisancestorschoosetoprotecthimthe

waytheydo,mypowersdonotworkonhim.I

wantedcontroloverbothmysons,withNtuthukoit

waseasy.Ihadhimkissingmyfeetataveryyoung

age.Nqabayomziwillbethecauseofmydeath,it’s

nosecret.



“Can’tyoukillThandiwe,getheroutoftheway.

Yoursongainsstrengthfromthelovetheyshare,

onceThandiwemeetswithdeath,Nqabayomziwill

beweak.He’lllosethezealtoliveandyoucanhave

himunderyourcontrol.”Sgwilicanbestupid

sometimes.

“Youfool.”HegrowlsasIshoutandjumpsoffmy

lap.“Thandiwecan’tdiebeforehertimeisup,ifthat

happenshersoulwillgotoherMakerandnot

Makhafula.Shehastodiethesecondsheturns

twentysixandMziisprotected.Howmanytimes

doIhavetotellyouthis?Weakheartornot,his

ancestorsarebeyondme,theyarestronger.Those

bloodyidiots,Idon’tknowwhytheydon’tmindthe

businessofthedeadandleaveusalone.”Cursing

fromthedepthsofmyheart,Ishiftontheseat

oppositeVeronica’sbed.It’ssuddenlyhot.

“I’msorry,ndlovukazi.”Hescampersbacktome.

Somethingiswrong,everyinchofmybodyis

swelteringwithheat.Imovetothewindowand

swingitwideopen,thereisenoughwindtoeasethe



heat,butinsteaditintensifiescompellingmeto

stripnaked,whimpering.

“IthoughtMaZwanewasoffthehook,you’re

visitingheragain?”Howdidmygrandmotherleave

mewithastupidcat?

“I’mburningupyouidiot,someonehaslitafire

Sgwili.I’mburning,ngiyasha.”Idon’tknowwhat’s

goingon,butI’mpacingbackandforth,fanning

myselfwiththegarmentonmyhand.“Hayi,huh,no

man.Sgwilingiyasha,ngiyasha.”(I’mburning.)My

voicerisesalittle,Ican’tcontrolit.There’sa

dampnessonthenapeofmyneck,I’mnotsureI

canstandtheheatanymore.

“What’sgoingonNdlovukazi?”Sgwiliasks.

“Hefoundher,thatuselesssonofminehasfound

Thandiwe.”Numerousscreamseruptfrommy

mouthasIjumparoundtryingtocoolmyboiling

body.ThenoisehasVeronicajoltingoutofher

sleep,thisisoneofthethingsIhateabouther.

Normalpeopledonotwakeupafterwehaveput

theminatrance,butVeronicaisdifferent.



ThechildisawareofeverythingIhavebeendoing

toher,henceshefearsme.Hereyesbug-outand

mymindfallsintoamuddleasIcan’tgrasphow

she’sabletoscreamtoday.UsuallyI’mabletoclog

hervoice,DumawillcomerunningandIcan’tafford

that.

“GoSgwili,gonow.”Atthisurgentwarninghe

scuttlesoutthewindowatmycommand.Iknowmy

husband’sfootsteps,ittakesamillisecondtothrow

mygarmentsbackon.

“Idon’twanttodoit,Idon’twanttodoit.”Curled

underthecovers,myuselessexcuseofadaughter

repeatsafamiliardenial.IfDumawalksinhereand

findsherinthisstate,Iwillbeintrouble.

“Shhh,shutup.”Ididn’texpectthatshewould

screamwhenIchideher.

“Vero,”argh,thisfatheranddaughtergetonmy

nerves.Imoveawayfromherbedtomakespace

forDumasohecouldcomforthissweetVeronica.

Withannoyancecrawlingundermyskin,Iobserve



thefathertryingtogethiswhimperingdaughterto

showherfacefromunderthesheets.Hehardly

recognizedme,sinceIceasetoexistwhenshe’s

around.Thiswillgivemetimetojumpintoacold

shower.SgwilibetterdosomethingorIwilldie

tonight.

BULELWA…

I’mnotsureifit’ssafetoparkthecarinthemiddle

ofnowhereataround3amatnight.Zizweisdaring

andinsteadofirritationfillingme,Ifinditvery

attractive.I’msurprisedIhavekeptmyhandsto

myself,hispresencemakesmesweatyand

breathless.

Ithinkhehasathingforlakes,he’sbeenoglingatit

formorethanaminuteandIthinkheismeditating

becausenowordshavecomeoutofhismouth.

SuddenlyIfeelaneedtoswim,itisabeautifulnight

andthewaterlooksrefreshing.Thelakeismetby

themoonwithsuchgraceasiftwoofthemare



enchantedbyaneternaldance,withthestars

reflectingonit.

Callmeacreep,butIdon’tfeelbadforstealing

glancesatZizwe.Thelinesonhisfacecarvethe

storyofasadlife,hisclenchedjawspeaksofa

manwholivesinsorrowmorethanachildgiving

awaylaughter.AsorrowfulfaceIhaveneverseen.

Afilmofwaterhavemadehiseyesglossyandhis

faceisfallen,submissivetogravity.Zizweholdsthe

faceofamanwhoisinsearchofhappiness…

himselfandmaybeacceptancefromtheworld.

Although,Ihavedeemedhimthetypethatdoesnot

carewhattheworldthinks.

“Let’sgoforaswim,”thesilenceisstartingtoget

onmynerves,sowhynotbreakit?He’sleaningup

againstthecar,armsfoldedacrosshischest,alittle

frownswayingonhisface.

“Idon’tswim.”Afacewilltellyouthingsbeforea

wordisspokenandIhavetosaythatIsawthis

coming.



“Comeon,it’shotandwe’vebeentravellingfor

fairlyadistancenow,I’vebeenmeaningtotellyou

this,yourarmpitsaren’tdoingyoujusticebrother.”

Hisfaceturns,stern.

“I’mnotyourbrother.”I’mthrownoffbyhissudden

grunt.

“Relaxndoda,”that’swhatheandhisbrothercall

eachothersowhatever,agrinjerksonhislips.I

swearIcanalmostseeandfeelhissickdesires,he

probablywouldn’tdefinethemassick,but

pleasurable.

“Doyouwantmetobeone?”Hiseyesprobing…

digging…slurpingmysoul…Ididn’trealizethatI

wasretreatinguntilmybackhitsthecar,he’sgot

mecornered,toweringoverme.IwishIwastalllike

him,itwouldbesoeasytoduckbecauseIdon’t

wanttocraveinthemiddleofnowherewithnoone

tosatisfymyneeds.ThisZizwebastardisthelast

personIwanttohaveinsideme,maybeI’mlying

buthisarrogancegetstome.Itcrawlsundermy

skinandtravelstothemostsensitivepartsofmy

body.



“Tobewhat?”SomethingtellsmeI’mgoingto

regretaskinghimthis.

“Indodayakho?”(Yourman.)Hedigshisfaceonmy

neck,thesensationofhistonguebuildsmeupina

niceway.Iwanttotouchhimtoo,butIknowhe’s

teasingmeandwillleavemehanging.Thisisthe

torturewefaceassubmissives…WhatamIsaying?

Iwillneversubmittothisman.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Breathless,wheezing,I

questionhisactsandmotives.Hedoesn’trespond

butmovesawayandlooksoverthelake.Jaw

clenched,herubsthebackofhisneck,blinking

awayandmumblingsomethingIcan’tmakeout.

“Let’sgo,Ntuzumaisfar.”Hesays,toddlingtothe

driver’sside.Ihavenotdrivenmycarsinceweleft

Joburg,Imissmybaby.

“Ifyouwanttoleave,thenleavemycar.Iwilldrive

myselfrightafteraniceswim.”



“IwishIcouldsayyourstubbornnessisaturnoff,

butIwouldbelying.BecarefulButtercup,my

desiresaren’tsokind.OneslipandIwillnotbeable

tocontrolmyself,youwillhatemefortakingyou

hard.”Theidiotladiesandgentlemen,justsang

praisestohimself.Hethinkshe’sgoodinbed.

“Please,sucharrogance.Whohaveyoufuckedthat

hasconfirmedyourallegations?”Itryforasmile,its

intentionallyfake,contradictingwiththeshrewd

smugplayingathisplumplips.Notgettingan

answerfromhim,Istripoffmyjeansandt-shirt,I

willnotbeleavingthisplacewithoutthatswim.

Hiseyesarecuriousandundisciplinedandhe

betterexplaintheboneronhispants.Ihavetoclear

mythroattogethimtostopcraftingmybodywith

hisgaze.Helooksaway,notbashfulaboutwhat

justoccurred.

Zizweisgoingthroughsomething,Iwillhavetoget

comfortablefirstbeforeaskinghimwhat’seating

him.Fornow,Ineedaswim.



THANDIWE…

Ihearhim,IhearNqaba’swords,yethe’ssofar

fromme.Fearislouderthanhim,Ican’tsilenceits

voice.I’minthedark,trapped,lonelyandcold.That

manisherewithme,Ican’tseehimbuthe’s

wrappedhimselfaroundme.Cloggingmychances

ofmoving.

“FightTshabalala,I’mhere.Iwon’tleaveyou,fight.”

Nqaba’svoiceiscomforting,butIdon’tknowhow

tofight.I’mweak.

“T…tellmehow…tellmehowandIwilldoit.”It’sa

mentalresponse,inaudible.Hewon’thearit.

“Thandiwe,Thandiwe,Thandiwe.”Thevoiceofmy

fatherbarkswithauthority…reprimanding…

soundingstrongerthanthelasttime.Iwanttocall

outtohimandtellhimthatI’mhere.“Areyouat

daggersdrawnwithyourCreator?Whythe

stubbornnessThandiwe?PrayThandiwe,pray.”



“Hetookmywordsfromme,Ican’tspeakbaba.He

makesmeforgethowtopray.”Mymindrepliesto

him.

“Foolishchild,don’tyouknowGodisaninvincible

God?Heknowseverythingandseeseverything.He

iswaitingforyoutocalluponhim,Thandiwe,call

onGodnoworyouwillperish.”Myfathershouts

withsomuchanger.Myheadiscluttered,thereare

somanythingsrunningataspeedoflight.Myheart

feelslikeit’sdrenchedinice,Irememberhim

though.TheGodmyfatherspeaksof,he’sasilent

God,buthe’salwaysthereandhe’shereinthisdark

hovelwithme.

“God,helpme.Helpme,yousaidyouwillnever

abandonme.HelpmeLord,getmeoutofhere.”At

first,mychestclosesinastheoldmantightens

himselfaroundme.There’sahissingsoundinthe

air,heappearstobelosinghisstrength.The

enfoldmentloosensfrommeasImovealongwith

desperatepleastoGod.



“That’sitThandiwe,comebacktome.Comeback

tome.”Ajerktakesownershipovermyheart,

hearingtheclosenessofmybeloved’svocalsound.

Hislargestrongarmsenwrappedaroundme.He’s

near,hisscentisnowheadyitsalmostpoison,oneI

wouldgladlyconsumeanddiepeacefullyinhis

arms.Itcrashesdownmynostrils,easingmeintoa

homelyspace.Evenfearhasceaseditstorments

onme.

Eyesthatgivepromises,fulfilledpromises,arethe

firstthingIsee.Mytruehome,theyarelooking

downatme…calling…owning…possessing…the

rightkindofselfishness.

“WelcomebackTshabalala.”Hissalutationisa

windedgasp,IneverthoughtIwouldhearhisvoice

again.“Canyoustand?”IthinkIcan.Gentlyand

leisurely,heplacesmedownplantingalingering

kissonmyforehead.Ourreunionistakenawayby

aserpentslitheringintothehut,butstopsata



distanceawayfromus.Thecreaturesarehereas

well,goggleeyesfixatedonNqabaandmouthsajar.

Fearseemstobereigningoverthem,something

aboutNqabahasthemterrified

“Thatsnake…it…itspeaksNqaba.”Isnitch,pulling

hisarmtogethisattention.Hiselongatedsilence

strapsmeintheseatofworry,hecouldbethinking

I’mcrazyorbetteryet,hecouldbethinkingofaway

out…Icomfortmyself.

NQABA…

Thandiwetellingmethattheserpentcanspeakis

noshock,I’mstandinginthepresenceofzombies,

anythingisbelievablerightnow.Serpentsarefast

andthisoneisridiculouslybig,nothingI’venever

seeninvillage.Ifwetrytomanoeuverpastit,oneof

uswon’tmakeit.Thesethreebaboonsarenota

problem,theylackpowerandbrains.



We’retrappedinacorner,asnakeandzombies

threatingtotakeusout.Intheblinkofaneyea

woodlitwithfirefliesintothehut.Ilookuptosee

Neoatthedoorthrowinginmoreburningwoods,

aimingforthesnakethathisseswithanger.Itwon’t

movefromthedirectionitwantstotakeandthatis

towardsThandiwe,whileIontheotherhandwillnot

givemyhearttothedevil.Iwillleavethisplacewith

Thandiwealive.

“Mzi...”Neopauses,horrorclaiminghiseyes.“Sorry,

Icalledyourname.Getoutntwana,getoutofthere.

I’vegotyoucovered.”Hecontinues,tossingmoreof

them.Wecouldmove,buttheserpentisontheway.

“Ne…”

“Huhah,huhah.Don’tsaymyname,thedevilis

listening.”Heinterposeswithaloudscold.

“Aimforitshead.”Ifhehitsthetarget,we’llbeout

ofhereinaflash.I’mnotbotheredaboutthe

Zombies.

GrabbingThandiwe’shand,Igetreadytorunout.It



takesNeotwomissedtargetsbeforeheactually

hitsthesnakeonthehead.Itisnotenoughtokillit,

butblinditforawhile.ThandiwefollowsmeasI

dashtowardstheexit.Idon’tcaretoglancebehind

me,NeograbsThandiwe’shandandstartsrunning.

“Closethedoorntwanaandrun,”hisadvicedashes

tomeasherunshandinhandwithThandiwe,she

isnotstrongtoberunninglikethat.Herwobbled

tracksareevidence,butNeodoesn’tcare,survival

isplayingloudinhisheadthatithashimdistracted.

AsIfollowbehindhimafterclosingthedoor,sharp

screamsemanatefromthehutengulfedinflames.

Thedevilisonhiswaybacktohell.GreatideaNeo.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

39…

BARBRA…



“Barbraopenthedoor.”Whatdoeshewantnow?Is

Veronicasleepingalready?I’mnotjealousoftheir

relationshipatthismoment,Iwanttobealone,

soakinginthiscoldbathtub.“Whyisthedoor

locked?Openthedoor.”He’spissedoff,Dumacan

beanuisancesometimes.

“I’mbusybaba,”Isendashout,deepdownI’m

annoyedbyhispersistence.Hecan’tseemelike

this,Iknowhewillsurelyaskwhattheproblemis.

“Whyareyoutakingabathatthistime?Is

everythingokay?”Ishesupposedtobeaskingme

that?Asaman,heshouldbemindinghisbusiness.

“It’shotandthisistheonlywayIcancooldown,

pleasegobacktobed.I’llbewithyouinawhile.”I

hearhimgrumblebeforethesoundofhisfootfall

takeover.Whatthedevildoesthatgrumblemean?

Queenofwitches,Dumabetternotbesuspecting

anything.Sgwiliisuseless,wherethehellishe?

BULELWA…



Idon’tremembersettingawakeupcall,whyismy

phoneinfuriatingmesoearlyinthemorning.My

brainsendsamessagetomyhandtofishforthe

loudphoneunderthepillow.Iaccomplishin

openingoneeye,theotherisstubborn.Lilianwill

notletmebe,IguessIhavetotakehercallbecause

shewillneverstopcallingme.

“MamakaBubu,”evenmyvoiceisonstriketoday.

“Openthedoor,I’moutside.”What?Shefollowed

meallthewaytoNtuzuma?

“Whendidyougethere?”

Thereisnoplacelikehome,Ialwaysfeelatpeace

herelikemyspiritknowsthatthisishome.The

overwhelmingserenitythatfillsmyheartis

unexplainable,wearrivedearlythismorning.My

parentshaveahousehereinNtuzuma,myfather’s

cousinsisterliveswithherhusbandandtheir

childrentwoboysQhaphelawhoismyageand

Silwelane,he’seighteenandtheirlastborn

daughterNotofothebratisfifteen.She’sliterallya



brat,ifhecouldherfatherwouldrolltheredcarpet

forhereverywhereherscrawnyfeettrample.

MandlaandLiliandidn’twanttoleavethehouse

vacantandauntDeliwewastheperfectcandidate

andreliableenoughtotakecareofMandla’s

property.

“Afewminutesago,getupandopenthedoor

Bulelwa.”Thedevilfollowsyoueverywhere.

“I’msleepingLilian,auntDeliwewillopenforyou.”

“Whatisthatwomandoinginyourhouse?You

didn’ttellmeyou…”Myhouse?Whereisthis

woman?Theconfusionsetsmeonmyass,Zizwe

sleptonthefloor,sounnecessary.Iofferedwe

sharethebedforthesakeofbeinghospitablebut

guyblanklyrefused.Saidhewouldn’tbeableto

touchmeallnightwithoutlosingit.Idon’tknow

whatnighthespokeofbecauseitwasmorning

whenwearrived.IthoughtIwasdramatic,but

Zizwe...



“Whereareyou,mamakaBubu?I’minNtuzuma.”

“What?”Ihavetoremovethemobilefrommyears

whenherloudvoicedisturbsthem.“Isthishowitis

nowBulelwa?Youdothingswithouttellingme?”It’s

reallynotasdeepasshemakesitseem.

“Itwasalastminutedecision.”It’stooearlyforthis

conversation,Idon’tliketalkingsomuchbefore

brushingmyteethandthismotherisruiningmy

day.“IhavetogoauntDeliweiscallingme.”

“Wait,IthinkIshouldIcomeoverthere.Deliwe

won’tknowhowtakecareofyou,she’sbusywith

herflock.Shewon’tknowhowtoprepareyoureggs

and…”

“HiaboLilian,Iamnotachild.You’reembarrassing

me,Ihavetogobye.”I’mquickonmyhands.Ineed

tocleanupbeforerushingtothekitchen,Ihearloud

voiceswhenIexitthebathroom.Zizweisamong

them,myfamilyhasprobablyembarrassedme.It

won’tbeshockingiftheyarefillingZizweinonmy

childhood.



“Hisheadwasbiggerthanhisbody,hewasthat

typewithbigfeet,abigheadandasmallbody.”

Silwelanethatbastard,Iwillgethimforthis.The

wholecrowdburstsintolaughter,theyhaven’tseen

meapproachyet.Howwouldtheywhentheyare

engrossedongossip?Zizwespotsmefirst.Whydid

myheartleaptomythroatatthewinkhejustthrew

atme?Icantellthatthisfamilyhasamusedhim.

Deliweandhercookingskills,mystomach

grumblesatthesightandaromaofherfood.

“Whathappened?Whyareyousuddenlyquiet?

Continuetalkingaboutme.”Isputter,findingaseat

nexttoZizwe.

“MorningtoyoutooButtercup.”Awhisperthathas

myinsidesdancinginatinglysensation.Ohno,I

don’tdothatmorningshit.Whatthehellisheeating?

“What’sthat?”Heshrugs,digshisforkinwhatever

theGordonRamseyisonhisplateandshovesitin

hismouth.

“Tongue.”Theaudacityhehastoopenhisentryand

admittofeastingontongue.”



“Whosetongue?”Asupressedsniggerishis

response,myinsidesturnasheeatslikeit’ssteak.

“ComeonBulelwa,yourfathergrewupeatingulimi.

Itwashisfavouriteactually.”Deliwethrowsher

coinsin.

“Ihaveseenacow’stongueandit’snotsomethingI

wouldthrowinmymouth,allthatslimly…”

“Hey,yourfriendiseating.Mannersbafo.”That’s

Qhaphela,hehasatendencyofjumpingintomy

mouth.

“It’sokaybafo,I’mnotbothered.”Zizwesays,he

shouldbebothered.“Butter…”EhEh!!!Thisman…he

clearshisthroatbeforechanginghisspeech

“Bulelwaisspecial.”Igetasmirk,ithasahidden

naughtiness,onethevillagerswillnotget.Thisman

istoosmartforhisshoes,Ishouldreprimandhim

forthis.

“Howlongwillyoubearound?”Deliwe’shusband

Sphamandlainquires,needImentiontheuncle

hatesvisitors.Hewon’tsayittoyourface,buthis



actionsanddemeanourspeakforhim.

“I’mnotsureyet,Icametogetjusticefor

Gcinumzi.”ItappearsIhavedroppedabomb,

DeliweandSphamandlaexchangelooks.A

conversationIcannotmakeout.Zizweregardsme

withapuckeredbrow.Ihaven’tbriefedhiminon

whyI’mhere.Hehasn’taskedaswell,soIcan’t

reallybombardtheguywithmyproblems.

SavedbyZizwe’sringtone,myeyesdrifttothe

screenofhisphone.‘SugarPuss.’Hefindsmy

inquiringgaze…probingandnervouslysnatchesit.

“Ihavetogetthis.”He’supbeforeIcouldaskwho

SugarPussis,darnit,myheartisactingup.Doing

thingsIamnotaccustomedto,flippingandstinging.

Jealousyproddingatme,myeyestrackhissteps

untilheisoutofsight.EverythinginmesaysI

shouldfollowhimandfindoutwhohe’stalkingto.

‘SitthisoneoutBubu.’Idisciplinemyself.

RANDALL



Ifeanyiisawake,butunresponsive.Mysisteris

staringupattheceiling,withoutblinking.It’sbeen

likethisforthepasttwohours,theonlythingthat

emitsfromheraretears.

“Ithinkweshouldcallthedoctor,”Amaraoffers,we

didthatwhenshewokeupandthedoctorsaid

there’snothingwrongwithher.

“She’sinshockAmara,thedoctorwilltellusthe

samethinghedid.”Ayizeisheretoo,she

understandswhatIfeanyiisgoingthroughasmuch

asAmara.Ibelievethey’llbeabletohelpher

throughthis.Ican’tshowmyfacetoher,notwhenI

failedher.

Thedoctorprescribedpills,fortunatelytherewas

notmuchdamageduetobeinginthewater.She

wasfoundontimeandhadshebeenfoundaday

later,herstorywouldbeatragicone.Thebastard

thoughtshewasdeadafterstranglingherand

disposedofherliketrash.Nkosiistakinglongwith

thisone,Iwanttogetmyhandsonhim.



Grandfatherwillhavetoleavethisonetome,Cele

willbesorryheeverlaideyesonmysister.

“Randybaby,”TheconcerninAyize’svoice

snatchesmeoutoftheimaginaryworld,Ifinditin

herred-rimmedeyesaswell.“OurIfeisgone,theIfe

youknewisnotcomingback.Themoment

everythingregistersandshestartstalking,be

preparedtofaceadifferentperson.Shewillbe

morecautious,lesstrustingofstrangersandmore

fearful.Herwoundswillhealoverthenextweeks,

buthermindwillremainshattered.”

“HetookhersoulRandall,ourIfeisgone.”Amara

interjects,tearsrunningfromhereyes.Inthis

instantmybloodgrowscoldatthesoundofa

familiarsob,itstopsmyheartandinstantaneously

mygazehailstoIfeanyi.She’strembling…sobbing…

whinging…it’smorethancrying,it’sthekindof

desolatesobbingthatcomesfromapersondrained

oflife.



Hergaspingwailsechoingaroundtheroomslice

myheartintoamillionpieces.Amaraisthefirstto

gettoher,armsofcomfortencirclearoundIfeanyi,

thoughshedoesn’tholdherback.Herheadfallson

Amara’sshoulder,mouthopenasapainfulsilent

sobtakesover.Thepainflowingfromherisas

tangibleasablackhole.

“We’reherebaby,we’reherenow.You’resafe.”Oh

howIwishAmara’swordscouldcomfortIfeanyi’s

heart.Iturntothesceneryoutsidethewindow,

strugglingtokeepmytearssilent.Facecreased,

fistsclosedsotightIcanfeelthesweattrapped

insidethem.Ahandonmyshoulderforcesmeto

restrainthetears,Ayizestandsbehindme,inher

owntearingsession.

“I’msorryIfe,I’msorrywecouldn’tprotectyou.”

Amara.

Thereisnoresponseotherthananintensification

ofthegriefandthesoundofstrugglingtobreathe

againstthecrying.Ittakesmeaminutetoturnto



thedoorassomeonestridesin.

“I’msorry,I’ll…I’llcomebacklater.”Ornever.Idon’t

likethisguycomingaroundtoseemysister,I

appreciatethathefoundherandhaditnotbeenfor

him…Anyway,Ifedoesn’tneedtobesurroundedby

men.

“Whyareyouhere?”Thequestionisforthistall

manstandingatthedoorway.Amara’sface

scrunchesasshehelpsIfeliebackdown,she’s

quietagain.Staringintothinair,probablylostin

thatnightmareagain,probablyrelivingit.

“I’msorrysir,I…Ithought…Ithought…”His

stammeringgetsonmynerves.

“Speakorgetoutofhere.”Idon’tknowwhymy

eyesrushtoAmarawhenIsnapatthisboy,she’s

againstmyreproach.Idon’tcare,I’monly

protectingmysister.

“Randall,hesavedherlife.”Nohedidn’t,noone

savedIfe’slife.Notevenme,that’swhyshe’shere,

inthehospital.Avictimofrapeandattempted



murder.

“Ifedoesn’tneedstrangersaroundher,Amara,I’m

gratefulforwhathedid,butIwanthimtostayaway

fromher.Letherhealinpeace.”Themangivesme

asmallnervoussmileashesendshishandbehind

hisneckandbeginsrubbingit.Hiseyesdartingall

overtheplace,nervously.

“Whyareyoustillhere?”Ineedsomeonetoreceive

thisangerheavinginsideme,untilIfindCeleorelse

Iwillexplode.Themanisnotintimidatedbymeand

thatdoesn’tsitwellwithme.

“O…Okay,I’llgo.I’mgladshe’sawake.”Heleaves

uswiththeselastwords,Ayizegivesmeadeath

stareandIdon’tthinkshehastherighttodothat.

Shepullsthedoorclosedasshefollowstheman

outside.

“Whydidyoudothat?”Amaraqueriesinawhisper,I

don’tneedherlookingatmelikethat.I’malready

swimminginguilt,itbloodyhasmebytheballs.

“He’sworriedabouther,Randall.”



“Andwhothehellishe?”Anincredulousgaspfrom

herslapsmehard,herhandclaimsmineasshe

pullsmetoacornerawayfromIfeanyi’ssensitive

ears.

“Youdon’thavetobemadattheworldRandall,only

onepersonhastopayforwhathappenedtoIfe.

Youcan’tpunisheveryoneforit.”LikehellIcan’t.

“SurelyAmara,youdon’texpectmetoletthatman

anywhereclosetomysister,doyou?”Hereyebrows

crowatmyquestion.

“So,whatifhewantstoknowaboutherwellbeing?

Whatiswrongwiththat?”

“Everything,Ifeisfragilerightnowand…”

“Anddon’tyouthinkIknowthatRandall?”She

intervenes,raisinghervoicealittletooloud.“If

anyonethenIunderstandexactlywhatshe’sgoing

through,Iknowhowit’sliketohaveyoursoul

snatchedoutofyou,butyoudon’tseemebashing

theworld”

“Sincethatisthecase,youofallpeopleshould

understandthatstrangerswillonlytriggerthe



nightmare.LetmeprotectmysisterthewayIsee

fit.”ShegivesmeahorrifiedlooklikeIsaid

somethingwrong.

“Likebeinganass?”Okay,Ididn’texpectthisfrom

her.

“Excuseme?”I’mcaughtinafrenziedexasperation,

myeyebrowsraisedather.

“YesRandall,you’renottheonlyonehurtinghere,

butyoudon’tnoticethat.You’retoobusyblaming

yourselfandbeingangrywithyourselfthatyou

haveforgottenthattherestofusareheretoo.Ife

belongstoallofus.”

“I’mnotgoingtosayanythingtoyourightnow

becauseyouwon’tlikewhatcomesoutofmy

mouth.”Iwatchherfoldingherarmsacrossher

chest,lipspursedinirritation.Ihavetogetoutof

here.

“Whereareyougoing?”hervoicereachesmeasI

gettothedoor.



“Tobreathe.”That’smyanswer,makingmy

plausiblegetaway.I’mactuallygoingtofindCele.

Perhapsthat’swhatIneedtofeelbetter,thisanger

issuffocatingme.

THANDIWE..

Mymotherisnottakingmycalls,Idon’tknowif

she’signoringmeorbusy.Whyhasn’tshecalled

andtoldmeaboutmyfather’sdeath.Ihardlyslept

whenwegothomelastnightorthismorningrather.

Memoriesofmyfatheroccupiedmymind,it’shard

tobelievethathe’sgone.Ihaveaheadachefrom

crying,thisonewassentstraightfromhell.

Nqabaisnotbesidemewhichisnormalbecause

he’salwaysthefirsttowakeupalthoughIdoubthe

sleptawinklastnight.There’saknockatthedoor,

athoughttogetupandattendtoitcomestomind.I



looklikehellandmightprobablyscarewhoeveris

there.Voicesemergefromthelivingroom,a

femininevoiceisamongstthem.

Asuddenknockresoundsfrommydoor,with

instantmovementsIsitupwhilefixingmyself.

NqabawalksinjustasIdothat,helooksdifferent

today.Inoticethepairofjeanshe’swearing,it’sthe

onesIgothimthatdayatthemall.

“You’reawake.”Peoplethataskobviousquestions

worryme,isittheirwaytostartaconversation?

“Youknowyoudon’thavetofixyourselfforme,I

likeyouuglyandIlikeyoubeautiful.”Thatstupid

smileonhisfacewillnotgethimoffthehook,Iget

akissafterbeinginsulted.Ididn’tknowIhadugly

days.

“Whowasatthedoor?”

“NeoandMamSonto,theladyItoldyouabout.

Cleanupandcomemeetthem.”Cleanup?Cleanup?

Whatiswrongwithhimtoday?IguesstodayI’m

uglybuthelikesmeanyway.Stupid.



“I’lltakeaquickswimandI’llbethere.”Hegrimaces,

rejectingmyremark.

“Aquickswim?TakeyourtimeTshabalala,noneed

torush.”Hey,listentothisman.Ishouldhave

checkedmyselfinthemirrorthesecondIwokeup.

Theremustbesomethingonmyface.

“Ican’tgetaholdofmymother,she’snottakingmy

calls.”Iannounce,decidingtolethimbe.

“Ispoketomyfather,yourunclecalledhimlast

night.Thefuneralwillbethisweekend.”Thisorgan,

theonethatkeepsmealivesinkstopitofmy

stomach.Thissealsit,myfatherisreallydead.I

lookupattheceiling,tryingtocontrolthe

waterworks.Cryingshouldbeillegal,itdrainsyour

soulleavingyouempty.Fattearsstarttodropdown

mycheeks,hotandstubborn,leavingmygarment

soaked.Cryingishardtohide,nomatterhowmuch

Itry.

Nqabaleansbackmomentarily,pullingupthe

sleevesofhiswhiteshirt.Atleasttodayit’swhite



andhelooksbetterthaneveryday.Hisforearms

arestreakedwithgreenveinsthatarecomfortably

settledonhiscinnamonskin.

Hisarmsopen,theyarelargeenoughtoswallow

meandsoIsinkintothem,sittingonhislapand

restmyheadonhischest.Theclosehugis

everything,notenoughtostitchmyheartback

together,butithelpsmebreathe.Icanhearthe

soundofhisheart,dancingawaywithfastbeats.

Hiscomfortinghandsstrokingmyback,I’mcovered

inhimandhe’sthebestthingthat’severbeenmine.

“GriefispartoflifeTan-tan,wecan’tescapeit.I’m

sorryforyourlosssthandwasam,youwillheal

fromthisandIwillbewithyoueverystepofthe

way.NowIneedyoutobestrong,Iunderstandthat

you’rehurting.Butalsoyouneedtokeepalevel

head,we’renotsafeyetandthemomentwelose

focuswewillloseitall.”

IknowandIwishIcouldbeasstrongashewants

metobe.Ineverexperiencedgriefthisbadbefore.



Ithassuddenlysneakeduponmequietlyandtook

meunderitswinginaninstant,Ihavelostabigpart

ofme.Iwillnevergetthatpartback,nomatterhow

badIwishforit.

“MymotherisaloneNqaba,Ineedtogotoher”my

vocabularyquavers.

“We’llleaveforhometoday.”Hekissesmyhead,

haunting.“IloveyouTshabalala,we’llgetthrough

thistogether.”Inod,buryingmyfaceonhischest

andclaspingmyarmsaroundhim.

“WhataboutZulu?Whowillkeepaneyeonhim

whilewe’regone?Ntuthukowillfindhim,he…”

“Mybrotherwilldonosuchthing,Styleswillkeep

aneyeonPeanut.”Hisvoiceisvirtuallyinaudible,

convincing.

“Nowgetready,wehaveguest.”Andthat’sanorder,

thetoneofhisvoicesaysso.“Don’tforgettobrush

yourteeth.”Hislaststatementashewalksout,I’m

notgoingtoforgetthis...Menmxm…



Ifinallygettomeetthewomanwhosavedmyson’s

life,figuratively.She’swarmandapproachable.Neo

ishisusualself,talkative.I’msurprisedhe’snot

traumatizedbylastnight’sevents.

“Thewarisnotoveryet,he’saspirit.Youcan’tget

ridofhimsimplybytorchinghim.”Iwasafraidof

thesewords,itbafflesmehowthisdemonisafter

mylife.

“Letmejustputitoutthere,Iwillnotbegoingto

warnexttime.Lastnightwasenoughtoconvince

methatthedevilactuallyexists.”Neosizzles,

sippingonaglassofwater.

“IfGodwantsyouthere,thenyouwillhaveno

choicebuttobethereNeo.”MamSontoputsNeoon

ahotseat.

“Never,yourGodwillhavetoexcusemethistime.

TellhimI’mbusyorsomething.”MamSontois

amusedbyhisretortandithasNqabashakinghis

head.

“Iwantthistobeoverwithmah,Thandiwecan’tbe

goingthroughsomuch.Especiallysinceshe’s



expecting,howwillthebabysurvivethis?”Thebaby,

I’myettoacceptthenews.Itcameasashock,an

unexpectedsurprise.

“Nothingwillhappentoyourbaby,shewillbeborn

ahealthychild.Butsomethingpuzzlesme,Ican’t

seeherafterherbirth,it’sblank.”Shesays,thelittle

featuresonherfacedepictingworryanditputsme

underagreatamountofstress.

“Isshegoingtodie?”Myvocalsoundtriestodeny

me.

“Godisincontrolsisi,thebabywillbeaspecial

child.Shewillnotbelongtoyou,butherfather’s

ancestorsandhalfofherwillbelongtoGod.That’s

doubletheprotection,aluckychildshewillbe.”

“Butyousaidyoucan’tseeherafterherbirth,that

meanssomethingwillhappen,right?”Iask,she’s

notmakingsense.Ican’tgivebirthonlyformybaby

tobetakenawayfromme.

“Prayerwillgiveyoutheanswersyouseek,goand

buryyourfather.Wewilltalkwhenyoucomeback.”



IthoughtIwouldgetclarityfromMamSonto,butI’m

moreconfusedthanevernow.“There’sapotplantI

needyoutobringforme,it’sinyourmother’s

garden.Butbecauseyou’repregnant,youcan’t

touchit.Mziwillhavetogetit.”

“Don’ttellmethatit’satalkingplantMamSonto,sis

Teesaidthesnakespoketoher.”Neoutters,his

facialfeaturesinquiring.

“No,wespokeaboutthisNeo.It’snotmyplaceto

tellThandiwe,hermotherwillexplaineverything.”

Withasmileswirlingonherface,shegivesher

attentiontoNqaba.“Iwillgiveyouholywater,you

havetosprinkleitonthepotplantbeforeyoutouch

it.Thereisaspecialsoapyouwillneedtouseto

washyourhandsaftertouchingit,washtheminthe

river.Don’tmakethemistakeofwashingthemina

tapathomeMzi,thisisaseriousmatter.”

“Ihearyoumah,Iwilldojustthat.”Nqabaagrees,

addingaheadnod,whileI’minaswampof

confusion,drowningbythesecond.Whatistheuse

ofaskingherquestionswhenshewilltellmethat

mymotherhastheanswers.



“WhatwillhappenifMzitouchesthepotplantwith

uncleanhands?”Neobringsaquestionforward.

“Thandiwewillloseherbaby.”Mamsonto

articulates,heranswerpricksmyheart.Thisroadis

longanddark.

Tobecontinued…
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BULELWA...

“AuntDelz,haveyouseenHu…”Listentome.“Have

youseenZizwe?”Ican’tfindthatgiantanywhere,

forsomeoneastallashimheshouldbespottable.

“HewenttothebutcherwithQhaphela.”Thebutch…

Withasigh,Irunmyhandovermyhead.Qhaphela

betternotintroduceZizwetothosebitcheshe

hangsaroundwith.



“Aunty,whatbutcherarewetalkingabouthere?I

watchedTheQueenandIknowQhaphelaisaman

whore.”Shewipesherhandsusingadishcloth,a

smileIcan’tcrack,pullingatherface.

“Theywenttobuymeat,Qhaphelaneededaride

andZizweoffered.He’ssuchaniceboy.”Anice

boy?Doesthisauntyhearherself?Themantook

mycar,he’sprobablygivingridestothoseloose

whoresandshe’ssinginghispraises.

“Soyouletthemtakemycar?”Iask,leaningup

againstthecounter.

“Theywillcomeback,won’tthey?”Shethinksshe’s

smart.

Walkingaway,IdialQhaphela’snumber.It’snot

aboutthecar,butthefactthathe’soutwithmy-I

meanZizwe.QhaphelaisatypicalZuluman.Sleeps

withanythingthathastwolegs,yes-Iammakinga

mountainoutofamolehill,Iwanttobecausehow

dareheleavewithZizwewithouttellingme.

CalmdownBubu,calmdown.



Dammit!He’snotansweringthephone.Thethought

ofZizweeyeingsomeonebesidesmeaggravates

me,orsomeoneelsewantinghim.Hiseyesare

meantforme.Hecan’tlookatanyonethewayhe

looksatme,Iwon’tbeabletohandleit.

Ihatethesefeelings,howlongwillIhavetoendure

this?Ignoringthethumpsandskipsinmyhearthas

beenharderthandrivingabloodytruck.Itry

Qhaphelaagain,thephoneringsforonlyafew

secondsbeforeadeepvoicetakesovertheringing

tone.

“Bafo?”Bastard.

“Whereareyou?”Imakesurehecatchesthe

displeasureinthetoneofmyvoice.

“We’llbehomesoonbafo…”

“Whereareyou,Qhaphela?”Icuthimoff,sternly.

“Wewenttobuyfood,momsentus.”Hesayson

theotherendoftheline,Ithinkmydearbrother

skippedagradeatschool.Howdoeshenotgetthe

question?



“Buttercup…”Zizwe’svoicestopsthebeatofmy

heartandmakesmyd**ktwitch.Qhaphelathatidiot

didn’twarnmethathe’spassingthephoneover.“Is

thereaproblem?”

“N…no,wh…whywouldtherebeaproblem?”I’ma

stammeringmess,thismanknowswhathedoesto

me.That’swhyhe’shere,hefollowedmeallthe

waytothevillagejusttomakemylifehell.Iwill

explodeifhedoesnotcomebacknow.

“Didyougetmynote?Ileftitonyourbed,it

explainsmywhereabouts.”Lord,whatisthis?Who

doesthat?He’snotevenoldschool,buthe’sanote

guy.Iwanttocry,butIwon’t.

“Idid.”Lies,chokemenow.

“Really?”Hedoesn’tbelieveme.“Youshouldget

ready,there’saplaceIwanttoshowyou.”Huh?

NowIwanthimhomethisinstant.

“Where’sthat?”Iask,forevercurious.

“Itwon’tbeasurpriseifItellyou?”Hesays,

predictingmealittlethere.Ilovesurprises,

suddenlymyheartisatpeace.Butthereisthat



viciousfeelingdeepdown,Zizweisasightforsore

eyes.HandsomeashellandI’mprettysure

everyonewhoseeshimwantshim,Icringeatthe

thought.

“Okay,hurryplease.”Shit!Ismackmyselfonthe

head,stupid,stupidBubu.Thesoundofhissnicker

oozessmoothlyinme,comfortingmyheart.

“IknowhowyoufeelButtercup,Itoocan’tstand

beingawayfromyou.Idiealittleinside.”That’sit,

he’stheone.Ifanyonecanturnmeintomea

marshmallow,thenhe’sakeeper.

THANDIWE…

Ntuthuko’spresenceatthefuneralissettlingand

alsotroubling,settlingbecauseheisfarfrommy

sonandtroublingbecausehemightcreate

problemsforNqabaandme.Nowordshavebeen

exchangedbetweenus,heandBarbrawon'tstop



stealingglancesatme.

Nqabahastostayawayfrommebecauseheisnot

theson–in-lawofthisfamily.Myfamilyisoblivious

tothetroublebrewinginmymarriage.Imisshim,

fortwodaysIhadtomeetupwithhiminsecret

whileNtuthukocameandwentashepleasedinmy

father’scompound.

Mymotherfaintedwhenshesawmewalkthrough

thedoor,therewaschaosafterthatandfora

strangereasonIcouldn’tbringmyselftocomforting

her.Wearrivedtwodaysago,it'sbeenafewhours

sincemyfatherhasbeenburied,ithurtsmorethan

evernowthatit’sofficial.

We’rebackathome,peoplehavestartedmoving

departing.

Ithinkofchangingmypath,butthisistheonly



routethatleadstomymother’srondavel.Ntuthuko

isstandingintheway,overdressedasusual.He

definitelywentshoppingforthisone.

“Thandiwe”hecalls,blockingmyway.Mygazeis

everywherebutonhim,hehastheaudacitytoshow

himselfhereafterwhathedidtome.Howdarehe?

“Canwetalkplease?”

“WhatareyoudoinghereNtuthuko?”Iquestion,

bitternesslacedinmyvoice.Hisfaceshuddersa

little,herapidlywipesitandwearsadeadpan

expression.

“I’mallowedtoburymyfatherin-law.”Hereplies

withsucharrogance,undaunted…bland.

“AfterwhatyoudidtomeandZulu,youhaveno

righttoclaimmyfamilyasyourown.”Itellhim,

furrowingmybrows.

“Mybrotherstolemyfamilyfromme,whatelse

couldIhavedone?”Shouldhisactionsbeasplinter

inhisfleshforeverorishewillingtoburntheworld?

“ProtectZulu,youraisedhimNtuthuko.What

changed?Whendidyougrowtohatehim?”He



shakeshisheadasifthematteristrivial.

“We’reyoutwonotsafewithmeforeightyears?My

brothersurfacesfromthefaceoftheearthandyou

decidetoabandonmeandfollowhim.”

“Thatisnoexcuseforwhatyoudid.Doyouhave

anyideawhatwe’vebeenthrough?Whatmyson

andIhavebeenthrough?Anditisallyourdoing,

Ntuthuko.”Hescoffsasifhisearsarehearing

nothingbutgibberish.

“You’recrazyifyouthinkMzilovesyou,I’mtheone

foryouThandiwe.Iwilltakeyouawayfromhim

whilehewatchesandthereisnothinghe’sgoingto

doaboutit.”Iopenmymouthtoargue,buthis

threatstealsthewordsfrommeleavingmewith

nothingbut…

“Excuseme.”Manoeuvringpasthim,hegripsmy

upperarm,pullingmeagainsthimsothatour

bodiesareflashtogether.

“Tick-tock,Tick-tock.”Ntuthukowhispers,toppingit

withachuckle.I’mpushedasideashewalkspast



me,arrogancedirectinghissteps.

LILIAN…

“MrsMsibi,thereissomeoneheretoseeyou.”My

assistanceNdondoloziannounces,peekingthrough

myofficedoor.HeknowsIhateitwhenhedoes

that.

“Whoisit?I’mbusy?”Asnappaintsafrownonhis

structures.

“Awhiteman,hesaysit’saboutyourson.”Who

couldthatbe?

“Lethimin.”Hemovesatmyinstruction,awhite

manwalksintallandarrogant,flashingasmirkon

hisface.

“Mrs.Msibi.”Heoffersahandshake,andIcocka

brow,sinkinginmyseat.Idon’taccepthandshakes

frompeopleIdon’tknowandsomyarmschooseto

isolatethemselvesbycoveringmychest.

“CanIhelpyou?”Heraiseshimeyebrowsbefore



grinninglikeacheshirecat,Idon’tknowthisfool

andhisdemeanourpiquesme.

“I’mafriendofyoursonBulelwa,”heoffershimself

aseat,Icouldtellhimoffbutmymindrefusesme

permission.Inquisitively,Ishootaninquiringlookat

him,gesturingthathecontinues.“Ibelieveyouand

Icanhelpeachother,youseeIloveyoursonand

yourtoyisstandinginmyway.”

“Excuseme?”Idon’tlikewherethisisgoing,what

irksmethemostistheattitudeinhisvoice.

“You’reabeautifulwomanLilian,ageinglikefine

wineandIdon’tblameyouforwantingtoexplore

withyoungermen.”Myeyesnarrow,nooneknows

aboutmyIllicitaffair.Wewerecautious,ifthisnews

getstoMandla,mylifewillbeover.

“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”Itestthe

levelofhisknowledge,hemightnotknow

everything.Ilovemyhusbandmorethananything,

butthereissomethingaboutBhekizizwe,that



somethingkeepsmegoingbackformore.He’sso

manythingsMandlaisnot,daring…ahidden

danger.Thetypethatmakesanyonefallathisfeet

andworshiphim.He’sbold,stepsinwithoutbeing

invited.Heholdsafaceofnonchalance,asifthe

worldishisandrestsunderhisfeet.

Hisbodyisneverslumped,thenagainhe’stoo

muscularforthat.It’salwaysasrelaxedashisface.

Heholdsaswaggerofsomeoneyouwouldn’twant

tolockeyeswith,letalonecross.YetIlieinhis

largearmsdaring,maybeitisthedangerdrenched

onhimthatattractedmetohimorthefactthathe

wouldbetraymeandIwouldstillwanthimas

trashyasheis.

“ComeonLilian,we’rebothadultshere.Noneedto

besneaky,Iwon’tjudgeyou.”Beneaththisman’s

gait,hiseyesaredirect,notevenblinkingasmuch

astheaverageperson.“Iknowyou’rechowingthat

Zondoboy,howdoesitfeelsharingad**kwithyour

son?”He’squicktostopmyhandasIjumptoslap

himacrosstheface,luckybastard.



“Howdareyoutalktomelikethat?Whothehellare

you?”Mytantrumisreceived,thereisahintofthe

victorinthesmilesurroundedbystiffcheeks,not

thegrinofafriend,butthejoyoftheenemyaftera

battleiswon.

“IcomeinpeaceLilian,Iwantyourbabyboyand

youwantyourtoy.Theyaretogetheraswespeak

andIcan’thavethat.Boo-booismine,Ihate

sharing.”Heannounces,sternly.Hisvoiceisfinal,

thismandoesn’tknowwhohe’sdealingwith.“It

wouldbesosadwhenyourhusbandfindsoutthat

hiswifeisacougarandnotonlythat,butshe’s

fuckinghisson’slover.

“Whatistheplan?”Letmehumourhim,Iwilldeal

withhimafterdealingwithBhekizizwe.Itoldhimhe

canlookatanyonehewantsandhegoesformy

son.Mybaby?Iwillhavetoplaythisonecautiously,

he’ssmartandonemistake,Bhekizizwewillbe

alertedthatIamontohim.

“Great,Iknewyouwouldcooperate.”Thisman



thinkshehastheupperhand,IamnotLilianMsibiif

Idon’tmakehimpayforthis.

******

“No,thiswillpass.He’llgoaway.”Celetakes

severaldeepsbreaths,pacingaboutthesmallone

roomedshackhiscousincallsahome.Hisheart

warninghimofthedangerahead.Justlastnighthe

foundouttheidentityofthegirlherapedandthat

herbrotherwasafterhim.Hiscousin’shouse

becamehishidingplacethedayherapedand

dumpedagirlinaswamp,it’snotasurprisethat

thecousinagreedtoharbouracriminal,hetoohas

beenonthewrongsideofthelawandthestupid

decisionhasmadehimanaccessorytothefact.

“You’restupidAlfred,RandallOkoliedoesn’tgo

away.He’sgoingtokillusforwhatyoudidtohis

sister.”



“Dammit.”Celegrowlsasifhewasmadetodo

whathedid.“Ihateher,Ihatethatbitch.Whydidn’t

shedie?”

“You’redelusional,Inevershouldhavehelpedyou.

HowcanIbesostupid?”Thecousinspits,regret

bubblingunderhisskin.

“Wehavetothinkofawayout,you’vebeento

prisonbefore,right?”Desperateandfeelingdeath

nearing,Celepleadswiththemanwhogavehima

roofabovehishead.Sweathascometomakea

homeonhisbody,thebeatingofhisheart

threateninganexplosionhe’sneverknown.“Or

maybewecanofferanapology,Ididn’tmeanit.She

wastoodarnsexyandIwasarousedbyherevery

timeIsawherandIcouldn’tfighttheheatanymore.

It’snotmyfault.”Thepedophileinhimjustifieshis

sickdesires,thecousinglares,eyeswide.Onlynow

ithitshimthatCeleissick.

“She’satthehospitalremember?Fightingforher



lifeandifevenshewasn’t,doyouthinkshewould

acceptyourapology?Forgether,herbrotherwon’t

evenletyoubreathethesameairasher.I’veheard

storiesaboutthatman,he’sassickastheyget.

We’redeadmeatAlfred,we’redeadbecauseofyour

stupidity,Ican’tbelieveIletyoufoolmeinto

helpingyou.Youdeservewhat’scomingtoyou.”

“Fuckyou.”Angerandfeareatingathim,so

intertwinedthattheirnamesoughttobeemergedto

addmoretortureonthemanwithnoremorse.Cele

turnsonhisbrother,hisfistcomingincontactwith

hiscousin’sface.Hestumblesbackandretaliates

ashegiveswhathegotonlytougher.Starsburstin

Cele’svisionashestumblescreatingspace

betweenthemandbloodpoolsintohismouth,he

tiltshisheadtothesidetospititout.

Inasecondtheyareonthefloor,wrestling.Their

fistsslammingintoeachother’sfaces.The

wrestlingmatchisinterruptedbyaloudbangonthe

door,frozen,theyfighttocatchtheirbreaths,eyes

wide.

“He’shere.”Celecrows,bloodhumminginhisveins



andsoitdawnsonhimthathecanrun,buthecan’t

hide.

THANDIWE...

“Mama,whathappenedtoubaba?”Shecan’tignore

meforever,Ineedtoknowhowmyfatherdied.

Rumourhasitthathewassmotheredbyasnake,

peopletalkaroundhereandtherearerumours

aboutwitchcraftinmymother’shouse.Herso

calledfriendDanilespreadthetales,funnyhow

friendscanbetwofaced,stabyouinthebackthe

secondyouturn.

Nqabaisherealongwithhisfather,that’stheonly

wayhe’sabletoenterthehouseandsitlikea

Mkhwenyane.Iaskedthathebehere,mymotheris

nothappyabouthispresence.Hereyesare

stabbingdaggersatthemanwhohasmyheart,he

didn’tdoanythingwrongtoher.Hiscrimecouldbe

lovingme,IhavetotellmymotheraboutNtuthuko



andwhathedid.

“Mama,”she’ssettledonareedmat,headbowed.

“Hewasattackedbyasnake,”Okay,weheardthat

already.But…

“Whatreallyhappened?”Ilivedheremywholelife

andnotoncedidwehaveasnakeenterthe

premises.Herfacefreezes,mouthslightlyturned

down,eyebrowscurveddownwards,hertearsare

onthewayagain.It’swhatshedoes,cryuntiltears

dryuponherwrinkledface.

Itshowsfeelingsofsorrow,ofbeingsorryfor

something.TheguiltIseeinherdipsmyheartin

anger,probablyshehadsomethingtodowithmy

father’sdeath.Accusatoryfingershavebeen

pointingather,althoughtheywereassumptions,

hintsandrumours.

“Thandiwe.”Nqaba’srumblingvoicesnatchesme

backintotheirpresence.Helocksmeinaserious

gaze,remindingmeofthewordshespokebefore

weenteredtherondavel.‘Don’tactrational,

whateveryouhearinthere.Ineedyoutostaycalm,



doitforthebaby.’Takinghisadvice,I’mableto

curtailmyselfandwaitformymothertogivean

explanation.

“Thandiwemychild,Isinned.IsinnedagainstGod,

againstyouandagainstmyhusband.”Hervoice

trailsslowlyasshespeaks,likeherwordsare

unwillingtotakeflight.Thereissadnessinhereyes,

tearsplayingabigpart.I’mwatchingher,myheart

hammering,butIkeepmygaitcasualwithnohint

ofemotion.Mymindflickersbacktomyfather,he

wasagoodman.Agreatfather,hedidn’tdeserveto

diethewayhedid.

“WhenImarriedyourfather,myin-laws

immediatelypressuredmetogivethemanheir,but

IhadfoundoutthatIwasinfertile…”Shestarts,

hesitant.ItfeelslikeI’mwatchingamovie,featuring

myparents.Inmyhead,I’mnotallowedtowatch

thismovie,thecontentswillripmyheartoutofmy

chest.



Neverbefore,haveInoticedhowtimeissomuch

likewaterthatitcanpassslowly,adropatatime,

evenfreezeorrushinablink.

“No…nomama,that’snottrue.”Mymindrefuses

therevelation,Ican’tbelongtothatoldman.She

saysI’mgoingtodieonmytwentysixthbirthday,

thingslikethisarenotreal.Theycan’tbereal.

“I’msorry,Iwasdesperate.”Idon’tcarewhatshe

says,Iwillnotacceptthis.

“Didyouatleaststopandthinkaboutme,mama?

YousentencedmetodeathbeforeIwasevenin

yourwomb.IsthishowlittleImeanttoyou?”I’m

yelling,aquaverinmyvoice.

“Ididthinkofyou,mybaby,you’reallIthought

about.”

“Unamangamama,unamanga.Youwantedtobe

deemedawomanandsoyoubecameselfish,it

wasn’tfordadnorwasitforme.”(You’relying)

Nqabashootsuptohisfeetwhenmyfeetbringme

up,clampedteethandcoiledbrow.He’s

reproachingme,silently.



“Iprayedforyoueveryday,IaskedGodtokeepyou,

toreversethecursemychild.”HowamIsounlucky

tohaveamotherlikeher?Motherssacrifice

everythingfortheirchildren,theydon’tsacrifice

them.

“Isthatsupposedtomakemefeelbetter?”I’m

standingoverher,myvoiceraisingwitheach

syllable.Myentirelife,Irespectedthiswoman,I

don’trememberadayraisingmyvoiceather.

ParentsareequivalenttoGod,youregardthemwith

agreatamountofreverence.Whatdoyoudowhen

theydothingslikethis?BecauseofherIhavelost

myfather,theonlypersonwholovedmeandIwill

neverhavehimback.

“MamShengu,pleasecalmdown.Sheisstillyour

mother.”Dumacalmlysays,I’mnotinterestedin

thiscalmness.He’snottheonewhosesoulhas

beensoldtothedevil.

“Pleasebaba,talktoherforme.Askhertoforgive

me,Iwasyoungandstupid.”Impossible,notinthis



lifetime.

“RememberwhatMamSontosaidThandiwe?Do

notholditagainsther,ngiyak’ncengaTshabalala,

yehlisaumoya.”(Pleasecalmdown.)Whyisthis

onetouchingme?Nqaba’srequestcannotbe

granted,maybetheyshouldwearmyshoesand

let’sseeiftheywillforgivesuchanatrocity.

“Let’sgo,”Turningtohim,themanwhoisaskingfor

theimpossible,myheartpoursout.ThisiswhatI

want,Idon’twanttoseemymother’sfaceanymore.

He’schidingmeagain,withthelookinhiseyes.His

wordscanonlybelimitedinthishouseandit’sa

goodthingforthereasonthatIknowhehasa

mouthfullofthingsIdon’twanttohear.

“Thandiwe,please.”Mymotherimplores,crawling

tome.Icringewhenherarmswraparoundmylegs,

herwarmtearsdaubingthem.“Ngiyacelasisi,

ungangishiyi.Ijustlostyourfather,Ican’tloseyou

too.”(Pleasedon’tleaveme.)

“Chamama,cha.”(No)Nqabainterrupts,hishands



takehershouldersashehelpsheruptoherfeet.

Instinctively,herheadfallsonhisuppertorso.

Sobbinglikethewidowsheis,I’mhurtseeingmy

motherinpain,butmypainandangersurpasses

thehurt.

“Ngiyaxolisasthandwasam,xolelaisalukazisakho.

XolelaumawakhoThandiwe.”(I’msorrymylove,

pleaseforgiveyourmother.)

Tearsspillover,flowingdownherfacelikeariver

escapingadam.Herfacefindsahidingplaceon

Nqaba,ashepatshershoulderlikeasonwoulda

mother.

“I’msorry,Ican’tforgiveyouforthis.Iwillnever

forgiveyoumama.”Iwanttobenumb,numbedof

allthepainsurginginsideme.Thethoughtofdying

soonandleavingmyson,mymother’sbetrayal,her

excuseofsellingmysoultothedevil.

Ifeelthefirsttearbreakfreefrommyeyes,therest

followlikeanunbrokenstream.Mychestheaving,a

painfulriseandfall,Icrouchdroppingmyhandson



mykneesasmyfeetrelaythattheyaretiredand

can’tkeepmegroundedanymore.

WithasoftthudIfallonthefloor,pressingmy

palmstothereedmanandbegintocrywithaforce

ofapersonretchingwithforce.

Nqabahasabandonedmymother,hisarmsaremy

tragichero,theonlyantidoteIhaveformypain.My

bodyismouldedintohisown,fingerscurledinto

thefabricofhisjackettightenoughtolethimknow

thatIneedhimandIdon’twanthimlettinggo.

Wordsofcomfortswooshingfromhimintome,I

receivethembutmyheartrefusestoheal.Hishead

loungestomyshoulder,hischestrisingandfalling

againstmyhead

“That’senoughnowTshabalala,enough.”he

murmurswithatinysigh.

Moansescapemylipsthroughthesupressed

soundofhiccups,mymotherhasceasedthe

streamofhertears.Snivelsaretheremaining

evidenceofherheartbreak,Ican’tlookather.I

needtoleavethisplace.



“Thandiwebuya,buyaThandiwe.Ngiyak’celangane

yami,ungangishiyi.”(Comeback,pleasedon’tleave

me,mychild.)

HerdesperatecrychasesafterwhenIsurgeoutof

Nqaba’sarmsandrunoutthehouse,Idon’tknow

whereI’mgoing.Iwanttobeawayfromthisplace,

awayfrommymother.

Tobecontinued…
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NQABA

CatchingupwithThandiwe,Isnatchherfrom

behindwrappingmyarmsaroundherwaist.She

screamsfightingmeoff,it’snotlikehertoactlike

this.

“Letmego.”



“Thandiweit’sme,it’sme,Tshabalala.”Myalert

doesn’tseemtoregistertoher,morescreamserupt

asshekicksandflailsherhandsviolently.Burying

myfaceonthenapeofherneck,Iclipmyarms

aroundherwaistpressingherbuildtomine.Ahope

thatshewillstop,howeverhopelaughsinmyface

whenshecontinuesfightingmeoff.Thescreams

dischargingfromherarehorrific,andheart

wrenching.Iwouldmistakeherforacrazywoman.

“Thandiwecalmdown,pleasecalmdown.”Itighten

myhandsonherhipstoturnheraroundtomeetthe

blanklookinhereyes,no-notagain.

“Tshabalala,I’mnotlosingyouagain,notagain.”

Myheadtiltstothesidewhenshefloundersher

handandscratchesmycheek.

“Getawayfromme.”Agrowlbleedspasttheseams

ofherlips,shockwashesovermewhensheattacks

me.MymindisblankforasecondsoIletherjump

onme,theattackisenoughtothrowmetothefloor.

Andithitsmeimmediatelythatshe’snotherself,

she’spossessed.



Painmashesmyheart,drainingmeofthelittlehope

Ihad.IgripherwaistandflipusoversoI’m

straddlingher.Shedoesn’tstopfightingmewhenI

pinheronthegrass.Iknowthisisnother,soIlimit

mymightinstead.Myeyeslockwithherwildcrazed

eyes,thegrudge…it’sthegrudge.Itgivestheevil

manaccessintoherlife.

“Thandiwe,”Itryforamurmur,onehandpinningher

downsoshedoesn’tmoveandtheothercaressing

hercheek.

Herheadshakesbackandforthviolently,she’s

doingeverythingshecantoavoidmyeyes.

“Tshabalalalookatme.”

“Mapula,mynameisMapula.”Withwordsshe

fightsmeback,hervoicesoundingunusual.Iam

notgoingtoletthatdemonwin.Idon’texpect

Thandiwetograbafistfullofsandandblindme

withit,herhandsslamonmychesttopushmeoff

butIpressmylegsonhersidestokeepherdown.

OnceI’verubbedthesandfrommyeyes,Igripher



cheeksforcinghertolookintomyeyes.

“YouwilldieNqabayomzi,I’mgoingtokillyou.”Her

griponmyhandishotandmenacing,hereyes

dartingallacrossmyfaceandherbodydesperate

tobesetfree.I’mcomfortedthatthisisnotmy

Thandiwe,she’ssomewhereinthereandIhaveto

reachher.

“I’mnotafraidofyou,demon.”Ipause,

rememberingMamSonto’swords.‘Don’tentertain

demons,you’reachildofGod.’HowdoIcommand

itoutofThandiwe?Idon’twanttohurther,butthe

actionsthedemonistakingareforcingmetodoso,

asleeperchokewilltakeherout.It’sagoodthing

thecoastisclear,movingtolieontheside,myarm

snakesaroundherneckfrombehind.

Shesquirmsinfrontofme,strugglingtogain

liberation.Myheartpoorlystapledshutatthepain

ofthewomanIloveisthuddinghardwithout

purpose.

“I’msorryIhavetodothisThandiwe.Iloveyou,I

loveyouTshabalalawamandIwillmakeitgo



away.”Ipourmyheartout,slowlywhisperinginher

earwhiledeprivingherofairuntilshepassesout.

MylipskisshersbeforeItakeherinmyarms,

holdinghercloserthanIeverhad.

BARBRA

“Sgwili,you’reagenius.Ididn’tthinkthevoodoo

dollwillwork,”Nqabaisuntouchableandthat

leavesThandiwe,she’sunprotected.Sgwilicameup

withtheideaofavoodoodoll,theeasiestwayto

controlThandiwe.Iholditup,admiringmyperfect

work,thedevilwouldhavemadeagreatcreator.

Imaginecreatingahumanandhavingcontrolover

it.It’sgenius.GodgaveusfreewillwhichIfind

boring.LookatthepowerIhaveinmyhands.

“I’vebeeninthisbusinessallmylifeNdlovukazi,

you’regrandmotherneverhadanyproblemswith

mearound.Icomehighlyrecommended.”Sgwili

singshispraises,IhadtobringhimwithmetoKZN

forthefuneral.HehadtocollectsoilfromVusi’s



grave,thevoodoodollwouldnothaveworked

withoutthatsoil.

“That’sagoodthing.Makhafulacan’tcontrolher

whenshe’swithMzi,thatwitchshouldpromoteme

toqueenofthewitches.Ishouldruleinthat

kingdom,butnohewantsThandiwetositonthe

throne.Thethoughtofbeingruledbytwocorpses

makesmesick,you’reonlypowerfulinyourhuman

form.”Ideservethatcrown.

“Makhafulawillneverletanyonerule.Whatwillhe

doifhelosesThandiwetoMzi?”Asuddenstrong

windswooshesintotheroom,it’sbonechilling,the

hairsatthebackofmyneckrise.Sgwiilisnarlsand

scuttlestohidebehindme.

“Whatdidyousay?”Ademonicgrowlboomsinthe

air,scaringSgwilisomemore.“WillIloseMapula?”

Dammit!Makhafulawaslisteningin,thankfully

Dumaisnotathome.Themancansmellanything

fromafar.

“N-no…”Sgwilistruggleswithhisanswer,fear



chokinghim.

“Barbra,Barbra,Barbra.”Shit!Ihateitwhenhecalls

mynamethreetimes.“Controlyourzombie,Mapula

ismine.”Nonsense.Thereisnoreasonforhimto

behowlinglikethis,weallknowthatMapulaishis.

Asonghesingseveryday.

“ForgivehimGreat-one,heisanoldstupidcat.”

NowImustfightSgwili’sbattles,heneedstolearn

tokeephismouthshut.

“Makhafuladoesn’tforgive.”TellmesomethingI

don’tknow.“Theappointedtimeisapproaching

Barbra,isyourgrandsonready?”Idon’tevenknow

wheretheboyis.

“Sgwiliisstillsearchingforhim,Great-one.”My

responseiscutoffbythecatIshould’vetradedfor

amonkey.

“Whyme?Youdidn’ttellmeto…”

“Shutup,”Ichidehimwithasoftvoice.

“Enough,youtwoareincompetent.Rememberthis

istheonlywaytohaveherfullyundermycontrol,



thebloodofhersonwillbringMapulatome.The

nightofhisbirthdaytherewillbeafullmoonand

that’swhentheritualwilltakeplace.Ithirstforthat

bloodBarbra,Iwantthatboywithyou.”Makhafula

says,Ihavetoomuchonmyhands.Heexpectsme

tocontrolThandiwe,findZuluandlietomyson

whileatit.Ntuthukowillnotforgivemewhenthe

truthisrevealed.

“IwillfindhimGreat-one,hisbirthdayisintwo

weeks,that’senoughtime.”

“Ifyoumessthisup,youwillfollowLinda’s

husband.”Theroomsuddenlygoesquiet,he’sgone.

Ihatethatwitch.

“Mdidi.”(Asshole.)

Sgwilicusses,comfortablystridingacrossthe

room.

“Careful,hemightbelisteningandIwon’tbeableto

saveyou.”

“IfwecanhaveThandiweunderourcontrol,I’m

surewecanfindawaytogetyoutositonthe

throne.Onlyyouareworthytositonthatthrone



Ndlovukazi.”IloveitwhenSgwiliboostsmyego

likethis.

“We’llfindawaySgwili,Ihavebeenaservantforfar

toolong.It’stimeforanupgrade.”Laughtersurges

outofhim.

BULELWA…

IthoughtIwouldfindZizwebackaftertakinga

shower,itwasalongone.NowI’mmoreworried

thanever.Ichooseapairofshorts,it’shottoday.

Deliwewenttowork,shewon’tbehomeuntillater

tonight,soI’mallalone.Lookingforashirttomatch

thepinkshortsisastruggle,henceIalwaysgofor

black.It’ssimple,yetstylish.

“Buttercup.”Ifeelandhearhimbehindme,his

presenceheavy.It’sadelicioussensationthathas

meyearningtobeshelteredinhim.Hisarmsslip

aroundmywaistandhandsfindalocationonmy

stomach,hisstrongarmstelleverythingIam,body,

soulandmind.AfeelingIhaveneverexperienced



before,Iwanttobelockedinthismoment.“You

smellgood.”Awhisperinmyear,mybody

shuddersashestartstattooingmybareshoulder

withkisses.

Heturnsmearound,pressesintomebeforeIcould

painthisfacewithmygaze.Hisrighthandhopsto

cradlemycheek,afurrowedbrowbasedonhisface.

Myheartdanceswithcrazymovesasheleans

downandkissesthecornerofmylips,lingering…

deliciouslyfilling.

“Doyouhavefeelingsforme,Buttercup?”Domen

getbutterfliesintheirstomach?There’satingling

feeling,ithasmesquirmingagainsthim.

Myfaceisshoweredwithamillionkisses,ahand

tightlygrippedonmywaistgroundingme.

HemakesmebelievethatIbelongtohim,bodyand

soulandperhapsIdo.Zizweburieshisnoseinto

myneck,everyfibreofmybeinggoesinsane.He

breathesin,aheavyloudintakethathasamoan



slippingoutofmymouth.Heleaveshotkisseson

myneck,themostsensitivepartsbeinghistarget.

Instinctively,Ithrowmyheaduptogivehimaccess.

Cupid,thismanfeelssodamngood.Mylipsfall

intoaquaverasifIwerecaughtinapoolofice,the

handsthatwerepractisingtheirstubbornnessgo

onanescapadeandfindhisshirtwithatightened

grip.CurseRomeoasZizwemovestoglancesat

mewithfireinhiseyes.

“Youdidn’tanswerme,doImakeyourheartstop?”

“N…noyoudon’tandI-Idon’thavefeelings…for…

you.”Mywordsdischargeinbreathygasps.This

wouldhavebeenmyansweramonthago,nowI

havefallen,orI’mfalling.Whateveritis,hascaged

meandthereisnowayout.Zizwebringshisfacein

frontofmine,theclosenessisintenseIcanfeelthe

breathfromhisnostrilsfanningme.Poker-faced,he

takesmyhand,landingitonhischest.Histouchis

intoxicating.

“Thewayyoulookatmesaysyoudo,Imakeyou



sweat.”Hedrivesmyhanddownhistorso,mybody

fillsupwithheat.“DancewithmeButtercup.”I’m

notforthisname,buthemakesmefeellikeroyalty

whenhecallsmethat.

“There’snomusic,”Idon’tknowwhybutIpin

myselfonthegroundwhenhemovestoretrievea

phonefromhispocket.Curiositynudgesmeashe

scrollsthroughthemobile.“AskmehowIfeel

aboutyou?”IfZizwecontinuestospeaktomein

thesebreathlesswhispers,Iwillorgasmonthespot.

“Howdoyoufeel?”I’mstupid,we’vetackledthat

partsothankyoufornotjudgingme.It’sonly

countedsecondswhenasongsashaysintothe

room,it’sJonasBrothers-Lover/LoveBug.

“Thisismeinanutshell,myfeelings…myheart…

youandwhatIwantustobecome.Iwantyoutobe

myhomeButtercup,aplaceIgotowhenI’vehada

badday.IwantyoutobesomeoneIcallwhenI’m

lost,frustratedorhorny.You’remine”Hetakesmy



hand,kissesthepalm.Whileintertwiningourhands

together,hisotherhandandeyesmapmy

shouldersdowntomyvacantarm.AnadmirationI

haveneverseenbefore,heburieshisfaceinmy

collarbone.Histonguemovinginslowmotion,

smoochingtothenapeofmyneck.Ibitemylower

lipfromthepleasureofhiswarmtongueslowly

dancingonmyskin.

I’mnotthispatient,Bulelwawouldhavestripped

himnakedandwe’dbeonourwaytoparadise.My

bodyceasestobemine,Inowbelongtohim.Itfalls

intohotwaterwhenhislipssmashagainstmine,

he’slookingforawayin.Mylipspartinvoluntarily,

grantinghimaccessandit’slikeI’vepoured

gasolineonaburningflame.Zizwedeepensthe

kiss,whatwasaslowdance,lipsmovingwitha

tangobecomesaninsatiablewolfishkiss.

Aloudgaspescapesthroughourlipswhenmy

backcollidesagainstthewall,thepainiswiped

awaybyhistonguedancingwithmine.



Myhandsfindhisback,Islidethemuptohiswings

andusethemtopullhimintome.Hissecondhand

wantsinonthefunandsoitboardersonmywaist,

givingtheotherhandahand.Hetugsmeup

againsthimsothatwe’reeven,hehasn’tmadea

sound,yetwhileI’mheavingandwhimperinglikea

ballerina.Groaning,moaningandgaspinglikea

highschoolerexperiencingherfirsttime.

Ifeelhim,hiserectionagainstme.Acloudof

pleasurecoversus,we’removingfast…hands

undisciplined…mouthsdoingtheirownthings.

Zizwe’slipsleavemine,ayearningandthrobbing

persist.Pressedupagainstthewall,pantingand

failingtokeepmyeyestomyself,Ibitemylowerlip,

yearningtotastehislipsagain.Ishould’veknown,I

shouldbejealousofthisarrogancethatalways

wantshisattention.Asmirkclaimshisdelicious

lips,lustandcontentmentswirlinginhiseyes.The

bulgeonhispantsiscrazilydisplayed,compelling

metosquirmwithpleasure.I’mnotshywhenit

comestosex,Godblessedusandsowhynot



embraceitandpaintitifwecan.

“CanwealwaysbethiscloseButtercup?”Zizwe

repeatsthelyricsofthesong.Lookscanbe

deceiving,themanisamarshmallow.Someonecall

Jub-Jub,Ifoundhistwin.Thisoneisminethough,I

wanttosayyestohisquestion,butIhavenever

claimedanyonetobemine.Icutpeopleoff,that’s

whatIdo,it’swhatI’mgoodat.Icookit,packitand

takeithome.HowdoIagreetosomethingI’mnot

sureI’llkeep,Idon’ttrustmyself.

Mybodyheatsupattheamountoflovetwirlingin

hiseyes.Heisdubbingmeworthyandimportant,a

feelingIhaveneverfeltbefore.Mylustfuleyes

couldbedeceivingme,though.“Iwanttobeyour

lover,Iwantyoutodwellinmyheartandtakecare

ofit.I’vegivenittoyou,Buttercup.ThedayIsaw

you,Ihadtomakeyoumine,youhadalreadystolen

myheartandsowhynotclaimyouasmyown?”He

smiles,leansdownoncemore,hislipspressinto



mine…uncorrupted…exploring…Iwhimperashe

trailshislipsfrommyneckdowntomychest,with

hiseyeslockedintomine,hetakesmyhandsand

kissesmyknucklesoneatatime…slowworship.

Myhandstillinhishand,hedirectsustothebed

andmysensesinterruptbyremindingmeofthe

familymemberhearrivedwith.

“Qhaphela?”

“Whatabouthim?”Stupid,heknowswhatI’m

asking.“Ifyou’reworriedaboutscreaming,don’t

fret.It’sjustustwo,youcanscreamasmuchas

youwant.”

REMOVED...

LiketheHulkIpresumedhimtobe,themanjumps

uptohisknees,he’stouchingmeagain.Hishands

areonmywaist,whyisheliftingmeupinhisarms?

“Whatareyoudoing?”Iwanthimtoputmedown,



I’mnotstrongenoughtouttertoomanywords.

“Roundtwo.”Hesays,smashingmybackagainst

thewall.Hellno,ifhecontinuestohandlemelikea

stuffedchicken,Iwillbreak.

“Therewillbenoroundtwo.”Thattimemylegsare

wrappedaroundhiswaistandI’mmoaningtohis

wetkissesonmyneck.

“PleaseButtercup,I’llbegentle.”Thewhisperis

plantedonthenapeofmyneck,drawingout

shuddersfromme.IhatehowIcan’tsaynotohim,

myhandsarewrappedaroundhisneck,headtilted

back.I’mbasicallygivinghimconsenttoroughme

upagain.Mybuttholeisonfire,I’llhavetofakea

sicknessafterthis.Deliweistooinquisitive,shewill

spotmylimpingandaskthingsthatdonotconcern

her.

“L-letmehealfirstZizwe.”WrongwordsBubu,you

don’tdoseconds.That’swhatyoushouldbetelling

him,tellHulkyoudon’tdoleftovers.“I-I…”Speak

dammit…



“Please,ngiyacelaNdlondlo,”andthereIgomelting

away.He’llfuckmethroughthepain,great…My

legsarewrappedaroundhiswaistandmyhands

diggingonhisshoulder,Idigthemdeeperand

winceinpainwhenheslowlyslidesintome.He

makesasoundI’veneverheard,likehelovesthe

feelingofbeinginsideme.“PhephisaNdlondlo,”

(I’msorry.)

Hekissesmylips,morethanenoughtomakeme

forgetthepain.It’sthere,butit’safadingpain.Why

doeshisvoicedothistome?Seducingmetoan

extentthatIcan’tcontrolmyself.Ishouldn’tbe

meltingintoapuddle,I’vecaughtfeelingsforthis

manandifhecontinueslikethisIwilldieifhe’sa

secondawayfromme.

Webothstopwhenwehearthedoorswingopen,

everythingcomescrushingdownwhenIseemy

fatherandLilianstandingatthedoor.Thelookin

hiseyesisofdisgustanddeephatredforthismanI



amgrowingtolove.IjumpoffZizwe,myhead

tellingmetograbourclothesandcoverup.My

eyeswandertofindhistrousers,Ineedhimcovered

up.

Idon’tmakeittothefootofthebedasthesoundof

agunshotandafemininescreamcatchmy

attention.Mywideeyesdarttomyfatherwhois

aimingaguntowhereZizweisstanding,onlyhe’s

notstandingbutlyingonthetiledfloorcoveredin

blood.Ifallintoapanic,unabletospeakormove.

Thesong…Zizwe’ssongfadesintothebackground

whenmyworldfallsintoavolcaniceruption.The

songnowcarriesgoodandbadmemories.

STYLES…

WemeetCele’sfrightenedfacewhenRandallkicks

thedooropen,hestaggersbackuntilthewall

blockshisway.There’ssomeonewithhim,the

cousin.He’sjustasterrifiedasCele.Randallcares

littleabouthim,hiseyesarecastonthemanwho



rapedhissister.

“Whoareyou?Whatdidyouwantfromme?”He’sa

mess,visiblyshakinglikealeaf.

“Whatwilladeadmandowiththisinformation?”It’s

notananswerRandallgivesbutadeclaration,one

thingIknowisthatCeleisnotleavingthisplace

alive.

“I-Ididn’tdoanythingwrong,”thefoolstutters,fear

pinchinghim,eyeswidened.Withhishandsinhis

pocketsandahardenedface,Randalltakesafew

stepstowardCele.ThelookonCele’sfacesayshe

knowswhothemanbeforehimisandthatnothing

isgoingtogorighttoday.

“Doyouknowwhathappenswhenpeoplepissme

off?”Randall’ssternvoicefillstheroom.

“W-WhatdoyoumeanMr.Okolie?”Thecousin

darestoopenhismouth,hiswordsareallover,

stumblingonhistongue.

“Randall,itseemsthesetwothinkwe’refools.”My



opinionofwhatI’mobserving.

“Withallduerespectsir,theremustbeamistake.”

Thefoolishcousinagain.“Yes.”Celetestifiesofhis

cousin’ssayings,noddinglikeamaniac.

“Yousonofabitch,”Randallroars,throwinga

punchthatsendsCeleflyingacrossthefloor.

“I’msorry,please.Itwasnothingseriousatfirst,I

don’tknowhowitescalatedto…”Randalldoesn’t

giveCeleachancetofinish,he’sstraddlinghim,

smashinghisfacewithheavyblows.Eyeswide,the

cousintakeshisfeettothedoor.He’snotthat

fortunateasIblockhisway.Heflinchesfrightened

bymyhighpitchedlaughter.

“Goingsosoon?”Aquestionflowsthroughmy

teeth,ithashimtremblinginhisboots.Thereis

nothingmorebeautifulthanseeingamandrenched

infear,Icouldpaintthepictureandframeit.“Like

yourcousinsaidoverthere,itwasnothingserious.

Sowhatwe'reabouttodotoyouisnothingserious.

We’lljustbejusthavingfun.”



“Wh-Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Ifonlyheknew,

halfsatisfiedwithhiswork,Randallmovesaway

fromCele,leavinghimgroaninginagony.Blood

oozingfromhismouth.Randallshootsmeabrief

look,conveyingamessage.

“Youtwoseemtobeclosehey,Iseeyouhavethat

brotherlykindoflove.”Istart,gesturingthatthe

cousinhelpshiscousinup.Randallwantstokill

him,Iseeitinhiseyes,butnotbeforeCelegetsa

tasteofhisownmedicine.Iwanthimtobegfor

mercyandIjustknowhowtomakeithappen.

“What’syourname?”Thequestionisdirectedtothe

cousin,ittakesbarelyasecondforhisshiftyeyes

todarttoRandallandlessthanthattorushbackto

me.

“Sbuda,”Ahufffrommereceivestheresponse.

“Sbudahuh?Doyouwanttolive?”

Ofcoursehe’llnodlikeafool.



“Towhatextentwouldyougotosaveyourlife?”My

questionseemstohavethrownhimintoamuddle

ofconfusion.

“Idon’tunderstand.”Hestutters,exchangingan

enquiringglancewithCele.

“Wedidn’tcomehereforteaandbiscuits,you

surelydon’tthinkwe’llletyouliveafterharbouring

themanwhorapedmysister?”Randallexclaims,

he’sgettingimpatient.

“Ididn’tknowhemessedwithoneofyourown,I

swear.”Themanispathetic.

“YouknowSbuda,”Randallamblestowardshim,

tooclosetomakeSbushuffleandnervouslyflutter

likeabird.“Idon’tusuallygivesecondchances,ifit

wereuptome,youbothwouldbedeadbynow.”

“AmIgettingananswertodaySbuorwillyoukeep

mewaiting?”Iask,Celeisoblivioustowhatis

happening,he’squietlystandingnexttohiscousin.

Confusionfuckinghimup.



“Anything,Iwoulddoanythingtostayalive.PleaseI

havechildrenandamotherwhodependonme.”He

finallycracks,justwhatIwantedtohear.Randall

tiltshisheadaside,Iseeasmirkplayingonhislips.

It’spompous,coyanddauntingallinone.

“Evenfuckyourbrother,Sbuda?”Randalllaysout

theplanonthetablemuchtoSbuandCele’s

astonishmentastheyreleaseincredulousgasps.

“W-What?”Agapeandeyesfallenout,Sbubiteshis

tongueandchokesonhissaliva.Thelaughter

eruptingfrommeisunplanned,Ienjoysuch

moments.

“Striphimnakednow,”Randallcommands,sternly.

Sbuwantstolive,butthisisnothowhewantsitto

godown.

“No,pleaseI’msorry.”FrailCelecries,funnyhowhe

showedstrengthwhenheoverpoweredinnocent

children.



“Isaidstriphimnakednow.”IseeRandall’s

impatiencecometoplay,hewon’tletthemgoso

easily.ThiswasmyideaandIlovehowhe’staking

lead,thiswilleasetheangersuffocatinghim.“If

anyofyouhesitate,Iwillkillyouandmakesure

yourfamiliesneverfindyouruselessbodies.”

WithshakyhandsSbuturnstoaterrifiedhesitant

Cele,hishandsstarttounbuttonCele’sshirt.It’sa

slowprocess,annoyinglyslow.Ihavetopullouta

gun,itwillsurelymakethemdance.

“OhcomeonSbuda,I’msureyoucandobetterthan

that.You’vebeentoprison,right?Aretheythis

gentle?Ripthoseclothesoffman.”Henods,

shreddingCele’sshirtoff.Horrorandfearhave

comeouttoplay.Agunisheldonhisheadashis

handsfalterwhenhehastoremoveCele’spants.

Celepusheshim,onlytoreceiveakickinthegut

fromRandall.Unabletoscootawayandatmy

commandhe’spushedonthebedbySbu,back

facingup.Randallholdshimwithafootashetries

tomove.



“Hayi,ngiyacela.I’msorry,I’msorrypleasekillme,

ratherkillmeplease.”Thebastard…Randall

crouchestobarkonhisface.

“IsthishowmysisterbeggedforherlifeCele,is

thishowshescreamedandpleadedthatyoulether

go?”

“I’msorry,youcandowhateveryouwant.Butnot

this,I’mbeggingyoutohavemercy.Sbuda,don’tdo

thisplease.”

“I’msorryAlfredntwana,Idon’twanttodie.”Ilike

Sbu,he’ssmart.

“GoforitSbuda,makemeproudntwana.Thisis

yourlife,it’seitheryougodownwithyourcousinor

youjumpshipandsaveyourself.”Tearsplayingon

hisface,Sbunodsclimbingtostraddleatrembling

Cele.“Gohard,don’tplaywiththisrapist.Iwanthim

tofeelwhathisdaughterandIfefelt.”Angerflashes

onSbu’sface,Iseehedidn’tknowthatCelewas

molestinghisdaughter.Randallmovestothedoor

whenSbuslidesintohiscousin,thesoundofCele’s



screamsofagonyresonateintheshack.It’sas

brutalasIimagined,he’llbetraumatisedafterthis.

IknowNeoisherewhenIhearacommotion

outsideandaknockatthedoor,Sbuisdone

althoughIwishhewouldcontinueallnight,Ilove

hearingCelecrylikealittlegirl.

“He’sinhere,thismanhasgottenawaywithrape

forfartoolong.”Thatmustbeoneofthewomen

Neohiredforthismob,heneverdisappoints.

“Enoughisenough,wehavetotakemattersintoour

ownhands.Howmanyofourwomenandchildren

doeshehavetorapeandkilluntilweactuallytake

action?”

MygazedartstoCelewhoisnowcurleduponthe

bed,tremblinglikesilkonawindymorning.

“NicejobSbuda,youandIwillgofar.”Shamehas



embracedhim,hiseyesrefusetoleavethefloor.

RandallgrabsCelenakedasheis,dragshimout

screamingandcrying.Hethrowshiminthemidst

oftheangrycrowd,thenumberissomanyIcan’t

counttheminbothmyhands.

“Thegatesofhellareopen,thedevilbettertake

whatbelongstohim.”Withangerdancingonhis

throat,Neogrumbles.Wewatchastheangrymob

attackCelewithwhatevertheycangettheirhands

on.IfIcouldIwouldtakeavideoforIfe,sheneeds

toseethatjusticehasbeenserved.

“Randall!”Jawclenchedandeyesfixatedonthe

ambush,Randallshiftshisgazetomeforasecond.

“Areyousureyouwanttodothis?”CastratingCele

wasAyize’sideaandRandallwantstobetheone

beforethemanbreatheshislast.Withoutaword,he

snatchesamachetefromoneofthemeninthe

crowd.Hisstepsareintimidatingandcommanding



ashetramplestowhereCeleishelplesslylying.

Thisisit,Randallwillfinallyscratchtheitchand

hopefullyhewillfocusonhisfamilyafterthis.

Cele’sscreamsaresupressedbythegrumblesof

theangrymob,heislyinginhisownblood,bleating

likeadyinggoat.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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BULELWA…

Myfatherwalkedoutofmyroomwithoutsomuch

asawordafteralmostkillingZizwe,Ihadtohelp

dresshimupwhilecryinglikeakid.Watchinghim

bleedandwinceinpaindidsomethingtomeandI

willneverhealfromit.ThefewmomentsIthought

hewasdeadweretheworstmomentsofmylife,

evenmyfatheroustingmeoutofhishousecould



notbecomparedtothefearofthinkingIhadlost

Zizwe.

Mandlaisabigbully,tothinkIalmostsacrificed

myselfforhim.IscoldmyselfforthinkingIcouldbe

withawomanforthesakeofthegorilla.

“Areyouokay?”LilianandIsinginunison,myeyes

floundertoher.Hersarewet,tooshifty.Itmustbe

theguilt,herhusbandalmostkilledaman.Iwould

beashamedaswell.Zizweescapedwithabullet

holeonhiswrist,heprobablysawitcomingand

raisedhishandindefence.

Iusedhist-shirttocoverthewound.ThankGod

he’snotbadlyinjured,butIcan’tstopcrying.With

animpassiveexpression,Zizwefrownsatthetears

disturbingmyeyes.Hehasgivenupwipingthem,

notoncehasheacknowledgedmymother.These

peoplesawmylovernaked…ifIcouldcallhimthat.

Hewantsustobeloversandmyheartwantsittoo.

“WhyareyouhereLilian?”Shetoldherhusband

aboutmytrip,hencetheyarehere.Ifshehadn’t,we



wouldn’tbeinthispredicament.

“Yourfatherfoundoutaboutyourplanandhecame

tostopyou.”WhydoIfindithardtobelieveher?

“Sohehappenedtohaveagunwithhim?”The

memoryofseeingZizwelyingonthefloorhaunts

me,tearscometoplayonmyface.

“WhenwillyoustopcryingButtercup?Youknow

whatyourtearsdotome.”Hewhispersthispartin

myearandno,Idon’tknowwhattheydotohim.

Lilianscuttlesawayfromthebedtostandatthe

doorway.

“WhoisthisboyBulelwa?”Mymotherisnotso

vicious,theLilianIknowwouldberushingthisboy

asshecallshimtothehospital.Theblank

countenanceonherfeaturesconfoundsme,Zizwe

ishurtandshedoesn’tseemtocare.

“He’smyfriend,”Ianswerher,althoughIwould

rathernot.Myarmissnakedaroundhisshoulders,

I’mfloatingoverhim.



“Yousleepwithyourfriends,Bubu?”Whodoesn’t?

“Whatyoutwodidwasverystupidandreckless.”I

don’texpecthertocastigateus,wedidn’tdo

anythingwrong.

“WeneedtogethimtothehospitalmamakaBubu,

canyoucomplainlater?”Lilian’sgazeiskepton

Zizwe,acondescendingglare.Asmileabideson

Zizwe’splumplips,yetworryhasbrokenintohis

eyes.MaybeLilianisright,itwasstupidofusto

havesexhere,butnoonewasgoingtoknow.The

housewasvacant,howwerewesupposedtoknow

thatLilianandherstreetlightofahusbandwereon

theirway.Thingslikethishappenwhenyoudon’t

announceyourarrival.Whataretheydoinghere

anyway?

“Knowingyourfather,nooneisleavingthishouse.I

amverydisappointedinyou,Bulelwa.”Great,I’llbe

gettingalecturefromherandmyfather.

“I’mtakingZizwetothehospitalandnoonewill

stopme.”ItellLilian,ascendingtomyfeettohelp



Zizweup.Withcarefulsteps,Ileadhimoutthedoor.

I’mnotcomfortablewiththedeadlyglareLilian

regardsZizwewithaswewalkpasther.Suddenly

sheholdsamaliciousguise.Didsheleavethesoft

LilianinJoburg?Ineedheronmysidethistime,

Mandlaisgoingtokillme.

Heisnotinthelivingroomwhenwereachthere,

Lilian’sshoesloudlyclunkbehindus,itmakes

Zizweuncomfortable,Icantellwiththewayhe

clearshisthroat.

“Yourfatherisonhisway.”Mandla’svoicebooms

behindus,holdingusdownonthespot.Myarmis

wrappedaroundZizwe’swaisttokeephimstable,in

slowmotionweturntofindmyfatherwiththe

murderweapononhishand.Iwillneverforgethis

eyes,hisredlacedeyeballsglaringatthemannext

tome.

“Gcinumzi!”Anditbegins.“You’readisgracemfana

wam.Youhavesolittlerespectformethat,youturn

myhouseintoabrothel.”Idon’tknowiftheinsultis



directedtomeorZizwe,thesighemanatingfrom

himtellsmethathedoesn’tappreciatemyfather’s

words.

“ItoldyouhowIfeltaboutZondoandyouchooseto

sleepwithhisson.”ZizweisZondo’sson?I’mso

ignorantthatIneverbotheredtofindouthisfull

name.PeoplecalledhimZizweorbafoatwork.I

lookupathim,hisgazeislaidonthefloor.“You

knowhowIfeelaboutthatman.”

“Ican’ttalktoyourightnowNdlondlo,Ineedtoget

Zizwetothehospitalsinceyoudecidedtoshoot

yourfriend’sson.”Idon’tseeuscomingoutfrom

this,Iwon’tbeabletolookathimwithoutseeing

thedamagehedidonZizwe.Iwanttohatehimand

byGodIwouldifitwerepossible.

“Zondoisnotmyfriend,lookatwhathebirthed.A

failure…”

“Hey!”I’mtakenabackbyZizwe’ssnapping.“You

don’tgettoinsultmyfather,Idon’tcarewhoyou

are.”

“DoyouseethisGcinumzi?Thisboyisunruly…”



“Idon’tunderstandyou,baba,thisboyisbadly

injured.Youshouldbelendingahelping,butyou’re

persecutinghim.HowdoyouexpectZizwetoreact

afteralmostkillinghim?You’reluckyhe’snotdead,

Iwasnevergoingtoforgiveyou.”Imeanevery

word,I’mtiredofMandlathinkingthesunrisesand

setswithhim.

“Gcinumzi!”That’sallheknows,shoutingmyname

likehe’sthekingoftheworld.

“YouwillneveracceptmeandIhavetocometo

termswithit.Iwillhealbaba,I’mnotthefirstgayto

beabandonedbyhisfamily.”

“Bulelwa.”Lilianisabouttotakeherhusband’sside

andIaminnomoodtoarguewiththem.

“Excuseus.”Zizwe’sgazeislockedwithmyfather’s,

alotofbadenergyemanatingfrombothofthem.

Myhandfallingonthesmallofhisback,Ileadhim

out.

“Stayhere,I’mgoingtobringthecararound.”He

nods,leaningupagainstthewall.Whowouldhave



thoughtthatIwouldcareaboutsomeonethismuch?

Ithurtsmethatmyfatherhateshisguts,ifIagree

tothisattachment,nothingwillevergoright.

MandlawillmakesurethatIamnothappy.

Zizwehasthisbadboyattitude,hedoesitsowellit

almostlooksperfect.Fallingforhimwouldbelike

jumpinginalakefilledwithleeches.Thisisarisk.

WhydoIhaveafeelingthathewilltakemedown?I

canseetheendfromwhereI’mstandingandstillI

wanthimtotakemedown.Iwanttodrownintohim

andifIgounder,thenfatehaschosenit.

IcomebacktoLilianstandingoutsidewithZizwe,

theylooktoocosy.Herhandisgummedonhis

chest,althoughhetossesitoff,Lilianpersistson

touchinghim.Myfeetfalteratad,mymindtryingto

paintoutthepicturebeforeme.Whyismymother

touchingHulklikethat?ItlookssowrongIcan’t

standit.

“MamakaBubu?”Sheflinches,scuttlingadistance

awayfromhim.Zizwe’sshiftyeyescalluponmy



gaze,agrimacekissinghisface.Idon’tknowhow

toreadfacesorelseIwouldknowwhathe’s

thinking.

“Baby,I-Iwascheckingifyourfriendisokay.”Lilian

providesmewithanexplanationbeforeIcouldput

thequestionoutthere.“Heneedstohavethathand

takencareof.”

“That’swhatwe'reabouttodo.”Theimageofthem

standingtogethercomesinfrontofmyeyes.

“Buttercup,let’sgo.”Zizweseestheworryseated

onmyface,hetakesmyhand,kissesmylipsand

walksustothecar.Icouldbeimaginingthings,

Zizwewouldn’tdothat,wouldhe?Thenagain,I

don’tknowmuchabouthim.I’mprobablythinking

toomuchintoit.Lilianlovesmyfather,she

worshipsthatman.

ZizwetakesmyhandandkissesitasIgripthegear,

shiftingmyeyestohimtheyfindhisstaring,

admiring.Apartyisthrowninmystomachandit

hasmecurlingmytoes.



“You’restillmine,Buttercup?”Whyisheaskingme

this?“Yourfather-”

“I’mtwentythreeZizwe,myfathercannotchoose

whoIlove.”Anaughtysmiletakesthestageonhis

lips.

“Didyousaylove?”Bubu,youneedtolearntoshut

up.

“No.”IwilldenythisforaslongasIcan,myforward

heartdancesatthesoundofhislaughterasit

boomsinthecar,deephorsey.It’sabeautiful

sound.

“Let’sgetyoustitchedupbeforeyoulosethathand,

youstillowemeasessiononthewall.”I’mgraced

withhisguffawagain,asmilepullsatmylipsatthe

sound.Hereachesfortheradioandthemanplays

thatsongagain,I’mstartingtolikeit.Itexplainshis

feelingsforme,wehavealongwaytogo,butI’m

surewe’llmakeit.

Thisisbeyondmywildestdreams,ifheasksmeto

ruinmyselfforhimthenIwoulddoitwithoutadash

ofadoubt.That’showdeepI’mbeginningtofeelfor



him.

NQABA…

Myearstwitchatthesoundoffootfallsoutsidemy

bedroomdoor,ittakesamillisecondformeto

registerthatIhavevisitors.NeoandMamSonto

drovedowntoEshoweafterIreportedThandiwe’s

ordeal,shehasn’tcometo.

“Mzi.”Atickleonthedoorcomeswithafeminine

voice,somethingmustbewrongforMamSontoto

beawakeatthistime.Icheckthetimeonmyphone,

it’s2:58am.

“Areyouokay?”Concernriseshigherthanmyvoice,

Neoisbehindher,eyesaswideasadeerin

headlights.Iknowwhenhe’sswimminginfear,

there’strouble,Ipresume.

“Therearepeopleoutside.”Visitorsatthistime?My

familydoesn’tknowaboutmyhouseinEshowe,

neitheraretheyawareofmybankbalance.For



yearsIwasabletokeepitfromthem,knowinghow

BarbraandNtuthukoarecontrolledbybanknotes.

Theywouldplanmymurdertohaveallmyassets,it

tookmeyearstobuildanempireformyself.

ThingswentgoodformewhenIwenttoJoburgto

findajob,IthoughtluckwasonmysideuntilImet

amanwhotoldmethatIwasblessedwhenit

comestomoney.Ablessingfrommyancestors,he

wentontosaythatIhadroyalbloodandsomy

ancestorswouldneverletmeliveinpoverty.

Confrontingmyfatheraboutthematter,he

confirmedthattheBiyasesdonotcomefrom

royalty.Youknowhowwehavefalseprophets,

that’swhatIassumedthemantobe.

“Whoarethey?”IquestionMamSonto’sallegations,

myeyesfindNeoagaintoseehimvisiblytrembling.

“What’sgoingonmah?”

“ThreewomenareoutsideyourhouseMzi,this

houseisnotprotected.It’saplaygroundforanyone



whowishestoenter.Wouldyouliketoseethem?”I

thoughtyoucan’tseewitcheswithyournakedeye.

“LetThandiwesleep.”

AtherrequestIshutthedoorbehindmeandfollow

themtothelivingroom.Neohasnotutteredaword,

I’mworriedabouthim.Inoticehowhe’shovering

aroundMamSontoasifseekingprotection.

“I’mgoingtorubthisoilonyoureyes,itwillhelp

youseethesupernatural.”I’mnotsureIwantto,

lestIbecomeacowardlikemyfriendoverherewho

hasgonemuteduetofear.

“Whatwillwedowhenseethem?”Maybewe

shouldletthembe.

“Iwantyoutoseehowrealthisis,theyaretryingto

enterbutthepresenceofGodishinderingthem.

Thefoolsarelaughing,theythinktheycantakeme

on.Threeagainstone,that’swhattheyaresaying.”

“Youcanhearthem?”Neo’squaveringvoiceseeps

throughmyears,Iwasstartingtomisshisvoice.

“Everyword,theyarenotusingtheirmouthsto

speak,butminds.Theyareinthespiritrealmand



thingstherecanbeverytrickyandunexplainable.

Whydoyouthinkwitchescangettoyouthrough

dreams?Whenyou’resleeping,youfallintothe

spiritrealm.That’swhywhenyoueatinyour

dreams,someoneissurelyfeedingyou.Thespirit

worldcanbedangerousMzi,sowhenyousee

thosewitches,theywon’tbeyournormalwomen

youseeinyoureverydaylife.Theymoveataspeed

you’veneverseen,youmightevendiefromseeing

themwithyournakedeye.

Sowhydoesshewantmetoseethem?

“I’llstaywithsisTee,youtwocango,butplease

makesuretheydon’tenterthehouse.Idon’t

entertaindemonsMamSonto.”Neospeaks,dashing

toacouch.IgnoringNeo’sremarkMamSontorubs

theoilonmyeyes,shegesturesthatIbowmyhead

alittle.Sheengagesinalittleprayer,Ihardlyhear

whatshesays.

“LockthedoorMzi,”Neowithanopenbibleinhand

advises.



Thenightskyisvictimtodarkclouds,thebackdrop

remindsmeofthedarkcloudinThandiwe’slife.Itis

abeautifulnightthough,thewindissobracingone

wouldcampouthere.AswestepoutIseethree

figuresturnacorner,headedaroundthehouse.If

humanswereasbraveasfear,lifewouldbemuch

easier.Myhearthasfoundahomeonmythroat,

thechurningonmystomachmakesithardforme

tomoveboldly.MamSontoismuteinfrontofme,

we’removingtothedirectionthefigureswent.I

haveaquestionandmymindisreadytorelease

whenMamSontoraisesherhandtocurbmy

inquisitivenesslikesheknewIwasabouttospeak.

Icanhearwhispersandfeetfluttering,itdoesn’t

soundhuman.Toomanyvoicesatonetime,

amongstthosevoicesThandiweismentioned.They

arehereforThandiwe,somethingfliespastus,with

thisoilMamSontorubbedonmyeyesIseea

humanfigure.

“Jesus.”AshoutfromMamSontoandthefigure

freezesononespot,afemalestarkersandherback



turnedtous.MamSontogesturesthatIlookupat

theroof,myeyesmeetashadowofasmallchild.

It’smovinglikeasnake,slitheringononespot.I

regretcomingouthere,Neowouldhavediedonthe

spot.

“Whatdoyouwant?”Irespectthisstrongwoman.

Thewitchdoesn’treply,nordoesshemove.You

wouldthinkshe’sastatuethewayshestandsrigid

ontheground.“Whatdoyouwantfromthisman?”

Authorityliesinthetoneofhervoice,myeyes

scurryfromthewitchinfrontofustotheshadow

ontheroof.

“Mapula.”Thevoiceisghostly,forcedandinsolent.

Herbodyhasnotmovedaninchtoshowsignsof

life.

“ThereisnoMapulahere,youshouldleave.”

AuthoritytakesleadasMamSontocommandsthe

devil’sagenttodepartfrommypremises.Idon’t

hearthewhispersanymore,buttheshadowofthe

littleisstubborn.Myeyesseemtotwirlaround



therefromtimetotime,theyexpandastheshadow

beginstoslitherdowntheroof,seeingahuman

formslitheringlikeasnakewithsucheasedown

thewallraisesallthehairsonmybody.

IgiveMamSontoavigilantalert,thelookinhereyes

saysshedidn’tseeitcoming.Everythingspeedsup

afterthat,butslowingdownatthesametime.The

shadowjumpsonMamSontotwirlingitselfaround

her,Idon’tseeitanymore,butMamSontoislying

unconsciousonthefloor.Withspeedtoofastto

believe,thewitchdashesaway,disappearing

aroundthecorner.Idon’tbothertothinkabout

anythingelse,myinstinctstellmetowhisk

MamSontoupandrushintothehouse.

IFEANYI…

I’mawareofmysurroundingsandthepeoplethat

havebeencomingtoseeme,theyspeaktomeand

sendtheirapologies.Idon’tmindthat,whatIhate

arethelooksofpitytheyharassmewith.Ican



almostheartheirminds,‘there’sthatgirlwhowas

raped.’MywholelifeIwillhavetoliveunderthe

umbrellaofarapevictimandnomatterhowmuchI

trytoremoveit,itwillforeverstaywithme.

Mybrotherhimselfwillnotbeabletohelpme,I

knowthis.Eachdayisathingitself,I’mstuckinthe

past.Surroundedbydarkness,Idon’tseethelight

breakingthroughit.I’mstagnantinamomentof

horror.Icanstillsmellhimonme,hissweat,his

semen.Hisscentisasstrongasitwasonthatday.

‘Niceridesweetheart.’Ismashmyhandsonmy

earstoshuthisvoiceout,butit’sinmyears.Inmy

head,thesoundofhisheavybreathing.Ijerkup

fromthebedasIfeelhisweightonme,Ihavetoget

outofhere.He’sgoingtogettome,Ican’tlethim

findme.Iwilldieifthathappens.Mykneesbring

metothefloorasIjumpoutofbed.

“Help,help.”Ishout,it’sinaudible.Ican’thear

myselfaswell,soIlieonthefloortrembling.

Relivingtheworstdayofmylife,Iwanttodie.He



shouldhavekilledme,itwouldhavebeenbetterifI

diedthatday.

“Hey,areyouokay?”Naturally,myeyesshootupto

seeamanwearingaconcernedlookonhisface.I

haveseenhimbefore,hecomesaroundalotand

brotherwouldchasehimaway.Iflinchwhenhe

triestohelpme,Idon’twanthimtouchingme.I

don’tknowhim.

“Ionlywanttohelp.”Thereiswarmthinhisvoice.

“MynameisNtsika,Iwon’thurtyou,Ipromise.Let

mehelpyouup,please.Theflooriscold,you’ll

catchacold.”I’mnotincapacitated,Irefusetobe.

Palmingthefloor,Istartbypushingmylegsup

alongwithmybody.Ittakesawhileformeto

balanceonthebedandscrambleon.Ntsikafolds

hisarmsacrosshischest,he’sstaringandIwantto

tellhimtogo.Myvoicehasturnedonme,Ican’t

findit.IresorttotheonlythingI’mabletodo,turn

onthesideandcovermyselfwithabedsheet.

“Iwillbeoutsideifyouneedanything.”Hesays,I’m



abletobreathewhenIhearthedoorshut.Whyis

hehereatthistimeofthenight?

NQABA…

“Whathappened?”Neoplacesthebibleonthe

couchasIshutthedoorbehindme.“Praynow!”I

drill,rushingMamSontotothecouch.

“What’swrongwithMamSonto,Mzi?”Ifonlyhe

coulddisposeofthefearandpray,Idon’tknow

wherethatshadowdisappearto.Diditpossess

MamSonto?

“Shewasattacked,prayNeo,praynow.”Thereisan

urgencyinmyvoice,I’mkneelinginfrontofheras

Neohastilygrabsthebible.Hefallsonhisknees,

andreadsfromit.

“Palms35,PleadmycauseOhLordwiththosewho

strivewithme.

Fightagainstthosewhofightagainstme.



Takeholdofshieldandbucklerandstandupformy

help.

Alsodrawoutthespearandstopthosewhopursue

me.

Saytomysoul,Iamyoursalvation.

Letthosebeputtoshameandbroughttodishonour

whoseekaftermylife.

Letthosebeturnedbackandbroughttoconfusion

toplotmyhurt.

Letthembelikechaffbeforethewind,

andlettheangelchasethem.

Lettheirwaybedarkandslippery,

andlettheangeloftheLordpursuethem.

Forwithoutcausetheyhavehiddentheirnetforme

inapit.

Whichtheyhavedugwithoutcauseformylife.

Letdestructioncomeuponhimunexpectedly,

andlethisnetthathehashiddencatchhimself,



intothatverydistraction,lethimfall.”

Neogoessilentforawhile,eyesshut,afurrowed

browplayingonhisface.

“Wehavetojoinhands,thebiblesayswhentwoor

threestandinagreement,Iwillbethereinthemidst

ofthem.”Idon’tknowifIcountastwo,myheartis

notfamiliarwithGod,norisGodfamiliarwithme.I

knewtherewasaGodmywholelife,butInever

botheredwithfindingoutwhohewasnordidIcare

aboutit.Ididn’tthinkIneededhim,especiallyafter

observinghowthepastorsseemedwelloffthanthe

congregants.Theydrivetochurch,whilethe

memberswalk,someshoelessandnotoncewould

thepastorofferacongregantaride.Thatequation

gotmetoseethehypocrisybehindChristianity.

“Mzi,man.”Myhandistakenbyforce,it’snaturalto

closeyoureyesduringprayer.“Lordwebringyour

servantbeforeyourthroneofgraceandmercy.You

saidinyourword,touchnotmyanointedone.It



saysLord,ifGodisforus,whocanbeagainstus.

Youareablefatherandyouwonthevictorymore

thantwothousandyearsago.FightforMamSonto

Lord,fightherbattles.Thedevilisalreadydefeated,

remindhimofhisfutureandhowmuchofaloser

heis.Nothingcanstandagainstyou,neithercan

anyonestandagainstyou.Youwhoseesallthings,

Youwhoisabletodoexceedingly,abundantly,

abovewhatwecouldeveraskorthinkof.Wecome

againsteveryonslaughtofdarkness,everyworksof

theenemy.Wespeakdeathoveritinthenameof

Jesus.Lordalso,whenyourebukethisspirit

troublingMamSontoandThandiwe,senditnext

door.I’msurethatoldwomanIsawatthegate

aroundsixistheonethatwashere.Theyareafter

mylifeLord,bringtheenemiestoshame.Theywill

knowthatmyGodisalive.Also,softenZee’sheart,

she’sangrythatIhadtoleaveheraloneagain.That

womanismakingmylifealivinghellLord,can’tyou

dosomething?Alittleportionnyanatomakeher

heartsoft.Thankyouinadvance.Weprayinthe

nameofYourSonJesusChrist,Amen.”



Dazedandinawe,IwatchasMamSonto’seyelids

flap.She’scomingto,I’dbedamned.

“MamSonto,areyouokay?”Neooffersheraglass

ofwater,shetakesasipasshebringsherbodytoa

sittingposition.

“I’mfine,Godisalwayswithme.”

“Whathappened?”Asmilescrapesonherface,this

womanneverceasestoamazeme.

“We’lltalkinthemorning,there’snothingtoworry

aboutnow.”How,whentherewerethreewitches

outsidemyhouse?Andthatshadowthingwasthe

scariestthingIhadeverseen.“Mzi,weneedtoburn

thatpotplantfirstthinginthemorning.Preparea

firearound5ambeforeeveryoneisawake.”With

thisinstruction,sheretirestoherroom.

“CanIsleepwithyou,Mzisto?”TheidiotNeois

terrifiedafterthatpowerfulprayer?

“No,youcan’t.”Myanswerisblunt,hewillhaveto

braveitup.



“Please,I’llsleeponthefloor.Iwon’tsnoretonightI

promise.”

“You’resuchacowardNeo.”Heisfollowingmeto

mybedroom,IfeelforhimsoIlethimbe.

“Don’tyouthinkweshouldtiesisTeeup,justin

caseshewakesup?”I’mconfusednow.

“We’renotdoingthat,I’llwatchoverThandiwe.You

cansleepoverthere.”Ipointatthecouchopposite

thewindow,ithasNeoroughlyshakinghishead.

“I’mnotsleepingbythewindow,never.There’s

enoughspacedownhere,nexttothebed.”Ishake

myheadathisprotest.

“Suityourself.”Theremaininghoursaregoingtobe

thelongestwithNeohere,Iknowhewon’tsleepa

wink.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

43…



BHEKIZIZWE...

Justwhenyouthinkyouhaveitallundercontrol,

lifetakesaU-turnwhileyourgazeisfixatedonthe

onethingyouwantthemostandbeforeyouknowit,

you’reheadedforthetree,andyourwholeexistence

isflashingbeforeyou.Bulelwaismyfirstgay

experience,IknewIwantedhimatfirstglance,the

feelingwasnotthatdeep,apint-sizevaguebutit

wasthere-atthebacksomewhere,alwaysnudging

atme,irkingmeintheprocess.

Ihadnochoicebuttoheedtoitscallingandletmy

stupidheartleadtheway.That’sthewayoflife,

right?The‘followyourheart’pathiswhatwetendto

take,andit’snotupfordiscussionnordoesit

concernyouiftheroutewilltakeyoutothe

destinationofyourdreamsorleadyouastray.The

signsays‘followyourheart’andthat’swhatyouwill

do.



Ihavefollowedandlookwhereithasledme,inthe

armsofthemanwhosemotherIhavebeenfucking

forclosetotwodarnyears.WhatdidIsayabout

thisroute?HowwillIfixthis?Lilianmightaswellbe

adon,thewomancanbeasruthlessasnice.

Thelookinhereyesdrewpicturesofhowshewill

neverletmebewithherson.Ihaven’tseenthekid

inthreedays,Imissthatlittleloudmouthandas

muchasmyheartyearnsforhim,Ican’tlethim

closetome,notwhenIhavethishugesecret

squattingonmychest.Bhekizizwe,Idon’tknow

whosesonyouarebecausepromiscuitydoesnot

runinyourfamily,adisappointmentIhavebeen.

AnotherincomingcallfromBulelwapinchesmy

heart,thestingthreatensmywholebodywithpain.I

needtoseehim,butself-controlneedstobe

practisedinthisman’slife.WillIbeabletokeep

himsafefrommytumblinglife?I’mdrowningand

therearenolifeguardstopullmeup.IknowIam

becauseluckhasnottakenmysideyet,Ican’t

recallatimegettingwhatIwant.MaybeIshouldgo



backhome,maybeIshouldtakeabreakfrom

Bulelwa.WhateveritisIfeelforhim,couldbea

phaseandwhatdophasesdo?Theypassandthis

tooshallpass,right?WhyamInotconvinced?

<YoubetteranswermycallswenaHulkifyouknow

what’sgoodforyou.>Buttercup.

HecallsmeHulk,thatuglyhugegreenmonster.

Offenceprickedmeatfirst,butbecauseBulelwa

soundsandlookssoadorablewhenhesaysit,it’s

forgivenandforgotten.Thereisnopointofme

stickingaround,myleavedayswereextendedfor

thisreason,tobehereinNtuzumawithhim.ButI

don’tneedthemanymore.Iwillgobacktowork.

“Bhekizizwe.”Whenmyfatherusesthattone,know

thatthemaniscaughtunderthewatersofanger

andfrustration.Atleasthe’stalkingtome,hecame

thefollowingdaythatdayBulelwa’sfather

summonedhim.Ihatethathestilljumpsforthat



man.

“Baba.”Hetowersovermeasheloomsoverthe

couch.

“We’releavingtomorrow,”Godgetsfivestarsonhis

foreheadforthisman’sauthority,maybeI’lltake

oneawaybecausehefailstopracticehisauthority

inthepresenceofMr.Msibi.

“Ngiyezwababa,”(Ihearyou,dad.)

Ihavenostrengthtoargue,mymindhasbeen

madeupanyway.ItisbetterweleavebeforeI

spendallmymoneypayingforaroominthisBand

B.

“Whycan’tyoubelikeyourbrother?”Whycan’the

sitdown?He’schokingmewithhisheavypresence.

“IamnotArchie,baba,peoplearedifferent.Evenif

Bhekisizwewerehere,wewouldbepolesapart.It’s

howGodmadeus.”

“Goddidn’tmakegaypeople.”Hesnaps,stepping

awayfrommypresence.Iletoutasigh,thankfulof



thethreatremovedfromme.

“SoI’mnotworthyofGodbecauseIhappentobe

attractedtomygender?”

“You’renotattractedtomen,you’reonlyafoolish

boywhoisbrainwashedbysociety.Whatabout

Fikile?”WhataboutFikile?Sheismypast,perhaps

partofmewillalwaysloveher,butnotthekindof

lovethatshedeserves.Shedidpointthatoutwhen

wewentourseparateways,lifecannotremainthe

same.

WhowouldhavethoughtIwouldfeelsomuchfora

man,amanImetnottoolongago?Andinthislittle

spaceoftime,lifeseemsimpossiblewithouthim.I

don’tseeit,thefuture.

AllIseeishisprettylittlefaceandthatsmilethat

seemstowakemeupeverymorning,andIknow

withoutit,Iwouldsleepforeternity.Yetagain,here

Iamriskingtheeternalsleep.I’mignoringtheguy

likeIhaveamindmapandinstructionsonhowto

livewithouthim.



“Shecametothehousetheotherday.”Whatdid

shewant?Fatehasdishedupenoughdramaonmy

plate,it’soverflowing.

“Why?”LackofinterestflashesinmyvoiceandI

knowdamnwellitsshowingonmyface.

“Lookingforyouofcourse,shesaiditwas

important.”AndIbethesawachancetoturnme

intoa“realman”again.

“I’llcallherassoonaswegetback.”Lyingtomy

fatherissoeasy,mymotherontheotherhandis

different.Ifyou’renotcareful,shewillspotthelie

beforeitcreepsintoyourmind.

“Maybeyoutwocanrekindletheoldflame.”What

oldflame?“Fikileisagoodwoman,shewillmakea

greatwife,son.Thinkaboutit.”Youknowwhat,

fuckthatshit.I’mnotleavingNtuzuma,Iwillfight

formyButtercup.Myfatherisastrongman,Ihope

hecanbestrongerthanhealreadyisbecauseI’m

abouttoboardabusandhe’snottaggingalong.



THANDIWE

Ihaveaheadachefromhell,NqabasaysIhave

beenoutfordays.Idon’tseehowthatispossible,

mymindcan’trecallanything,butthegnawing

alterationIhadwithmymother.Itstillpainsme

deeplythatthewomanwhogavemelife,gavemea

timeframeoftwentysixyears.

ThismanIlovetalksaboutforgiveness,grudges

opendoorsfortheenemy.Jesusoncetookthe

formofaman,he’snotshockedwhenhumans

refusetoforgiveorfallintotemptation.Ihaveno

controlovermyfeelings,it’snoteasytowakeup

andembracemymotherafterbeingresponsiblefor

thedeathofmyfather.

“AreyoureadytogobacktoJoburg?”He’sasking

mebecausehethinksIneedtospendtimewithmy



mother.Ihaven’tlefthisbedroomsinceIwokeup

thismorning,it’snoonandgirlisunderthecovers

feelinglikeshit.MamSontoleftearlythismorning

andNeoofcourse,hewouldn’tstopravingabout

hisfiancéandhowshehasn’tstoppedcomplaining

sinceheleftthecity.

NqabaismoreworriedthanIhaveeverseen,he

cooksandbringsmefoodIkeeppackingaside.My

appetiteisfastasleepandyetthismanisspoon

feedingmemashpotatoesandgravylikeIhavelost

myteethandhavealoosebowel.Themashisnice

though,hesaidhemadeitforhisbaby.Idon’tknow

aboutthebaby,butIamnotonamissiontogain

weightandifthismancarriesonlikethis,Iwill

surelyqualifytobeon‘Thebiggestloser.’

“Iwanttobewithmyson.”Zuluisawake,he’swith

Stylesandhisfamily.Ican’twaittoseemybaby.

“Iwasthinkingyoushouldtalktoyourmotherfirst,

she’snotdoingwell.”Iknowthat,Iwanttocare,but

I’mnotdoingwelltoo.



“Yourhouseisbeautiful.”Byallmeans,Iwilldo

anythingtoavoidthe‘yourmotherneedsyou’topic.

Whyishefrowningatme?

“Thandiwe!”Iseeheisgettingfondofgrowlingat

me,onedayI’lltellhimhowIfeelabouthimcalling

mynamelikeitbelongstohim.TodayI’lljustshut

upandeatmash.“Rememberwhathappenedto

youthatday?”

Thedevilhadputmeoutandtakenovermybody.

HowcanIforget?Nqabastillbearsthemarkofthe

scratchIapparentlyimplantedonhim,atleastit’s

notthetypeofscarthatneedsBiooilandIwon’t

havetolookatmyguilteveryday.

“Areyougoingtohangthatovermyheadmywhole

life?”Frustrated,Isnapandearnmyselfapuckered

browthathasmedroppingmygaze.Waitaminute!

WhyamIdroppingmyeyes?Ididn’tsayanything

wrong.

“Youcan’thateyourmotherThandiwe,she…”

“Idon’thateher,Nqaba,Iwantspace.Isitsowrong



formetowantthat?ThatwomanhurtmeandI’m

sorryI’mnotprogrammedtoforgivepeopleso

easily,evenaftertheyhavedugaholeinmyheart.”

IknowIshouldnotbeshouting…Calmdown

Thandiwe.Whyareyounoteatingmash?Bloody

hell,I’mfrustratedandangryandbitterandIwant

myfatherback.Iwantmylifeback.

“Willyoushouteachtimeyourmotheris

mentioned?”

“IhaveareasontoshoutNqabaandIamallowedto

doso.Thatwomanhurtme,youdon’tknowhowI

feel.MyownmotherhaskilledmeandIwillnever

bethesame.”Angerwillmakeonesellhissoulto

thedevilandwakeupthenextdayonlytoclaimit

back.

“KunganiunolakaTshabalala?”(Whytheanger?)

Heplacestheplateonthebedside,Ididn’twantthe

darnfoodanyway.

“UlakaNqaba?I’mnotangry,Iamlivid.”Myvoice

risesandIdidn’tapproveofit.

“Ihearyou,kodwaTan-tanulakangekelushintshe



lutho.Thisisnotyou,Thandiwe.MyThandiweis

notthisbitter?”(Angerwillnotchangeanything.)He

istryingtoputitnicely,butIseethroughhim.

“Whyareyousayingthistome?Youdon’tloveme

anymore?”I’munabletocontrolmytongue,

confusioncoversNqaba’sface,withsprinklesof

irritationontop.

“Ang’zwanga?”(Excuseme?)

“DidIstutter?”That’srightThandiwecrossthelimit.

“InkingaukuthiuyathandwaTshabalala,Awu

zifundiseukukhuluma.Peoplearerespected,you

don’tgoaroundthrowingyourmouthlikethat.”(The

problemisthatIloveyou,youneedtolearnhowto

speak.)

Ishouldbeterrifiedofthelookheconsidersme

with,butthereisthisthingpushingmetolashat

him.ForsomereasonIwanttopushhimaway,I

wanthimtoleavemealone.Idon’tgettofullyjump



offthebedashesnatchesmyhandandgradually

pushesmeback.“Arewedisrespectingeachother

now?Isthishowwespeaktoeachothernow,

Tshabalala?”

Claimingmyhandback,athoughtisputinmyhead

togolockmyselfinthebathroom.Thisbedroom

doesn’thaveone,soitwilltakememorestepsto

gettotheoneinthecorridor.

“WhereareyougoingThandiwe?”Iwishhewould

stopcallingmyname…hisvoice…allofhimirksme

rightnow.Ican’tbearoundhim.“Thandiwe!”With

this,hishandclenchesmyarm,pullingmebackto

him.

“Don’twalkaway,we’restilltalking.”He’sangry,I

seehowhiswordsforcethemselvesthrough

compressedteeth.

“LetgoofmyhandNqaba.”Whatishappeningto

me?ThisisthemanIloveandwouldgladlyspend

thewholedaywrappedaroundhim.

“Whyareyoulikethis?I’mtryingtohelpyoufixyour



lifehere.Whywon’tyouletme?”Itrytocompose

myselfasbestIcan,butthereisaforceandit

seemstobepowerful.Morepowerfulthanhiseyes

thatalwayscalmme,Ifeellikeapuppetandhave

nocontrolofmyactionsorwords.

“Don’tbotherNqabayomzi,it’snotlikemylifewas

perfectbeforeyoucamealong.AllIwantisforyou

toleavemealone,you’recrowdingmyspace.Jeez

Nqaba,letmebreathe.”AsbrutalasIcanbe,Iutter

thewordslikethismanmeanssolittletome.My

heartisreproachingyourstruly,it’sagainstthis.In

hisarrogance,hesmirks-justasmallpoutingofthe

lips,anarrowingoftheeyesandatitlingofthe

head.It’ssosubtle,evenmoreinfuriatingasIfailto

findareason,whytheegotisticalexpression.

“Idon’tknowwhattosaytoyouanymore,butifyou

wanttoruinyourlifedonotpullmedownwithyou.

IamapartofyourlifeandIhavenoplansof

leaving.SoIsuggestyoucleanupyouractbecause

Iwillnotbeyourpunchingbag.”Ididn’tsayhewas

andwhyishetalkingtomelikethis?“Onemore



thing,donotevertalktomelikethatagain.”

Atongueclickishisexitasheleavesme

unaccompaniedinhisbedroom,Nqabaispissedoff,

thetoneofhisvoiceandthecommandinhissteps

paintedthepicture.

BULELWA.

“IwillaskyouagainBhekizizwe.Whyareyouhere?”

Thismanignoresmefordays,thencomesback,

asksmetoescapewithhimlikehedidn’tshoveme

inatrashcan.

“ComeonButter…”

“Yey,IamnotyourButtercup.”Hesmirksatmy

response,I’majoketohim.

“Youcan’ttakethatfromme,Igaveyouthatname

and…”TakecoverBubu,he’scomingin.WhyamI

allowinghishandstotouchme?Abreathygasp

boltsoutofmymouthashishandfallstoexplore



myass.Hislipsaredancingaroundmyearsand

thenapeofmyneck.“...aslongasyoudwellinmy

heart,youwillalwaysbemyButtercup.”

Jesus,Ican’tbreathe.

“Now,let’sgo.”

“Wherearewegoing?”Youguessedit,Iamreadyto

followthebastardtowhereverhewishestotakeme.

“Awayfromthevillage.”Hesays,pullingmyhand

towardsthecar.“Outofthecity,tothevineyards.”

That’sfunny,hesaidthevineyards.Thereare

vineyardsinKZN?AtypicalZulumanbythename

ofBhekizizweZondoandMaphikelelemightbehis

secondname,Ishouldtakeapeekathisidentity

document;wantstoescapetothevineyards.This

maneatstongueforbreakfastforPete’ssake,like

it’snormal.Whatdoesheknowaboutvineyards?

Holdinghandsisanattachment,hell,Iletallofhim

insideme,sothisisnothing.Zizwehasme

steppingawayfrommynotions.



“MyfatherisinsideZizwe,Ican’tleavejustlike

that.”Iprotest,followinghimlikeIhavebeendoing

sincehetookovermycar.TheGcinumziissuewas

broughtupandtheoldmanforbademefrom

venturingintoit,Idon’tcarewhathesays.Myuncle

willgetjustice,it’snotonlyabouthim,buttheentire

LGBTcommunity.

“DoyouwantmetoaskhimifIcouldtakehisson

out,Iknowhe’llgivemeacurfew…”

“Doyouwanttodie?”Laughterishisresponse,he

hasn’tofficiallymetmyfather.Thatbulletthatwent

throughhiswristwasnothing,hewantsmore.

“Yourfatherisharmless,Iknowhe’sjustconfused

that’sall.”Yeah,confusedwithagunthatshoots

nakedmenwhocuminsidehisson.Continue,Mr.

Yourfatherisharmless.

“Bulelwa,whereareyougoing?”Lilian’s

authoritativevoicehaltsusonourtracks,Ihavea

forwardmotherandwillingtogiveherawayforfree.



Zizweinterlocksmyhandwithhis,myeyesslideup

tohisashesqueezeshishandonmine.Hewants

ustogo,Idon’tknowhimthatmuch,butheis

talkingtomethroughthegaze.Godforgivemefor

disobeyingmyparents.Takingoffonmyfeet,Ipull

thegiantmanwithme.Gigglesleapoutofmychest

aswejumpintomycar,ignoringmymother’s

tantrums.

“Drive,drive,drive.”Iyelpuponseeinghersavagely

trollingtothecar,Lilian’sangerwillkillheroneof

thesedays.

“Wooohh!!!”I’mtooexcitednottoshoutoutloud.I

knowIwillbeintroublewhenIgetback,butheckI

don’tcare.Thisbeautifulmandrivinglikeacriminal

isdaringandIloveit,Ididn’tknowtakingriskscan

besomuchfun.

“Won’tyouletmedrive,yourhandmusthurt.”

“Nowifey,I’vegotit.”Theinsultcomeswithasmirk,

doublingtheslur.

“Iamnotyourwife.”Hischuckleisinsultingmethis



time.

“Onedayyouwillbe.”Mxm.WhyinGod’snameisa

smilebeingforcedonmylips?Idon’twanttosmile,

hemakesmeangry.

“Don’tpissmeoffZizwe,Iamnotfeminineokay.

I’maguy,fully.”

“Aguywhowearspinkshorts?”Whatishappening

here?Lordintervene,Iamreadytoslaughterthis

man.

“Fuckyou,you’veseenmyd**kandtouchedmy

balls.Nowstopspewingthatnonsense.”I’mangry

andIdon’tknowwhy.Butitaggravatesmethat

peopleregardmeasawomanbecauseIdress

differentfromothermenandI’mnotmasculine.I

lovemyselfandtakecareofmyselfbetterthan

mostfemaleswould.

Mynailsarealwayscleanandmanicured,myhair

neatlycutshortandIwouldneverletitgrowany

longer.Victoriasecretwouldenvymywardrobe

eventhoughmostofmyclothesareblack.I’m

kidding,I’mallowedtodreamright?Iwincewhen



Zizwegripsmywristandlugsmyhandtowardhim.

“Whatiswithyouandfoullanguage?Youneedto

cleanthatmouthBulelwa.”I’mnotafraidofhim,

eventhoughthetoneofhisvoicesoundsscarier

thanusual.RemindsmeofMandlawhenhescolds

me.

“Orwhat?”SpittingisdisgustingandIhavespitout

thesetwowordsthatwillgetmeintotrouble.

LindiwedidrightbytrappingaXhosaguy,these

Zulumenarestressful.ToomuchcontrollingItell

you.

Mygazelockedoutsidethewindowwhilefighting

togetmyhandbackfromthepompousbastard,my

breathingstopsasIfeelawarmwetsensationon

mythumb,thestimulationforcesmyheadtoturnto

thismanwhohasnowslowedthecar.Eyescaston

theroadahead,hehasstuckmythumbinhis

mouth.

Mybreathingpatternchanges,I’mbreathinglikea



painterwhohaslostcontrolonhiscanvas,likeI

havemadethisintakeanartform,mychestrising

andfallingwiththesedativequalitiesofalullaby.

Asecond,Ibreathelikemylungshavebeenstarved

ofoxygenasIwatchhimgraduallysuckmythumb

untilhismouthreleasesit.

Asmilecreepsonhisfaceandhesimplyletsitsit

therewarminghisfaceagainsttheraysofthesun

burstingthroughthewindshield,asecond,hisgaze

kissesmeandhegrinslikehisteenagerway,part

loveandmischief.

“BreatheButtercup.”Hesizzles,oglingattheroad

ahead,andtheprocessIwasobliviousofboltsin

mythoughtsasmybreathingpatternchangesonce

more.Zizwelaughsinthesamewayhedidlikea

teenager.Thelaughiscontagious,soIlaughtoo

andherewearebeautifulbastards,laughing

togetheronourwaytotheVineyards.

“Whatareyouthinkingabout?”Hisvoice

reverberatesonhischest,canoodlingmyears.



“Wherehaveyoubeenallmylife?”Thequestion

doesn’tmakesense,butIwanttoknow.Myhandis

stillhiddeninhislargeone,atightcomfortinghold.

Hebringsitup,kissesitafewtimeswithoutasso

muchastolookmywayandkeepsitonhischest.

Myhandwilltire,butIdon’tmind.Iwillwatchhim

drivewhilehefocusesontheroadwiththat

furrowedbrow.

LILIAN…

“Lilian.”Myhusband’sfirmvoicepiercesthrough

mythoughts,blinkingtheblurfrommyeyes,Ifind

himscrutinizingmeunderhisgaze.Tocoverupmy

shame,Imovetositontheemptychairnexttohim.

“Iseverythingokay?Youhavebeenoutofitlately.”

Nothingisokay,BhekizizwethinksI’mafool.

Gallivantingwithmysonlikethat,hisstubbornness

piquesme.Hewon’theedmywordsandstayaway

fromBulelwa,Ican’tletmysondateamanI’ve



sleptwithmorethanIcancount.Idon’tplaywhenit

comestomychildren,theyaretooprecioustome

anddeservethebesttheworldcangive.

Bhekizizwedoesnotfitthebill,Idon’twanttobe

pushedandforcedtotakedrasticmeasurestokeep

mybabysafe.Bhekizizweismine,hewon’tthrow

meawayjustlikethat.IfhethinksheandBulelwa

willhavethatfantasykindoflife;whitepicket

fence…twodogs…andthreelittlebrats,thenhehas

notbeensleepingwithLilianMsibi.

“Thereyougoagain,driftingaway.”Husbandsare

naturallyannoying,soIwilllethimbe.Theknockat

thedoorsavesmefromexplainingmyself.

“Where’sDeliwe?”Ihopeshedoesn’texpectmeto

attendtotheknock.

“She’sbusy,won’tyougetit?”Ndlangamandla

thinksI’majoke.

Idon’twanttoarguewithhim,soIdragmyfeetto

getthestupiddoor.Tomyastonishment,my

daughterstandsbeforeme.



“Thobekile!”IsoundlessshockedthanIreallyam,

turningbacktomyhusband,Ifindhimuponhis

feetandhisfacedrowninginshock.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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NQABA…

Thandiweisnotinthehouse,Ilookedeverywhere.

Afterthealterationwehad,myheartledmebackto

thebedroomtoapologizeonlytofinditevacuate.

SomethingseemstotakecontroloverThandiwe,

MamSontoisawareofit.

Shewouldn’ttellmewhatitwas,onlythatshehad

togotothemountaintopray.Fortydaysiswhat

shetoldme,somuchcouldhappeninfortydays.

Aftertheattackshehadlastnight,herspirithad

lostitsstrength.Sofightingtheevilmanwitha



weakspiritcouldprovedangerousforher.

Nowthandiweismissing,herphoneisonthe

nightstand.HowwillIfindher?Ngidihadwarned

meaboutthespiritualwar,Ididn’tthinkitwouldbe

thisbad.Ifeelsoaloneinthis,Ican’tkeeptroubling

Neo.Ayizeisheavilypregnant,sheneedshimmore

thanIdo.

GrabbingwhateverIneed,mymindfallsintopanic

asIdriveoutofthecompoundinsearchof

Thandiweandcanonlyhopethatsheisokay

whereversheis.

BULELWA…

AbingdonWineEstates,thesignsays.Zizwehasan

eyefornicethings,thisplaceisbeautiful.Iam

wilfullybrushedintothevineyardsasitbrings

divinepalettetotherestoftheeyes,frombright

soulfulgreenstoroyaltypurplehues.



“Ididn’texpecttoseethis.”Mybigmouthasalways,

vomitingoffensiveshit.Idartmyeyestocatchan

amusedglance,atleasthe’snotoffended.Plodding

besideme,Zizwe’sbodyworksonautopilotashe

reachestotakemyhand.Thetouchsendsablaze

offireupmyarm,hefeltittoo.Thebeam

illuminatinginhiseyesatteststoit.

“Ithoughtyouwouldloveit.”Ido,noonehasever

consideredmeinthismannerbefore.

“What’stheplanHulk?”Hestudiesmefora

moment,hislipstwitchupinasmallsmileatmy

question.

“Wecandowhateveryouwant.”Wouldn’theliketo

knowwhatIwant?Getyourmindoutofthegutters

Bubu,yourmanwhoredaysareover.Youhaverare

goldstandingbeforeyou.Igrinandmotionhimto

leadtheway,handsentwinedwebeginourwalkin

thevineyards.

I’mblabbering,pointingandtouchingwhateverI

cangetmyhandson.He’sbesideme,quietasan

introvertandIknowhe’snotone.Soforcingmy



mouthshut,Iturntowrapmyarmsaroundhis

waist.Ilovehowhelooksdownatmewitha

furrowedbrow,it’sthemost,sexiestthing,makes

mybloodheatup.

“Talktome.”ItmightbetoosoontothinkIhave

claimoverhim,Iwouldn’tbethepersonIamifI

wasn’tforward.Themanistroubledabout

somethingandI’mhereso,whynot?

“Whatabout?”Likehedoesn’tknow.

“Somethingistroublingyou,Iwanttobetherefor

you.”Icanbecogent,Zizweraisesaneyebrowand

runshishandonthebackofhisneck.Hey,Iknowa

nervousmanwhenIseeone.

“Youknowthisisserious,right?”Ihaven’tmeta

more,bluntpersonthanZizwe,he’sbeen

forthcomingwithhisfeelingsfromthemomentour

lipstouched.“WhatIfeelforyouisrealBulelwa.”

Okay,Iguesswe’reseriousnow.Hebetternot

propose,Idon’tseemyselfasahusband.I’mtoo

youngtobetieddown.



“Iknow.”Lovecan’tbeabeautifulthingifithasus

agreeingtothingswearenotahundredpercent

sureof.

“IfIeverdoanythingtobreakyourtrust,wouldyou

forgiveme?”BetrayalandIdonotseeeyetoeye,I

don’tthinkIwouldforgivehim.Lovedoesn’tbetray,

doesit?

Zizwesighsanxiously,I’mtakingtoolongtoanswer.

I’mstilltryingtoreadhiseyesandgettingnothing

butadarnheadachethatwillhavemecryingonmy

mother’slaplatertonight.

“What’sgoingonZizwe?”Ihateserioustalks,they

drainme.Can’tIbehappyallthetime,lifeistoo

shortforgravetalks.

Hepullsbackfrommytightenfoldment,tolookinto

myeyes.Variousemotionsareswirlinginhiseyes.

Sorrow...pain…desire…regret.Hishandsfallonmy

face,Ishutmyeyestotakeintheirwarmth.Just

whenI’mcomfortableinthisembrace,hishands

movetomyback.Theypullmecloser,intoahug.



Heputseverythinginit,asifit’sthelastone.

Aquickgaspevadesfrommythroatatthesudden

whisk.I’minZizwe’sarmsasifIamnothingmore

thanadoll,mylegsenfoldaroundhiswaist,arms

circledaroundhisneck.Myfacecoylycradleshis

collarandIpressmylipsinhisneck.Hesmellslike

aman,masculineandsexy.Itakeinhisheady-

intoxicatingscentthathasmystomachfalling

victimtotingles.He’smoving,inaminutewe’re

shelteredunderatreethattowersoverus.

“WhateverItellyou,Buttercup,promiseyouwill

keepanopenmind.”He’sscaringme,yetthe

whispersinmyearsarecomforting.I’maboutto

answerandtellhimthatI’mhereforhimandwilling

tohelpinanywayIcanwhenamalevoicebeats

metoit.

“Bhekizizwe.”Ilookuptoseeabuffmanstanding

behindZizwe,hisfaceisthekindthatwouldmake

meturnbackifIweretobumpintohimatnight.



Graduallyandwithmewrappedaroundhim,Zizwe

turns.Iquicklywiggledown,wantingtoseewhat

thisidiotwants.

“Yes?”Good,thetoneofZizwe’svoicedoesn’t

familiarizewiththisman.Iwouldn’thandlehim

havingdodgyfriendsthatlookliketheybombATMs

foraliving.

“Ihaveamessageforyou,from…”Hesaysthis

movingcloser,IwouldbejealousifIthoughthe’s

gay.Thereisnoshadeofitonhim,whyishe

comingcloserthough?I’msuspiciousofthewayhe

sendshiswords.ThenIseeit,thetipofakitchen

knife,hiddeninthelongsleeveofhisblackhoodie.

“Zizwewatchout!”Iyelloutawarningcoveringhis

figurewithmine,hishandsinstinctivelyenwrap

aroundme.Theattackissosuddenandswift,I

hardlyhavetimetothinkbutsavehim.Agasp

escapesmymouth,myeyesbulgingindisbelief.I

feelthebladesliceintomyrightsideandup

towardsmyheart.



Zizweisconfusedforaseconduntilhiseyesflicker

withpainandanger,theyscurryfrommetothe

manpullingtheknifeoutofmeandbacktomeas

gurglingandsplatteringsoundscomeoutofmy

mouth.

Timeissloweddown,tooslowthatwhenheplaces

medownaftermykneeshavefailedme,my

attackerissprintinglikearacer,racingagainst

CasterSemenya.WatchingZizwerunafterthe

strangeman,myhandsclawatthegreengrassthat

issmearedwithmycrimsonblood.Iwanttogetup

andgoafterthem,IwanttoshouttoZizweandtell

himtocomeback.ButIgetnovolume.Finally

gettingonmyknees,anddownontomyhands,I

dragmyselfaboutabody-lengthacrossthegrass.

Whyisthattallmannotstopping?Ineedhim.Like

hehearsmythoughts,hebreakstheraceand

swivelsonhisheel.Eyeswide,chestrisingand

fallingviolentlyfromexhaustion.



“BULELWA!!!”Agreatshoutsurgesfromhim,today

Idon’tmindhimcallingmeButtercup.Iwanthimto

callme,hisButtercupandbetheclingyHulkIhave

cometoknowandonmywaytolove.Itfeelslike

Zizwewilltakealifetimetogettome,yethe’s

runningfasterthananything.

MaybeI’mseeingthings,tearsarespoutingoutof

myeyes.I’mseeingamillionthingsatonce,mylife

beforeandafterImethim.Hissmile,thoseperfect

whiteteeth.ThenIhearhisvoiceinmyhead,

whispering…‘Buttercup.’Withasplatteringgasp,I

collapsefacedown.

“Bulelwa.”Wheezingandpantingheavily,hespins

mearoundinhisarms.Tearsaredisrespectful,they

havenoshame,paradingonthisman’sfacelike

this.Iwanttoraisemyhandandwipethemaway,

yetstrengthdubsmeaweakling.

“Staywithme,Buttercup.Pleasestaywithme.”I’ll



dieafterseeingagrownassmancry,butcurseit.I

don’twanthimtocry,thesightoftearsburnmy

alreadyweakheartintoashes.Hisvoiceseemsto

fadeashepullshisphoneout,Idon’thearwhathe

saysovertheportabledevice.Mymindisina

stupor,allIheararehissobsandthewords‘don’t

leaveme’seemtofindtheirwayintomyears.

“I-I…”Lordgivemestrength,soIcantellhimhow

sorryIam.

“Don’tspeak,theambulanceisontheway.”

Vineyardsareacurse,anythingcanhappenhere

andnoonewillknowwhathappenedtoyou.

“S-Sorry.”Bloodspluttersoutofmymouth,

accompanyingtheword,myheartstiffensatthe

sightoftearspouringdownZizwe’sface.Asmile

managestocreepupmylipswhenheholdsme

close,sobbing.Igettosmellhisscentonelasttime.

IcansurviveanythingifIfeelloved,evenwiththese

painsthatcometoexplodewithin.Heburieshis

faceonmyneck,pressinghiswetlipsonit.

Gently,hepullsmebacktocaressmyface.



“You’regoingtobeokay,Buttercup,you’regoingto

beokay.”IwishIcouldtakehiswordsandrunwith

them,butIdon’tseeafuture.Hefrownsatthe

subtlesmileonmyface…Igiveyouonlysmiles

becauseIwantyoutolive.Remembermebyhaving

funandlaughingoften.Thesepainsmaybe

unwelcomeguests,yettheycannevertakeaway

whatweshared.Eventhoughitwasbrief.Mylimbs

feelliketheydon’tbelongtome,everythinghurts

now,everydamnthing.

“No,no,no.Don’tdothistome,Bulelwa.Keepyour

eyesopenplease.”Browcreasedandfacetense,

hismouthtwitchesupwardsuntilhisjawclenches

inangerandpain.Iwouldkeepmyeyesopen,I

woulddoitforhim.HoweverI’mtired,Iwantto

sleep.

“C-CanIsleep…wa-wakeme…up…later.”Asob

leapsoutofhismouth,beforehe’sweepingsilently.

“Please,please.Iloveyou,don’tleaveme.Ilove

you.”StrengthjoltsoutofmejustwhenIwantto



returnthewords,hewillnevergettohearthem

fromme.ThelastthingIheararethesethreewords

mingledwithheartwrenchingsobsandthelast

thingIfeelarehisarmsclaspingaroundmeasmy

beingfallsintooblivion.

THANDIWE...

Myfeetseemtohavealifeoftheirownlately,I

don’tknowhowIsneakedoutofthehouse,but

aftertheminiargumentIhadwithNqaba,strange

darkvoicesinvadedmymind.WhisperingsoundsI

couldn’tmakeoutandnomatterhowmuchI

pressedmyears,Icouldn’tgetthemtostop.Before

IcouldcallouttoNqaba,Iwastoddlingoutthedoor.

Heavenknowswhatthedestinationwas.

I’matacoffeeshop,it’snotpacked.Thereare

enoughpeopletomakeenoughnoisetoannoya

reticentperson.Idon’tknowhowfarIwalked,but

I’veforgottenmywayhomewhichisoddbecause



I’vebeentothisplacebefore.Icanfamiliarizewith

afewplacesinEshowe.WhyamIastrangertoit

today?Ineedtogethome,Idon’thavemyphone

withmethough.

“Excuseme,ma’am.”Thiswaitressisheretoannoy

meagain,whenIgotherewhichfeelslikehours

ago,shetoldmetoleave,thattheydon’tallow

homelesspeopleintheirshop.Thenerveofthe

woman,Icausedascenetellingherwheretogetoff

andforcedmywayin.

“Here’sthemanager.”Iaskedforthisfatwhiteman

hoursago,he’sonlyattendingtomenow.

“Myemployeetellsme,yourefusetoleavethe

shop.”OfcourseIwon’tleave,I’mapaying

customertoo.

“Isthishowyoutreatyourcustomers?”I’monmy

feetsoIcantoweroverhim,unfortunatelywe’rethe

sameheight.Iwouldhaveexercisedmypower,

overthisman.

“No,butwedon’trunahomelessshelterlady.”I



knowthisshortshitdidnotjust‘lady’meandwhy

dotheyassumeI’mhomeless?

“DoIlookhomelesstoyou?Thisisnotthe

apartheidera,whereyoutreatuslikeshitandwe

fallatyourfeet.”HellI’mangry,howdarehe?

“You’rewearinganightdresswithnoshoesonin

themiddleoftheday,”What?NoI’mnot…Myeyes

tracemyfigure…Thandiwe,youhavedoneit.How

didIallowmyselftowalkoutthehouselikethis?

Shamejoinsthiswhitemaninmockingme.My

mindruns,butIcan’tletthemseemepanic,they

alreadythinkI’macrazywomanwhowalksaround

barefooted,dressedinsleepwear.

“I-Ineedtomake…acall.”I’magarbledmess,

unabletoconstructasentence.WhodoIneedto

callagain?Myminddesertsmeinthismomentof

need,I’mnotalwaysthisgawkyandit’snotlikeme

toforgetthings.ThinkThandiwe,think.

Whatishappeningtome?Somethingstealsintomy



mindlikeaderangedthief,takingwhat’simportant

tome,mymemory.Itaddsnewdangerousideas,

launchesanewpersonalityandmuddlesuptherest.

Ifeelmyselfcascadeoutofcontrol,something

luringmefurtherandfurtherfromthepersonIonce

knewuntilI’msodeepandnolongerrecognizemy

surroundings.

“Tshabalala!”Nqaba?Iturnonmyheelatthesound

ofafamiliarvoicecallingouttome,buthe’snot

there.Ineedtoseehim,hehastotellthesepeople

thatIamnothomeless.

WhereamIrunningto?Idon’tseeanyoneouthere,

butabunchofstrangers.Whereishe?Whereis

Nqaba?Maybeshecantellme,Nqabaistalland

anyonecanspothimpassingby.

“Excuseme,ma.”Themiddleagedwomantwirls

around,kissingmewithafurrowedbrow.“Haveyou

seenNqaba?”

“Getawayfromhere.”That’srude,Idecidetoask

thenextperson.Peoplearemean,noonewantsto



tellmewhereNqabais.

“Nqaba,Nqaba.”I’mshoutingatthetopandthisis

theonlywayhewillhearme,again,heistalland

won’thearyouwhenyouwhisper.

“Excuseme,bhuti.”Hegivesmeonequickstare

andcontinuescleaningthewindscreenofthewhite

ToyotaFortuner.Itmustbenicebeingrich,you

parkyourcaronthesideoftheroadandsomeone

cleansitforyoufreeofcharge.WhenIgrowup,I

wantacarjustlikethisoneandIwilldriveitaround

town,showingmyfriendsthatIhavemadeitinlife.

“I’llhelpyoucleanthiscarifyoutellmewhere

Nqabais.”Ioffermyserviceswithabrightsmile,

theboyeyesmefromtoptobottom.LikeI’m

wastinghistime,hepushesmeasideandmovesto

cleantheothersideofthecar.

“HowdidtheyletyououtofSterkfoteinsisi?”Idon’t

takekindlytoinsults.“We’reworkinghere,tryingto

makealiving.Thisismyspot,ifyouwanttowash



cars…There’sastreetafterthisone,afewpeople

workthere,findanicespotforyourselfandyou’ll

besorted.”Doeshethink…?

“Ohnobhuti,I’mnotahobo.I’mlookingforNqaba,

hemust’vepassedhere.He’stallandlookslikethe

tyresofthiscar,healwayslooksangryandwalks

likethis…”IhearhimlaughasIimpersonate

Nqaba’sseriousfaceandintimidatingwalk.

“Haii,ngiyayesabalendawo.Kantiabantubahlanya

kanje?IthinkIshouldgobacktoJoburg.”(Ifear

thisplace,ithascrazypeoplelurkingaround.)

Ifindoffenceinhiswords,theyhavemewalking

awayfromhim.

“You’rethecrazyone,mageza.”(Hobo.)Ishout,

stridingaway.

“Voetsek,umagezauwena.”(You’rethehobo.)The

boyretortswithavulgarshout.

“Voetseknawe.”(Cussing.)Isenditbackjustas

loud.



‘Tshabalala!’

Ihearitagain,louderthistime.Butwhereishe?Is

Nqabaplayinghideandseekwithme?Iwon’ttalk

tohimifhecontinueslikethis.

“Nqabacomeout,I’mnotplayinganymore.”Why

arethesepeoplelookingatmefunny?I’mlooking

foramanandtheyrefusetohelpmeandwhenI

shouthisname,theyconsidermewithwideeyes.

I’minthemiddleoftheroad,wildlyanddesperately,

searchingforNqaba'scar.IthinkIrememberthe

carhedrives.Butallthesevehiclespassinglook

thesame.HowwillIpointhisout?

Theworldpassesinablur,thehissofthetyresover

thesmoothtarmacislostunderthehammeringof

myheart.Theyarecomingatme,Ican’tmove.My

heartispushingmetolookforNqaba.Ihavetofind

him.Ignoringdriversshoutingandcussingatme,I

continuetozoominonthecarspassingby.



“Tshabalala!!!”Thereitisagain,it’slouderandmore

audiblethistime.Iheardarkvoicesaswell,but

his…thelonetruevoiceoflove,light,risesabove

thedarkvoices.

I’mpulledoutofthestreetswithawhisk,mymind

workstorecognizethemanwhohasmeinthegrip

ofhislargehands.Themanissomewhattootallfor

hisbuild,Ihavetostrainmynecklookingupathim.

Somehow,heisn’tlankythough,there’sbulkonhim.

Hisfaceismostlyobscuredbyablackunkempt

beardthatclingstohisskinlikefuronavelvet

couch.Hemeetsmygazewithabluntrefusalto

averthisfirst.

“Don’ttouchme,you’renotmyNqaba.Respect

yourself.”Isnap,pushinghimaway.Menare

undisciplinedswine,onlyNqabaisallowedtotouch

melikethis.Ifindthemanscowlinginconfusionas

Ifixmydressandrunmyfingersthroughmyloose



braids.

“Tan-tan.”Asnap,firmandcommanding…His

handscupmyface,theholdforcesmyeyesto

drowninhisgaze.“It’sme,Nqaba.”Fromhiseyes

comesasenseofhome,hehaseyesasopenand

honestasanychild,awarmthandsafety.Nqaba

blinksandthewarmthismomentarilycoveredby

theshieldofhiseyelashes,naturallylongandsoft

looking.Thecloudinmybrainclearsslowly,

memoriesofhimflashinfrontofme.

“NeverlosesightofmyeyesThandiwe,allyouhave

todoislookintomyeyes.”Hisvoicehasthatsilky

tone,itseepsthroughmyearsandintomysoul,

awakeningwhathadbeenputtosleep.Mysenses

boltandthingsseemtomakesensenow.Nqabais

herewithme…

“AndIwillnevergetlost.”InthismomentIfindmy

home,myplacetohidewhendarknesscomes

knocking.Istillhaven’trecoveredfromhisintense

gazeashepullsmeintohisarms.

“Don’tdothatagainThandiwe,don’teverwalkout



onmelikethat.”IwasforcedoutofthehouseandI

don’tknowhowIforgotmyway.

STYLES...

Zulublendsinperfectlywiththecrew,he’sabit

quiet,probablymisseshismother.Ithought

bringinghimaroundLiyanaandR.Jwouldbrighten

uphismoodandmyassumptionswereright.

Althoughhe’snotreallyoutthere.

“HowisAmaragoingtolookafterhim,Styles?She

hasalotinherhandswithIfeandR.Jisalotof

work.”RandallhastakenarollofawomanlikeNeo,

complaining.Findingaseatonthecouchopposite

him,Iblinkathimtryingtoreadhisblank

expression.Idon’tknowifhedoesn’twanttheboy

here,orhe’sstillstressingoverIfe.

“ZuluiseightRandall,turningninesoon.Theboy

doesn’tneedtobecarriedaroundorbreastfed,



SihleistooyoungtokeephimcompanyandI

thoughthe’dmakefriendswithLiya”

“Liyahasn’tbeenherselfsinceIfewentmissing,

sheisolatesherselfandhardlyeats.”Thatmakes

senses,Amarahadtoforcehertocomeandkeep

Zulucompany,thethirteenyearolddoesn’twantto

associateherselfwithboys.

“Didyoutalktoher?Girlsheragegothroughalot

andfindithardtovoiceouttheirfeelings.Maybe

Ife’sordealgottoher.”Itellhimasmymindhas

concluded.

“Idoubtthat’sthecase,shehasn’tbeentoIfe’s

bedroomsincewebroughtherhome.”

“Dada,dada.”R.J’svoicepiercesthroughtheroom,

interjectingRandall’sstatement.Weturntofind

ZuluassistingLiyanainherwalk,herbackhunched

andahandpressedonherabdomen.Randall

doesn’twastetimetojumptohisfeet.

“Weweremakingsandwichesandshestarted

crying.”Zuluexplains,



“Papa,mystomachhu-”Vomitclogsherwordsas

shechokesonthevileeggsforcingtheirwayoutof

herthroat.Shelookspalerthanasheetofpaper,

LiyanaleansintoRandallwhorubsherbackand

pullsherawayfromtherevoltingsight.Tearsgush

outofhereyes.

“Dada,ewww.”Hisnosescrunchedandlipspinned

together,R.Jwhines,hisminisculefingerpointing

atLiyana’sbreakfastonthefloor.

GigglesswooshoutofhimwhenItakehiminmy

arms,beforethechildswimsinhissister’svomit.I

don’thavetotellZulutomoveaside,he’sfounda

placebehindthecouch.Worrytapsinhiseyesthat

arecagilygluedonLiyana.

“Passmethatglassofwater.”Randallinstructs

Zulu,childrenarealwayseagertoplease.Thereis

enthusiasminthewayhemoves.Theglass

tumblestothefloorandsplattersintovarious

piecesasittouchesLiyana’sfingers.Shesinksto

herknees,herbodyfallsintoshudders.Randallis



quickincatchingherheadbeforeitcrashesonthe

tiledfloor.

“Notagain.”Hesputters,annoyanceplayinginhis

throat.Hisancestorshavenotimingwhatsoever,

theleasttheycandoisbegentle.Liyanaisachild

andcantakesomuch.

“He…is…coming…home…”Confusionswirlsaround

theroomwiththewordsthatspewoutofLiyana’s

mouth.

“Come…home.”AnormR.Jisaccustomedto,he

mimicshissister.

“Death.Death.Death.”Outofherchest,thegnawing

wordsleisurelyslipoutofhermouth.Therecan’tbe

anotherdeathinthisfamily,Raven’sdeathwas

enough.I’veknownRandallmywholelifeandIsee

rightthroughhim,howhisbrother’sdeathhasbeen

troublinghim.

“Deathdada…Death…”R.Jagain,gigglinginmy

armswhilepointingathisfather.Ifonlylifewasas

simpleasachild’s,Randallfrownsupatme.

Confusionanduneasinessflappingaroundhisface,



Icanseethequestionsflyingaroundhisbrain.

Someoneisgoingtodie.Who?

Tobecontinued…
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LILIAN...

Aftersomanyyears,thischildcomesbackasif

nothingeverhappened.Ndlangamandlaisnota

happymanrightnow,he’ssettledonthecouch,

handsfoldedacrosshischest.Nothinghasbeen

saidbetweenfatheranddaughter.Alittlegirlwho

hasafewofherfeaturesisperchedonherlap,her

eyeswanderingbetweenmeandNdlangamandla.

“Whendidyouarrive?”Thesilencehastobebroken,

hereyesaregluedonherfather,Idon’tknowwhat



tomakeoftheblankexpressiondawdlingon

Thobekile’sface.Maybeshewantsherfatherto

acknowledgeher.

“Lastnight,Lindiwetoldmethatyouallcameto

Ntuzuma.”Shekeepshervoicelowandunhurried.

“Yes.”Ihavenothingelsetosay,Iwishmyhusband

wouldsaysomethingalready.

“Sheisbeautiful.”Ipointatthelittlegirlwho

reticentlydropshergaze.“What’shername?How

oldis?”

“Aurora,she’sthirteen.”Forsomereason,myeyes

findNdlangamandla.Idon’tknowwhatIexpectto

see,butthistimeheraiseshisgazeglaringwith

shiftyeyes.ThestarecompelsThobekiletoclear

herthroat.Traditionandcustomsmeanalottohim

andIhopetoGodThobekile’schildrenknowtheir

mother’slanguageandmaybehavenativenames.

“Aurora!That’sabeautifulname,doessheknow

whoweare?”IhopetoGodshedoes.



“Yes,you’remygrandmaandhe’smygrandpa.

Momhaspicturesofyouonthewall.”Thegirl

speaks,grandpatakesuphisfamousglare.Are

thosetearsIseeinhiseyes?

“GogivegrandpaahugAurora.”Thobekile’svoice

wanes,she’snotsureaboutherdecision.Hopefully

themanI’mmarriedtowillnottakehisangerouton

thechild.HesitantlyAurorarises,takesgradual

stepstoNdlangamandlawhohideshiseyesfrom

thelittlegirl.Herarmswraparoundhisneck,fora

secondIthinkhewon’tholdherback.Heishuman

andstillhasaheart,onehandisbetterthannothing.

ReliefandtearstakeoverThobekile’sface,mybaby

cravesforherfather’slove.

“Excuseme,Ihavetotakethis.”Thesoundofmy

phoneringingsendsmeonmyfeet.ItoldthisfoolI

wasgoingtocallhim…IknowIwillfindmyfamily

inthissilenceIleavethemin.Thekitchenisagood

placetotalk.

“WhatdidIsayaboutcallingme,youidiot?”



Unskilledpeoplemiffme,thisiswhyIpreferdoing

thingsmyself.

“Theplanwentwrong,yoursongotintheway.”He

saysbluntly,withnoemotioninhisvoice.

“Whatdoyoumeanmysongotintheway?”

Keepingmyvoicedownbecomesastruggleas

panicpressesthevolumebutton.

“Hegotinthewaymagriza,theknifewentthrough

himinsteadofthatfool”

“No,whathaveyoudoneyouimbecile?”Shit,Ijust

screamed.Thosetwowillcometoinvestigate.

“Whathappened?”Toosoon…Thobekileandher

fatherarestandinginthekitchengoggleeyedand

curiositypushingtheirstareson.Ican’tfakethis

one.Mybabyisinjured.WhathaveIdone?

NQABA…

“We’regoingbacktothecity.”ItellThandiweasshe

walksbackintothebedroomafterherbath,I’m



worriedaboutherandI’mafraidthatIwillloseher

toinsanity.

“DidyoutalktoMamSonto?”Avertingmystatement,

shejumpsintoanothertopic.

“She’snotaroundremember,we’llhavetofight

alonethistime.”Worryrainsonherface,bearinga

heavyexhalation.Iwishtherewasawaytocomfort

her,prayingisallwecandonow.

“Tan-tan,Ineedyoutolistentome.”Istandtomy

feetfromthebedandambletoheracrosstheroom,

myarmswraparoundherasImeethermirror

reflection.Igreetherwithakissonthenapeofher

neckandasmilecrossesmymouthatherbody

tremblingagainstmine.“We’regoingtogetthrough

thissthandwasam,butIneedonethingfromyou.”

“What?”Shegasps,herbreathingheadingnorth.I

feelourconnectionhumwiththesatisfactionofus

beingsoclose,Icanalmostfeelhersoulsaluting

mine.ThisistheloveIyearnedforallmylife,the

loveIwillfightfortilldeath.



“PrayTshabalala.”It’snotsomethingIwould

normallyadvice,yetIhaveseenenoughtothrow

medownonmykneesandcalluponGod.

“Idopray.”Mygazemeetshersinthemirror

reflection,painresonatesloudlyinhereyesand

feardancesinjubilation.

“You’reweakinprayerThandiwe,hencetheenemy

laughsinyourfaceateverychancehegets.”Iwill

neverunderstandwhyGoddidn’tstripthedevilof

hispowerwhenheoustedhimoutofheaven.He

usesittobullytheweakandmyThandiweisweak.

“Youpraywhileentertainingfear,faithandfeardo

notmix.Neotoldmethis,doubtisyourbiggest

enemy.Whenyougodownonyourkneesandcall

onGod,forgeteverythingelse.Forgetyour

problems,meandyourmother.Putyoureyeson

Jesus,onlythiswaythedevilwillbedefeated.”Neo

isagoodteacher,afaintheartedone.Stillyoucan

learnalotfromthatman.

“I’lltryNqaba,everythingissooverwhelmingand



frustrating.Iseenowayout,butthroughdeath.”

Shestirsinmyarmsuntilshe’sfacingme,her

breathwhiffsmyface.Shesmellsofmint

toothpaste.

“Deathisalie,butJesusisrealandhewillpullus

outofthis.Don’tletyourfaithwaveroryouwilllose

totheenemy.”Thewordskeepslippingthroughmy

tongue,it’swhatIsawtodaythathasmewanting

thismorethananything.IalmostlostthewomanI

lovetoinsanity,that’ssomethingIcan’tafford.Fear

pressedheavilyonmychestwhenIsawherinthe

middleoftheroad,carsdangerouslypassing

throughherlikepaperairplanes.Itwasmade

knowntomethatThandiwehadtochange,forgive

hermotherandturntoGodduringthisbattle.

THANDIWE…

Nqaba’swordsareregistering,howeverthereisa

bitofdistractioninhowhisarmsplayonmyback,

hislipsrefusetoletmecatchmybreathashe



pressesthemonthesensitivepartofmyneck.

“Shallweblowoffsomesteam?”Nqabagrowls

lowlyinmyear,histonepossessiveandarousing…

thenI’mremindedhowIaminlovewithanidiot,

thisishowheasksforsex?

“Blowoff?”ThanktheheavensIamabletospeak,

althoughitisratherachoke.Nqabadoesn’tprovide

ananswer.He’skissinghiswaydowntomybust,

heatpoolsintomystomachatthefeelofhiswet

lips.Timeisnotwastedasheunwrapsthebath

towelcuddlingmybody.Hiseyestravelaroundmy

nakedform,notlustfully,buttoadmireme.

We’reonthebed,breathinghard…touchingeach

otherwhereverourhandsfeellikeimprinting.Ihold

ontohimasheentersmewithcareandcautiously,

thereissomuchloveinthewayhemovesinand

outofme.Thesweetwhispersinmyear,although

theysoundgibberish.Iwouldlistentothemall

nightfortheybringabouttranquillity.



NqabatouchesmelikeIonlyexistforhim,he

murmursmynamelikeitcameoutofhismouththe

firstdayIenteredthisearth.Awhimperescapesmy

throatwhenherunshistonguefrommynecktomy

ear,slowlyandlovinglystrokinghislengthinside

me.

ThefeelingisoverwhelmingIloseallmysenses.

Mylegslockaroundhim,adesperateattemptto

pullhimdeeperintome.Heuseshishandtobrush

myclitwithoutpullingout,Irespondwithahungry

kiss,myhandbrushinghishead.Thisgivesmea

chancetopullhimobsessivelyclose,ourkissis

sizzlinganddesolate,closetoanimalistic.

IgrumbleinmythroatwhenNqabagrazeshislips

downthesideofmyneck,suckingandnibbling,

leavingtattooedkissesbehind.Whilehishand

worksonmyclit,hisotherhandcaressesmy

breastsandnipples.Iconnectmylipswithhisneck,

mytongueplayingonhiscollarbone.Ifeelhim

shiverontopofmeandthatsensationdrivesme

crazy,Icoulddieinhisarmsandgoinpeace.

IshriekwithpleasureasNqabaquickenshis



strokesandbuckmyhipstoletthemgrindjustso

toaccommodatehismindblowingthrusts.The

peakisnear,Ifeelit,ineveryinchofme.The

sensualityofitissooverpoweringthatIwantto

scream,Ineedtoscream.

“Nqaba…”Imoan,wordlesslypleadingformore.I

wantittostopandIwantithimtogoon,ifdeath

cameinthisform,whereIamwrappeduponmy

belovedthenitisn’tsuchabadthing.Oureyes

meet,hispupilsareblown,hisbreathingheavyit’s

sodarnsexy.Hiseyestellmehowbadlyhewants

mealthoughhealreadyhasme,thefeelingsendsa

joltofconfidencethroughmybody.Iwanthimjust

asmuch.Iwantapictureofthismoment,a

photographthatwilllastalifetime.Withmylegs

wrappedaroundhiswaist,Iforcehimdeeperinside

ofme.

“Shit…”Hesemigaspsandsemigrowls,peakinghis

thrusts.Myarmswraparoundhisneckasmy



ecstasyapproaches,I’mhighonlove.Mymind

goesblank,toescurlandbodyshuddersbeforea

loudcryeruptsfrommychestashehitsmyG-spot.

MyvisionblursandeyesrollbackasIridethis

eroticchariotthathasmefeelinglikeI’mgoingto

explodewithpleasure.

“Iloveyou…I…loveyou.Ilove…you.”Ipantinhis

ear,themanhasmehummingthewordsout.With

ablurredvisionIspotasmirkonthecornerofhis

lips…That’salright,nothingcanupsetmerightnow.

There’satwistinmystomach,ittightens,making

mybreathingpickupasIfalloffacliffintoapuddle

oftinglingecstasy.Thefeelingisjusttoodamn

goodthatIlosecontrolovermyselfandthishasme

lettingmyselfgo.Anearthshatteringorgasmtakes

overmywholebeing,leavingmehelplessand

seeingstars.Nqabacontinueswithhisride,

repeatedlyslammingintome,theroughnesssends

meonanotherpleasurablerideandmyform

shuddersunderhim.I’mholdingontohim,legsand

handsasifwe’reclimbingdownatallbuildingandI

wouldfallifIletgo.Ihearhimgrowlandcuss



loudlyashereacheshisownhigh,fillingme

completelywithhisdeliciousness.

“IloveyouThandiwe,Iloveyou.”Hepants

breathlesslybeforecollapsingonmychest,this

habitofhiswillhavetostoponcethebabystarts

growing.Hecan’tliebetweenmylegslikethis.

“IloveyoumoreNqaba.”Morethanhewillever

know,morethanIwilleverexclaim.Hislipsplayon

mychestwithgentlebrushesandhisarmscaress

mysweatyskin.Lord,letmekeepthismanforever

ifthereissuchathing.

RANDALL…

Thereisnootherwaytogetaholdofmy

grandfather,MamSontoisawayandsheistheonly

personthatcangetthroughtohim.Idon’tknow

whattheyareplanning,butIamnothappy.My

babyissufferingandIcan’tsitbackandwatch



whiletheydoastheypleasewithher.Thatstupid

giftmeansnothingtomeifitwillputLiyana’slifein

danger.

“Dada,sleep.”R.Jmyprideandjoy,theboyhardly

sleeps.It’spasthisbedtimeandyethereheison

mylapfiddlingwithhishands.

“Yes,R.Jneedstosleep.”Hegigglesalotfora

threeyearold.

“La.Jnosleep.”HefindsithardtopronouncetheR

inhisname,I’vetried.Maybeafewteethlaterwill

helpthemanout.Hisminiaturehandsfoldaround

myneck,it’stight.Thisishowhetellsmethathe

doesn’twanttosleep.

“Baby,LiyanaissleepinginhisZulu’sroom.”Amara

peepsthroughourbedroomdoorwiththese

shockingwords.

“What?”Myvoicehintsatdisbelief.

“Itriedtowakeherup,butshe’sinadeepslumber.”



That’sreallyodd…followingAmara,withmyson

tangledinmyarms.WefindLiyanacurleduponthe

floornexttoZulu’sbed.Ablanketcoatedoverher.

“Lili.”Thischildishypertonight.

“Doyouthinkit’stheancestorswhobroughther

here?”That’stheonlyexplanation,shesleepwalks

whentheyhaveamessagetoconvey.

“Itcouldbe.”Amara’sresponseisbrief,a

dumbstruckexpressionplasteredonherface.Ithas

beenyears,yetit’shardtogetusedtothis…

whateveritis.MamSontohasnotsaidanything

aboutit.Whensheconsults,theyrefuseto

communicatewithher.Weneedtoknowifthisisa

callingorsomethingthatwillpass,Idon’tlikemy

daughterbeingusedlikethis.

R.Jtoddlestohissisterafterwigglingoffmyarms,

heisgigglingasifthethoughtofgettingtoher

exciteshim.Amaraisamusedasthelittleboy

tumblestothefloorbesideLiyanaandrestshis

headonherstomach.



“He’syourson,don’tlookatme.”Sheargues,

placingahandonthesmallofmyback.

“He’snotgoingtosleepthere,neitherisLiyana.”My

protestiswelcomedbyaheadshake.

“ItwillbepointlesstoremoveLiyanafromhere,she

willbeback.”Amaraisright,Liyanatendstosleep

walkwhentroubledorwhentheOkoliesare

troublingher.

“I’lltakeR.Jthen,who’sgoingtonursehisstrained

neckinthemorning?”Hecan’tsleeplikethatthe

wholenight.

“Dada…”Heraiseshisheadandacontagiousgiggle

embraceshislips.“Come…La.Jsleep.”Hereaches

hishandouttomemuchtoAmara’sannoyance.

“Doesthischildknowwhobirthedhim?Hehardly

acknowledgesme.”AsmileisallIhavetoanswer

her,IleaveheronthedoorwayasIwalkuptomy

sonwhoisanxiouslywaitingforme.

NEO…



“ComeonZee,IsaidI’msorry.Howlongwillyou

carrythatlongface?”IknowImessedup,butI

couldn’tturnmybackonNqaba.Themanisgoing

throughsomuch,iftableswereturnedhewould

havedonethesameforme.

“IsaidI’mnottalkingtoyou,Neo.Nowstoptrying

totouchme.”HerhandspanksmineasIreachfor

herthigh,womenareevil.IfonlyGodknewthekind

oftorturewehavetogothroughinthisworld,this

womanofminedecidedtotorturemebywearing

nothingbutaT-shirtthatbarelycoversherbuttocks

andhastheaudacitytotellmethatshehasnothing

onunderthere.WhatamIsupposedtodowithmy

selfnow?

Zeemovesawayfromthebed,mylustfuleyes

followherstepstothedressingtable.She’s

swayingherhipspurposefully,Iknowbynowhow

hermindworks.Iwillexplodeifshedoesn’tletme

insideher.



“Youknowmybabiescanfeelthetorturetheir

fatherisgoingthrough.”MaybeIshouldn’thave

saidthat,thelookshe’sgivingmeisdeadlierthana

snakebite.“Zee,mybaba,ngwanaNeoman.Look

atyou,beautifulasever.”

Igetatongueclickformypraises.

WhattheheckamIdoing?Pregnantwomenare

easytoseduce,myarmssnakearoundherafterI’ve

madeittoher.HerbreathingquickensasIburrymy

faceonherneckandpressmylipsonit.Riledup

shestirsinmyarms,maulingmewithkisses.What

didIsayaboutpregnantwomen?Breathinglikea

washingmachine,Zeepullsbackherbigbust

movinginsuchaperfectharmony.

“JustthisonceNeo,I’mabouttogivebirthandI

can’tkeephavingyoupushinsideme.”Yeahlikeit

is,thisverynightshe’llbemoaningmynameasif

it’stheonlythingshecanutter.

“Youknowmebaba,Ihaveself-control.”Saysthe



manwho’sleakingfromhisfiancé’skisses.Zee

pushesmeonthebed,anaughtysmirkattacksher

lips.Godknowshisthing,oursexlifehasbeen

great.

WithinasecondIstriphernaked.

There’sascream,Idon’tknowifit’sfromme

becausehellI’mexcitedorfromZee…ButIhaven’t

touchedheryet.Howisshescreaming?

“IknowI’mgoodbaba,butyou’regivingmetoo

muchcredit.AndI’moffendedthatyou’refakingan

orgasm.”What’swrongwithwomen?

“No,getoffme.”Iwillaskagain,whatthehellis

wrongwithwomen?Wewerehavingfunandnow

she’saskingmetoscoot.“Neogetoff.”

“Okay,okay,youdon’thavetoscream.”Half

groaningandhalfGrumblingandfrustratedin

between,Iscrambleoffthebed,thinkingofwaysto

putmyerectiontorest.Athumponmyheadhas

meturningaroundtoseewhyIambeingattacked.

“WhatdidIdonow?”



“You’resoinsensitiveNeo,can’tyouseeI’min

pain?”Zeeyellsinfrustration,Inoticethehand

pressedonthesmallofherback.

“Itoldyoutoexercise,looknowyou’regetting

cramps.”AwarningIhadgivenherwhenshewas

fourmonthspregnant.

“Mywaterbrokeyouidiot,it’stimeNeo.Thebabies

areontheway.”OhLord,it’stoosoon,theycan’t

comenow.

“Likenow?Couldyoutellthemtowait,Ihaven’thad

sexindays.I’minthedesertbaba,thirstyashell

andit’shotinhere.”Iannounce,staggeringback

whilethrowingmyhandsonmyhead.Herresponse

isanear-splittingscream.“Okay,I’msorrybaba.

Breathein…breatheout.”SheshakesherheadasI

actitforher,blaringinagonyandthatthrowsme

intopanic.Thosethreebratscan’tcomepeacefully,

theywantattention.

“Soyou’regoingtopush,right?”Ihaveseenthison

TV,it’snotanicescene.Zeescowlsatmyquestion,



hernosepinchingupinannoyance.Asshetriesto

speaks,nothingbutscreamsfilltheroom.She’s

writhingonthebed.

“Neo!!!”Thesescreamsareonlymakingme

nervousandIdon’tknowwhattodoatthispoint.

“WhatdoyouwantZee?ShouldIgetyoua

banana?”Ithinkshe’snodding.“Thisisgoingtobe

easy,I’llgetyouthethreebananasbecausethere

arethreemonstersinyourbelly.”

“Neogetbackhere,”Ohshit!Zeedrawsoutayelp,I

scurrybacktoher.Thisiswhatpanicdoestoyou.

Shegripsmyear,pullingmeclosertoherand

throughclampedteethwhispers…“Take...me...to

the...hospital...now.”

“Haubaba,whydidn’tyousaysointhefirstplace?”

Women…women…women…

Tobecontinued…
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BHEKIZIZWE...

“Excuseme,sisi.”Thenurseturnswithanattitude

thatdoesnothingbutpissmeofffurther.Bulelwa

wastakenintothetheatreroomhoursago,Ihaven’t

heardanythingyet.Thenurseskeeppassinghere

asiftheyareonpatrolandignoringmelikeI’m

invisible.Iamaggravatedbytheirattitudes,plusthe

amountofpeoplethatareonthishallway.

Hospitalsshouldnotbethiscrowded.

“Bhuti,Isaidwaitoverthere,thedoctorwillupdate

youoncehe’sdone.”Thesamestoryshetoldme

whenwefirstgothere.

“Soyoukeepsaying,Iwanttoknowifmy…”

Irritationclawsundermyskin,ithasmescratching

myheadvigorously.

“Haibobhuti,Ihaveworktodo.Ican’tbehere

entertainingyou.”Wrongchoiceofwords.

“We-nurse,Ihavebeenwaitinghereforhoursand



noonehascometoupdateme.”Thenursescowls,

clearlyI’mgettingunderherskin.Hereyesrun

throughmybodyfromheadtotoefollowedbya

tongueclick.

“Thedoctorsaregoingtobelong,”Shestartswith

herdownsidedmouth,hereyesprobablycussing

meout.“Youmightwanttoruntothecanteenand

buyfatcakesandtea,I’msuretheyhaveJokotoo.

You’regoingtobehereforawhilebhuti.”Iwantto

retortharshly,butLilian’sfacedistractsme.Hard

andflushed,she’smarchingdownthehallleading

herhusband.Hisexpressioniseasiertoread,he’s

devastated.

“Whereismyson?”Lilian’squestionis

commandingandcold,hervoicedisregardingthe

nursewholookssmallerandalmostinvisiblein

frontoftheflashyLilianMsibi.Herpupilskissme

forasecondandhershiftyeyesdashbacktothe

nurse.



“Thishospitalisbigmama,therearemanysons

here.Gotothereceptionandinquireaboutyourson

there.”It’sshockingthatLilianletsherfinishthe

roadtorudeness.

“Don’tpissmeoffyoustupidgirl,Iwillhaveyou

moppingfloorsinthishospitalbeforeyourshiftis

over.”ThisistheLilianIknow,arrogantandmean,

theworlddoesn’treallyknowtheliondisguisedasa

lamb.

“Lalelanurse,mysonwasbroughtintothishospital

today.Hewasstabbedand…”Thefatherjumpsin,

pushinghiswifeunderhiswing.I’mnotaffectedat

all,shemeansnothingtome.Shehasn’tstopped

stealingglancesatmethough,whatpuzzlesmeis

howdubioushereyesare.Thenurse,seemingly

humbledexplainshowthedoctorsaretryingto

saveBulelwa’slife.

“Followmesir.”Thenursefliesacrossthehalland

disappearsintooneoftherooms,shehardly

acknowledgedmebecauseIdon’tcomewithshiny

clothes.Thehusbandisthefirsttomove,hiseyes

didnotseeme.HeisfollowedbyawomanIhardly



noticedwasthere.

Liliandoesn’tmakeitfarasIpullherback,shedips

hereyesinanger,yankingherhandaway.Herother

handhopstowardsmyface,Iseetheslapcoming.

Denyinghertopractiseherauthorityonme,Iblock

theinsultandgrabherbythenecktopinher

againstthewall.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Throughstifledteetha

grumblebubblesoutasshequestionsmyanger.

HowhaveIbeensoblind?Thishashername

writtenalloverit,Lilianhasherson’sbloodinher

hands.

“Youheartlessbitch,Icouldkillyourightnow.”

Sharpwordsspringforthwrappedinablanketof

threat.“Howcouldyoudothistoyourson?”

Lilian’seyesamplify,tearsgushintothemasshe

strugglesagainstmyhand.

“You’rehurtingme,Bhekizizwe.”Iwanttodomore

thanhurther,Iwanttowatchherlosetolife.



“Believeme,Lilian,youwouldknowifIwerehurting

you.”Apassivecoughescapesherthroat,ifonly

shewouldchokeonitanddie.Myearssenda

warning,there’sapairoffootfallsthatforcemeto

pullmyhandaway.Ihavetocomposemyselfand

actnaturalastwonurseswalkpast,Lilianplaces

herhandonherneckandfallsintoaseriesof

coughsthemomenttheyareoutofearshot.

“You’restupidifyouthinkIwouldeverhurtmy

son.”Shestammers,thisiswhenIknowshe’slying.

“Bullshit,Iknowyousentthatmantokillmeand

Bulelwagotintheway.He…hecoulddie.”Theslap

Ihadpreventedeventuallymakesitswaytomy

cheek,Ihatethishabitofhers.

“Mysonwillnotdie.”It’salmostasifshe’stryingto

convinceherself,thisisthefirsttimeseeingLilian

reducedtotears.Ipullherclosetome,thetightgrip

onherwristhashersquirmingandflinchinginpain.

Myfaceneighbouringhers,soclosethather

inconsistentbreathwhiffsmyfeatures.Fearfindsa



homeinherforthefirsttime,mouthajar.Sheglares

upatme,wordlessandflabbergasted.

“Ifanythinghappenstohim,Lilian,Iswearyou

betterrunbecauseIamgoingtodestroyyou.”The

threatdribblesthroughgnashedteeth.

“YouseemtoforgetwhoIamBhekizizwe,Icanruin

youwithjustoneword.”Herthreatiswhack,I’mnot

afraidofher.Imighthavegivenhertheideathat

shescaresme,Idon’tcareaboutanythinganymore.

Ihavenothingtolose.“Nowletmegoandlet’stalk

aboutthislikecivilisedhumanbeings.”

“GetoutofmysightLilian,IswearIwouldnotbe

responsibleforwhathappensnext.”Iseeher

shivering,facescrunchedinconfusionandaglint

offrustration.

“Bhekizi-”

“Isaidgetthefuckawayfromme,”Iletangertake

controlofmywholebeingasIpinheronthewall.

“Theonlyreasonyou’restillaliveisbecauseyou

areBulelwa’smother.”

Shegasps,pushingmeawayfromher.Likethe



composedwomanIknowhertobe,sheironsout

heroutfitwithherhandsandwithoutaneyeturn,

Lilianfollowsthepathherhusbandtook.Ineedto

knowifBulelwaisokay,hisfatherwillspotmeifI

gointhere.

THANDIWE…

“Teewakeup.”That’sBulelwa’svoice,it’sdiscreet

andfilledwithsadness.Hedoesn’thavetocallme

twicemyeyesobeyhisvoice,theroomisnotthat

dark.Thestreetlightsfromoutsidekeepstheroom

well-lit,Nqabaisfastasleepnexttome.Waita

minute,Bulelwa?WasIdreamingofhimcallingme?

“Overhere.”NarrowingmyeyesIscanthebedroom

insearchofhim,asilhouettelurksinthedark.

“Bubu?”Myvoiceisashakywhisper,there’s

somethingabouthispresencethatthrowsallthe

hairsonmybodyskyward.

“Ineedyourhelp.”No,Bulelwadoesn’tspeaklike



this.Myfriendisforeverswimminginhappiness,

hisvoicedrownedinamusement.Thesadnessin

histonebreaksmyheart.Igetoutofbedtoturnthe

lighton.

“Nodon’t…”Thefirmnessinhisvoicestopsme

frommoving.

“What’sgoingon?Whyareyouhere?HowcomeI

didn’thearyouknock?”

“Idon’twanttodieTee,itcan’tbemytime.”Bulelwa

isactingstrange,he’sstandinginthemiddleofmy

bedroominthedarkandrefusesthatIturnonthe

light.

“WhatareyoutalkingaboutBubu?Issomeone

chasingyou?LetmewakeNqabaup,he’llhelp

you.”AsIspintoNqaba,alightgoesoninmyhead.

BulelwaissupposedlyinNtuzuma,whyishe

suddenlyhereinEshowe?

“Hewon’tseeme,onlyyoucanseeme,Tee.Please

Idon’thavemuchtime,Ineedyourhelp.Idon’t

wanttodie.”I’msuspiciousatthefrettingtoneof



hisvoice,myfriendisnotokay.Ispeedtothelight

switchandmystomachdropsatthebloodoozing

fromhissidedown,suddenchillsripplethroughmy

body,likeI’mbeingwashedthroughwithicewater.

Everywarmfeelingandthoughtissuckedoutofme.

Bulelwa’seyesarewidewithfear,hisbodyhunched

andhandspressedonthesourcethatprovidesthe

wellofblood.

“Bulelwa!!!”Iyelp,wakingNqabaup.Hedoesn’t

thinktwiceabouthismovementsbutjoltstome,his

righthandfindsthesmallofmyback.He’s

panicking,soamI…

“Whatisit?”Nqabaquestions.

“Gettothehospital,prayformeplease.It’safterme

Tee,Ican’tescapeit.ItsaidIbelonginthefires,I

don’tunderstandwhat’sgoingon.”Bulelwa’s

entreatybreaksmyheart.

“Whathappenedtoyou?Whyareyoulikethis

Bulelwa?”Tearsflushdownmyfaceasthe

realisationthathe’sdeadhitsme.“Youcan’tbe



deadBubu,pleasetellmeyou’reokay.”

“Bulelwa?”Nqababrowsestheroom,hiseyes

broadened.“It'shere?”

“Prayforme,itwantstotakemeaway”Iwatchhim

disappearlikehewasneverthere,mybreathing

quickensduetoshock.

“Thandiwetalktome.”IthinkIcan’tbreathe,turning

toNqaba,Igripmyhandsonhisarms.Questions

arefloodinghishead,Ican’tpointthemoutthough.

“Bu-Bulelwais-he’sgone.”Isaythroughquick

breaths,leaningintohistouchIsinktothefloor

weeping.Hegoesdownwithme,clippinghisarms

aroundme.

“Whatdidhesay?”HesoundsasshockedasIam,

replyingisastruggle.Alumpbuildsuponmy

throat,cloggingmywords.Ishakemyheadinan

attempttogetridofit.“Thandiwe,whatdidhesay?”

“Pr-Pray.”Tearshelpinansweringthemanwhois

shakingmetogetmetotalk.

“That’swhatwe’regoingtodo,pray.”Nqabaismore



sanethanIam.Hepullsmeupwithhim.“Thisisno

timetocry,you’dthinkI’mbeingroughand

insensitive,howeverthat’snotthecase.Wepray

firstandcrylater,yourfriendneedsyou

Tshabalala.”Mycheeksarehiddeninthepalmof

hishands,histhumbsworktowipeawaymytears.

I’mnoddingtohiswords,shiftingmyattentionfrom

thepaintoBulelwa’spleaandhowdesperatehe

looked.ThemanIlovegoesdownononeknee,he

gesturesthatIdothesame,Ijoinhandswiththis

manwhoknewnothingaboutGodamonthago.

NEO…

Ifsomeoneknowshowtoscream,thenit’sZee.

Whosaidchildbirthisfun?Ihavecapturedpictures

ofherscreamingandpullingtheugliestfacesI

haveeverseen.Iwillkeepthememoriesforwhen

shedecidestodominateoverme.Iholdherto

supportherstructureasweexitthecartoenterthe

hospitalpremises,Zee’sstepsarefalteringonthe



path,theyareshort,almostlikeadollwithstifflegs.

Shemustbeinagreatdealofpaintowalklikethis.

FromherfaceIcantellshe’sfightinghardto

regulateherbreathing.Shedoublesoveras

contractionsswampher.

“We’realmosttherebaba,holdon.”Comforting

wordsalwayseasethepain.

Twonursesapproachwithastretcheraswewalk

throughthehospitaldoors,sheiswheeledtoa

privateroom.Screamsfromotherroomsare

audiblefromhere,itmustbetoughbeingawoman.

MyjawdropswhenanIndianmanwalksintothe

maternityward.

“Huhuh,Huhuh…WhereisDoctorLisa?”Wedon’t

knowthisIndianman,Zee’sdoctorisawoman.

“She’sonleave,doctorNaidooisstandinginfor

her.”Idon’tunderstandanyofthis.

“Neo!!!”Thereshegoesscreamingagain.“Come

hereplease.”Don’tbefooledbythepoliteword,she

soundsbrutalandlooksreadytokillme.



“I’llbetherebaba,letmesortthisissueoutfirst.”I

pointatdoctorNaidoowithmyeyes,hereturnswith

asmile.

“Mr…”

“Maake,she’smywife.”Withpride,Itellhim.“And

canwepleasegetherabiggerbed,shewillfallon

thatthing.”

Thedoctorsmiles,whilethenursescackleatmy

request.Theydon’tunderstandhowseriousthisis.

Zeeiscarryingtriplets…

“Trustme,youhavenothingtoworryabout.Thisis

myprofession,Idothiseveryday.”Thisman.

“Sparemethedetailsdoctor…”Iinterrupt.

“Doctor…please…ignorehim.He’scrazy,comeand

getthesebabiesout.”Desperately,Zeeshrieks.

Witheachcontractioncomesapainthatseemsto

dominateherentirebeing,forthesedelayed

momentsZeecoulddonothingbutscream.

“Zee…”Icall,movingtoherside.Shestopsmewith



araisedhand,thepainseemstopassforaminute

orsoandshebreatheswithclosedeyes.“Baba,are

youokay?”Herhandcurlsonmycollarandshe

pullsmetoherface.Hercheekfallsonmineand

thewomaninagonywhispers…“You’redeadNeo,

dead.Youputthesemonstersinsideme,letthis

manget…them…out.”Shefinisheswithaloudcry,

pushingmeawaywhileatit.

“ButZee,he’sgoingtoseeyour…”

“”ShutupNeo,shutupandletthismangetthese

thingsoutofme.”Ididn’texpectthegutturalgrunt.

“Naidoowasn’tgoingtolistentomeanyway,lookat

him,baba.”Shecaresnothingaboutmywords,but

gettingthebabiesout.Iwillneverrecoverfromthis.

FeelingZee’shandtightenaroundmine,Ibringitup

tokissit.Herresponseisayankasshebreaths

heavilyandrapidly.Nowshedoesn’twantme

touchingher.

“Whatdoyouthinkhe’sdoingunderthere?”Iwant

toknow,butZeeisnotacknowledgingme.Thetwo

nursesarelaughing,theydon’tknowhowIfeel.



Onlyamanwouldsympathisewithme,Ishould

havecalledUze,hehasexperience.

“Nurse,please,shebellangakaena.Idon’twanthim

doingfunnythingsthere.”(Watchthisdoctor.)

Sheshakesherheadwithasmile,brushingoffmy

request.

“AreyouafirsttimedadMr.Maake?”Thedoctor

asks,I'mnotokaythathe'scrouchinginbetween

Zee'slegs.

“He’snot…”Zeebreathes.“He’sstupid,that’shis

problem.”

“Isthepaingonebaba?Youcanspeaknow?”She

narrowshereyes,shemightaswellusethemasa

weapon.“Theresultsoftloftlofmodimo,doctors

arelookingintothingstheyarenotmeanttosee.”

“Ihateyou,Neo.Ishouldn’thaveopenedmylegs

foryou,lookatwhatyou’vedonetome.”She

doesn’tmeanthat,doesshe?Irefrainfrom

answeringher.



Thedoctorkeepspromptinghertopush.

“Iseethehead,Ineedyoutopushforme.”He

announces,excitementfillsmyeverybeingandthat

hasmerushingtotakealook.Myfacefalls,eyes

andmouthfreezewideopeninanexpressionof

shock

“What…amI…looking…at?”

“Areyouokay?”Idon’tfeelsogood,thelastthingI

hearisthenurse’svoiceandZeescreamingmy

namebeforecrumplingtothefloorlikeapuppet

andtheworldgoesblack.

Tobecontinued…
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AYIZE...



Isawthiscoming,I’mnotsurprisedreally.Neoisa

coward,besidesitwastoolateformetowarnhim.

“Nurse,pleasecheckonhim.”Itellherasshegives

meoneofthebabies,thesecondnurseiscarrying

theotherboyandthegirl.Twoboysandonegirl,a

beautifulcombination.

“Don’tworryabouthim,he’llbefine.”DoctorNaidoo

cutsin,IknowNeowillbefine,butwecan’tleave

himlyingonthefloor.Also,whatifhehithishead?

“BelievemeMs,weseethiseveryday,heisnotthe

firstmantofaintafterseeinghowchildbirth

works.”Thenurse’sattempttoputmyworriesat

easelacksthatthingthatactuallypushesyouto

settledown.

“Pleasewakehimup,Ineedhimhere.Hehastosee

thesethreebaboonshecreated.”Thedoctornods

atthenurse,gesturingthatshehelpsNeo.It’snota

minutewhenhiseyesopen,atfirsthe’sconfused

abouthissurroundingsashebrowseshiseyes

aroundtheroom.

Theyfindmewhenhehearsababycrying,Iwantto



laughwhentheywiden.I’mnotsureofwhatI’m

seeing,fearorshock.Butthereissomething

swirlinginhiseyes.

“Yeahrabobi,youfainted.”Ithinkhelosthisvoice,

he’sglancingatmewideeyedandmouthpartly

open.“Neo!”

“I-Zee.Ihadanightmare.”Ohgreat,menaresuch

babies.“YouweregivingbirthandthenIsaw…I

saw.”

He’srubbinghiseyesashesaysthis,notonlyare

menbabiesbuttheyaresoclueless.Withthehelp

ofthenurse,hestandsuptohisfeet.Hislegsare

shaky.

“Itwasn’tanightmarebaba.”Isayandwitnesshis

mouthdropinshock,hiswideeyesrunfromthe

babyinmyarmstotheonesthenurseisholding.

“Noman,no.Icanstillseeit,Icanstillseeit.”The

eyerubbingthingagain.“HowdoIgetthisimage

outofmyhead?”NeoturnstodoctorNaidoowith

thisquestion.“Doc,I’msureyoucanprescribe



something.Adrug,apill.I’mnotafraidofinjections,

yesI’lltakeaninjection.”

“You’llbefine,relax.”Thedoctorsaysandthis

shouldputNeoatease,butthenagainthisisNeo.

“Iwillneverbefine…”

“Neostop…”Hehaltsmyspeechwitharaisedhand.

“Womanplease,thisisallyourfault.Youseduced

meandthesearetheresults.”Whaaaat?

“Areyouinsane?”Thismanshouldbecelebrating

thebirthofhischildrenandnotwhininglikealittle

girl.

“YesZee,rememberthatdayinthecarwhenwe

hadsex?ItoldyouIdidn’twanttobutno,youhad

toseduceme.Deathdidnotcomeformethatday,

itwaswaitingfortoday.”Thisisembarrassing,he

doesn’thavetodothisinfrontofpeople.

“Ithinkweshouldgivehimasedative,he’s

shocked.”DoctorNaidoooffers,Neoshakeshis

head,hedoesnotapprove.

“Sedativeornot,I’mdone.Iamdonedoctor,nnale



tloftlofareofficiallyenemies.Huh!!!Modimo,

womenarealiens.That’stheonlyexplanation.”He

exclaims,pacingabouttheroom,Neoisgettingon

mynerves.Somethingclicksinhishead,itcompels

himtostophismovements.

“MamSonto,IneedtocallMamSonto.Myeyesneed

cleansing,Ihavetoun-seewhatIsaw.”

Iwantthrowsomethingathimashetakesouthis

phone,theseriousexpressiononhisstupidface

grazeseverybeinginmybody.

“Doc,forgetthesedative.Howaboutyouinject

poisoninhissystem?Let’sgetitoveranddone

with.”Thedoctorlaughsattheurgencyinmyvoice,

thesenursestoo,theybetterstopthatmanorIwill

killhim.

“HuhZee,I’mnotokay.”That’sNeobeinganidiot.

“Idon’tcare,putthatdamnphoneawayandtake

yourbabies.”Iinstructconfidently,Neohesitatesa

bit,buteventuallytakesoneofthebabiesfromthe

nurse.Itdoesn’ttakelongforhimtosmilelikean



idiotashelooksdownathisdaughter.

NTUTHUKO…

Mymotheristheonetoknocksoearlyinthe

morning,sometimesIwonderifsheeversleeps.I

openthedoortomeetadeliveryman.

“Whatisit?”HelooksasgrumpyasIfeel.

“NtuthukoBiyase?”Hequestions,impolitely.

“Yes.”

“You’vebeenserved.”Abrownenvelopispushed

onmyhand,Ihavenochoicebuttoacceptit.Itirks

methatIhavetosignsomestupidpaper,forthis

deliveryfromthecourt.Witheagernessand

curiosityscratchingme,Iteartheenvelopopen.

“Damnyou,Thandiwe.”Shehasthenervetoserve

mewithdivorcepapers,itsayshereshewantsfull

custodyofmyZulu.IwillnotallowitandIwon’t

signthesepapers.Dearwifeywillneverberidofme.



“Whatisthat?”Lumkaasks,stridingdownthe

stairway.Idon’tknowhowtogetridofher,sheis

stubbornandinsiststhatweareathing.WaittillI

havemywifeandsonback.

“Whyaren’tyoureadyforwork?”Iexamine,

frowningupather.Sheshrugshershoulders,it’s

herwayofbrushingoffmyenquiry.“Iaskedyoua

questionLumka,whyareyounotreadyforwork?”

Ihavetofollowhertothekitchen,Lumkamustbe

jokingifshethinksIwillevermarryher.

“Iquit.”Sheanswers,dippingherheadinmyfridge.

“And,mayIaskwhy?”Ihaveagoodguess,she

turnsbacktomescowlinglikemyquestionmakes

nosense.

“Idon’tneedajobNtuthuko,you’rehere.You’lltake

careofme.”MypredictionswererightandIam

dazedthatshethinksthisisokay.

“I’mamarriedman,IhaveafamilyLumkaandeven

ifIdidn’t.Iwouldneverconsideryouasmywife,



babyyou’renotwifematerial.”

“Idon’tcare,IamnotgoinganywhereNtuthuko.My

motherknowsaboutyou,whatwillItellherwhenI

gobackhomewithoutaman?”Idon’tseehowthis

ismyproblem,sheknewfromthestartthatwe

werenotserious.Yesthesexisgoodondayswhen

Idon’tfeelnauseatedbyher,butIhavenofeelings

forLumka.

“Ifeelsorryforyou,butcontinueandlet’ssee

wherethisarroganceandstubbornnesswilllead

you.”Herinsolenceisprovoking,itslapsmeso

hardthatIwanttoretortandthrowheroutofmy

house.Iwatchherassheemptiesmyfridge,Iam

notgoingtoeatherfood.Ican’tignorethefactthat

sheeatsalotlately,jeer,thiswomanbetternotbe

pregnantorIwillhavetopullaThandiweonher.

THANDIWE…



LastnightafterprayingwehadtolocateBulelwa’s

whereabouts,NqabamadeacalltoStyles.

Apparentlythemancanhackintoanysystem,we

wereatthehospitalbeforemidnight.Bulelwaisnot

doinggood,thedoctorsdon’tlookhopeful.Nothing

muchhasbeengivenexceptthathe’sfightingfor

hislife,doctorsaretryingtosavehim.

Thesunisout,Idon’tknowwhattimeitis.The

waitingareaiscrowdedandalotofangryeyesare

lurkingabout.Lilianswirlsbetweenangerandpain,

Mandlaisswampedinnothingbutagony.It’snota

normalsighttoseeonhim.

Zizweisheretoo,heisprowlinginthecorners,

carefulthatheisnotseen.Hehaskeptafrownon

hisfaceforaslongasIcanremember.Ireally

didn’tthinktheywerethisserious.Bulelwahadtold

methatsomethingwasbrewingbetweenthem,he

didn’tgetintomuchdetail.



“Areyouawake?”Nqaba’sraspingvoiceflicksmy

ears,it’susuallythroatyinthemorningeventhough

hehardlysleptthewholenight.Hewokemeup

aboutthreetimessayingweshouldpray,I

remembercheckingthetimeanditwasabout

3:05am.Wehavebeensittingontheseplastic

chairsinthewaitingroom,waitingforsomeone,

anyonetotellusifBulelwaisokay.

“Yes,”Nqabasqueezesmyhand,myheadhas

foundapaddingonhisshoulder.Hekissesthetop

ofmyheadasheplayswithmyfingers,thetouchis

electrifying,italwaysis.

“Herecomesthedoctor.”Heannounces,finally

someonewillupdateus.EveryonebutZizwe

crowdsthewhitemandressedinawhitecoat,his

faceshowcasesfatigue.Theghostofasmileonhis

witheredlipsdrainsfasterthanwaterpouredonsoil.

“Howismyson?”Lilianisthefirsttovoiceout,I

don’tseegoodnewscomingfromthedoctor.

“Theknifepiercedthroughthenerveofhisheart,



yoursonhasinternalbleeding.Wetriedtostopit

but-”Hespeakssoeloquently,explainingeverything

inwordswecanunderstandandroundseverything

offwith…“There’snothingmorewecandoforhim,

he’snotgoingtomakeit…”Unconvincedgaspsand

soundsofshockintrudeonhisannouncement.

“Idon’tunderstanddoctor,thisisahospital.You

savepeople,don’tyou?Savemysonplease.”Lilian

shouts,frustrationcircledaroundher.

“I’msorryMrs.Msibi,thereisnothingwecandofor

him.Youmightwanttogetapriesttoreadhimhis

lastrites.”Didhejustsay…

Thewaitingareafallsintocompletesilencewhen

thedoctordeparts,IfeelNqaba’shandsonme,I

hadforgottenthathewasnexttome.Ileanintohim,

detached.Partofmedoesn’twanttobelievethat

myfriendisgoingtodie,itcan’tbe.Whydobad

thingshappentogoodpeople?Lilianissobbingin

herhusband’sarms.Theirdaughterissilently

sniffingbesidethem.



MyeyesfindZizwe,helooksreadytoexplode.His

backpressedagainstthewall,kneesslightlybent

andhandsoverhishead.Hiseyesarewidewith

hurtandadashofrage,hischestmovingrobustly.I

thinkhe’sgoingtoshout,hedoesn’t,butboltsout

oftheroom.There’satemptationtofollowhim,he’s

alone.Icanimaginewhatheisgoingthrough.He

hasnoonetosharehispainwith.

“LookafterhimTee,hemightappearstrong,but

he’sfallingapartinside.”

Bulelwa’svoicewhispersinmyears,Ican’tseehim,

howeverIcanfeelhispresence.Howdoeshedo

that?He’snotdeadyet?Thismustbehiswayof

fighting.

“Excuseme,I’llbeback.”ItellNqabaandwalkout

beforehebecomeshimselfandaskswhereI’m

going.



NTSIKAYETHU…

Ifeanyiishername,thenursetoldmehowher

brothertookher,sayingshewillhealathome.The

lasttimeIhadgonetoseeher,hepushedme

againstthewallanddishedoutallkindsofthreats.I

didn’tseeanythingwrongwithwantingtoknowif

thegirlwasokay.

It’sbeendaysandIstillgetnightmaresofher

minisculebodylyingfacedowninthatswamp.Only

thedevilcanbecapableofdoingsomethingso

ghastlytoawoman.There’sapullIcan’tignore

anymore,IwanttoseeIfeanyi,Ineedtoknowif

she’sokay.

Forastrangereasonguilthasbeeneatingmeup

thatithasmegoingcrazywiththoughtsofwhatif.

Whatifshewasn’tabducted?Whatifshehad

someonewatchingoverher?WhatifIhadseenthe

animalattackingherandcametoheraid?Whatif…

Whatif…Whatif?



Ichasetheringtoneofmyphonetothekitchen

table,IhaveafewmissedcallsfromVeronica.Imet

heratthegaragewhereIwork,shehadcomewith

herfather.Whilehewasfillingupthepetroltank,

Veronicaslidintotheshoptograbafewsnacks.I

wasmesmerisedbyherinnocenceandhow

obliviousshewasofthethingssurroundingher,I

noticedhowshehadamentalcapacityofachild

whenIaskedifsheneededanyhelp.

Shegiggledbashfullyandherchoiceofwordssold

herout.Thatdidn’tstopmefromwantingtogetto

knowher,butsomethingishappeningtomelately.I

can’tseemtolookather,somethingpullsmeaway

fromherpresence.WhenI’malone,Ihavethis

desperateneedtoseeher,butoncewemeet

somethingpushesmetoleave.Thefeelingisso

intensethatIfindithardtoignoreit.She’scalling

again,Ican’tkeepfloutingher,it’snotfaironher.

“Hey,”mysalutationislowandunbothered,it’snot



purposeful.

“Imissyou.”Shesays,Ilovehowsheissoblunt

andforthcoming.

“ImissyoutooOnica,”GodknowsIdo.

“You’relyingNtsika,youdon’tmissVero.Icalled

youtentimes,Iwascounting.ThreewhenIwoke

upinthemorningyesterday,twotimeswhenIwas

havingbreakfastwithdaddy,hewantedtoknow

whoVerowascallingandsoIstopped.Sothat’s

one…two…three…”Ihearherunhurriedlycountup

tofive,usingahushedtone.“That’sfive,right?

ThenIcalledyoufivetimeswhenIwasaloneinmy

bedroom.”

“I’msorrymylove,Iwasbusy.”Ihatelyingtoher,

herinnocencewon’tletherunderstandwhat’s

goingonwithme.Thepullaway.

“AreyoureallysorryNtsika?”Shequestionssoftly.

“YouknowIloveyou,right?”There’sthatgigglethat

gotmyattention.



“Ido,Verolovesyoutoo.”HowdoIfixthis?How

willIbeabletobearoundherwithoutfeelinglikeI

wanttoleave?

“CanIcallyoulater?Ihaveanincomingcall.”She

bidsmegoodbyeaftertellingmehowmuchshe

wishestoseeme,Ishouldsetadate,maybethings

willbedifferentthistimearound.MaybeIfeanyi’s

ordealishighlyaffectingme.Zizweiscalling,he

mustbebackfromKZN.

“Bafoza.”Thesalutationismetbysnivels,he’s

crying.“Zizwe?”

THANDIWE…

“Bafo,he’sgoingtodie.”Theshakyvoiceiscoming

fromtheroomonmyleft.Icontemplatebetween

eavesdroppingandwalkingaway.Igoforthethird

optionandfindZizweonhiskneeswithaphone

stucktohisear.Apainedexpressionflickingonhis

face,oureyesmeet.



“I’msorry,Ididn’tmeantointerrupt.”Ihaveto

explainmyforwardness.“Bulelwaismyfriend,he…”

“Ihavetogo.”Heexclaimsoverthephoneand

clearshisthroat,shiftinguncomfortablyonthefloor.

“No-I’m…I’mfine,I’llcallyoulater.”

Droppingthecall,Zizwegetsuptohisfeet,helooks

strongerthanhedidbackthere.Menknowhowto

actstrongwhiletheyarecrumblinginside,the

achinginhiseyesisstillthere.Afrowntakesa

stageonhisfeaturesashefoldshisarmsacross

hischest.Owkaaay!!!He’swaitingformetosay

something,otherwisewe’regoingtostandhere

staringintoeachother’seyes.

“Isawhowdevastatedyouwerebackthere.”What

elsedoIsayafterthis?Themanislookingatme

likeI’mcrowdinghisspace.“Areyouokay?”

Hiseyebrowshootsup,thegrimacegrows.Heis

stillquiet,Iguessthisishisanswer.

“I’mfine,”finallyhespeaksafteraprolongedminute.

“You’reThandiwe?”

“Yes,I’mBulelwa'sbestfriend.”That’ssoirrelevant,



hegivesmeanod.Thisisawkward,Zizweclears

histhroat.Mustbehiswayofshruggingoffthe

elephantintheroom,Idon’tblametheguy.What

wereyouthinkingThandiwe?Thathewouldcryon

yourshoulder?

Thetallmantoweringovereverythingandme

includedfindsachairtoseaton,there’sahospital

bedinhereaswellashospitalequipment.Wecould

betrespassing.

“Isawhim,”Istartandhavenocluehowhewill

respondtotheshockingnews.ThelasttimeItold

someoneIseedeadpeople,Iwasattacked.Zizwe

doesnotturntolookatme,hisgazeislost

somewherebetweenthewhitewalls.Icontinue

anyway.

“Bulelwacametomelastnight,”nowheturns.

Mouthslightlyajar,hiseyesquestioningme.

“Idon’tunderstand.”Idon’tunderstandeither,

Bulelwaisnotdeadyet,itpuzzlesmehowhewas

abletoreachme.



“Iseedeadpeople.”That’srightThandiwe,makea

mockeryofyourself.Continue,noco…nti…nue.

“Bulelwaisnotdead,”asoftundertoneandI

thoughthewouldquestionmyclaimandsanitybut

theguytakesupadefencemechanism.

“Thedoctorsaid…”

“Thedoctorlied,”hesnaps,soundingdefensive.I

toodon’twanttobelievewhatthedoctorsaid,

howeverwecan’tswayawayfromthetruth.“He’s

notgoingtodie,Bulelwaisstrongerthanthat.He

won’tgiveuponlifejustlikethat.Heknowswhat

he’sleavingbehind,whohe’sleavingbehind.”

Zizweistryingtoconvincehimself,thetoneofhis

voiceverifiesit.

Idecidetomovecloser,offerahandofcomfortor

something.ThisiswhatBulelwawouldwant,he

wouldwantmetobethereforZizwe.

“Whatdidhesay?”Hisquestionhaltsmy

movement,Bulelwa’swordsfillmyhead.



“Hedoesn’twanttodie,he’safraidofdying.”Isee

shockregisteronZizwe’sfacebeforehecouldhide

it.Astinginmyhearttakesmystrengthaway.

AftertheprayersofferedtoGod,Bulelwashouldat

leastbefightingforhislife.Zizwefrowns,it’sa

painedappearance.Thisismychancetoofferthat

handofcomfort.

“Buttercup,”comesoutalmostlikeamisfortune,

drippingoutofhisquaveringlips.Hisbrowneyes

losetheirharshness,becomingrounder,more

glossy.Thenallatoncehisfacebuckles,his

breathingstopsmomentarilyandtearsstreamout.

Tallmenareaproblem,heisseatedyettallerthan

me.

Zizwedoesn’tholdmebackasIenfoldmyarms

aroundhisshoulders,hisheadfallsonmybust.

Thereisnosoundcomingfromhim,buthis

shouldersareconvulsing.Thisisthemostpainful

cry,inaudiblecryingthatdoesnotdrawattention.

Whereyou’reunabletoscreamandshoutand



throwthings,ifpossiblepouryourheartout.

“Tshabalala.”Theseriousnessandlowrumbleof

Nqaba’svoiceforcesmetodrawawayfromZizwe.

He’sstandingonthedoorway,handsrammedin

thepocketsofhisjeansandafacestraighterthana

pokerplayer.NowIwillhavetoexplainwhyIhad

anotherman’sfaceonmychest.

Tobecontinued…
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NQABA...

“Wherearewegoing?”ThandiwequestionswhyI

haveherhandinmineandpullingherawayfrom

thatboyshewasembracing,youcouldsayI’m

insecure.Aftermybrothertookherfrommeyears

ago,Itendtobecautiouswhenitcomestoother

meneyeingher.



SheisabeautifulwomanandIhaveseeneyesturn

toher.Ipullherintoanemptyroom,shemakesa

breathysoundasIbackherupagainstthewall.My

lipspressagainsthers,abarelytherebrush.They

shiftfromthecornerofhermouthtothecentre,the

focusmovestotherestofherfaceasItattootiny

peckseverywhere,worshipingherbecausethat’s

whatshedeserves.

“Whatisthatfor?”Hereyessmile,Ilovehowshe

looksatme.

“DidItellyou,Iloveyoutoday?”Iask,asmile

creepsupuponherlips,herpalmsembracemy

cheeksandIshutmyeyestotakeinthefeelingof

herwarmhandskissingmyskin.Myhandsslideto

thesmallofherbackandIpullherintome.Her

bodyshiversasImovetohidemyfaceonthecurve

ofherneck.

“Icanstillhearthetoneofyourvoicewhenyousaid

it.”Awhisper,itrushesintotheinnermostpartsof

mybeingandallthatIamcriesoutwiththeverses



‘Iloveyou’.Myphonebeginstoringinmypocket,

reachingforit,Iplaceonemorekissonthecorner

ofherlips.

“Randall.”Isaluteoverthephone,Thandiwetakesa

step,butdoesn’tgetfarasmyhandstopsher

movements.

“Whereareyou?”RandallenquireswhileIwatch

Thandiweshrughershouldersinquestion.

“I’mstillinKZN,iseverythingokay?”

“No,IthoughtIshouldcheckuponyou.”Thatcan’t

betheonlyreasonhecalled.“Ihadastrange

dream.”

“Okay,youcalledmebecauseyouhadadream?

Haditnotbeenforthatdream,wewouldn’tbe

talkingrightnow,amIright?”Hereleasesadry

chucklethathasmesighingimpatiently.

“WhendoIevercallyou,Mzi?Youshouldbe

thankingmeforthiscall,Idoubtyouhaveany

friendsblowingupyourphone.”Thebastard.

“Yethereyouare.”TheretortIgiveisacceptedbya



tongueclick.

“Willyouletmegivemyreasonforthiscallor

continuetoannoyme?”

“Fine,goaheadandannoymeinstead.I’mherefor

you.”Hedoesn’tgetthesarcasm.

“Ihadastrangedream.”

“Ohyes,thedream.”Hedidmentionthat…

“Willyoustopandlisten?”Randallsnaps,hisvoice

sternandauthoritative.Iexpectedthisfromhim

andfunnyenoughI’mforcedtoobey.Thandiwe

appearstobeimpatient,sheleansupagainstthe

wall,herarmsfoldacrossherchest.

“Inthisdreamwewereswimminginanocean,I

don’tknowwherewewereheadedto.The

destinationwasonanIslandinthemiddleofthe

ocean,therewerethousandsofspectatorsdressed

intraditionalAfricancostumesandheaddresses.

Somewerestandinginanarch.Aswewalkeddown



theythrewrosepetalsonourpathway,thepetals

weregoldincolour.Manyinthecrowdreachedout

totouchus,suddenlythereweretwoguardsleading

us.Bothwerecarryingceremonialmusketsand

worefivegold-handleddaggersontheirbacks.

Theguardshadmenacingscowlsthatkeptthe

excitedcrowdawaywhentheypressedtowardsus.

Wegottothepodiumtofindmygrandfather

waitingforus,hewasdressedlikeaKingandhad

twocrownsinhishands.Helookedatyouandsaid

welcomehome,withsmilesonourfacesweknelt

beforehimandbowedourheads.SuddenlyZulu

appeared,hewasstandingnexttomygrandfather

andwhathesaidnextshockedme.”

“Whatdidhesay?”

“Innocentbloodbelongswiththepure.”Randall

finishes.Whatdoesthatevenmean?

“I’mconfusedRandall,whatkindofadreamis

that?”MygazeturnstoThandiwewhoisnow

inquisitivelyoglingatme.

“Idon’tknow,Ithoughtyouwould.Maybeitwas



justadream,don’tstressaboutit”Randall

articulates,light-heartedly.

“HowisZulu?CanIspeaktohim?”Imissthatlittle

man,Thandiwedrawsinatthementionofherson.

“ThewholebunchaccompaniedAmaratothe

supermarket.”Thereisatintofexasperationinhis

voice,ithastodowithAmarabeingawayfromhim.

Hewouldratherhaveheralltohimselfthanshare

herwithanyone,includingthekids.

“Didyousaysupermarket?Normalpeoplesay

shopsUzeOkolie.”Iclear,rememberingthathis

speechtendstodifferfromours.

“GotohellMzi.”Hebidsmefarewellwiththese

words.

BHEKIZIZWE...

Thecoastisclear,withnooneinsightIdashinto

Bulelwa’sroom.Myheartshouldn’tbereactinglike

this,Ihardlyknowthiskid,yetIcan’tstandthe



machinesattachedonhim.Theymustbetheones

keepinghimalive,alumpbuildsonmythroatasI

watchmyfutureslippingawayonthehospitalbed.

Hedoesn’tlooklikethestrongBulelwaIam

acquaintedwith,butIknowheisstillinthere.

Lockedintoabodythatwon’tquitlikethedoctors

saiditwould,chainedtoaheartthatinsistson

beatingdespitehischancesofrecoverybeingnon-

existent.Mychesttightensintoaknot-likecramp

andaquietragebuildsinside.

“Heykid,”Itakehishand,thewarmthofithas

goosebumpstappingonmyskin.Tearspouroutas

Iopenmymouthtospeak,Iamstrongerthanthis.

Breakingdownlikeaweaklingwillnotchange

anything.

“Lookatyou,Buttercup,lyingtherelikeyoudon’t

haveanyonetocomebackto.Youcanwakeup

now,it’snotfunnyanymore.Iknowhowmuchyou

loveattention,that’swhyyou’redoingthis.Wellyou

haveitnow,allofit.Everyoneisherewaitingfor

youtowakeupkid.”Anunexpectedsnigger



bubblesoutfromtheseamsofmylips.Iloveto

touchhim-neverinasexualway,neveranywhere

otherthanhisface,hishands.Hiswarmthseeps

intomybeingasItracemyhandandfingersonhis

face,barelyatouch.Hecomfortsmewithout

openinghiseyesnorhismouth.

“Didyouhearthat?Icalledyoukidbecauseyouact

likeone.”Ichokeoutapainfulchuckleatthe

thoughtofBulelwa’sdramatics,howmuchImiss

them.“YoucanwakeupnowBulelwa,Ican’tstand

itanymore.Ipromisetoletyoutalkallyouwantif

youwakeup,Iwilllistentoyourblabbering.You

belongnexttomejustlikeIbelongnexttoyou.

You’retheonlyoneforme,howdoImoveon

withoutyou?IjustfoundyouButtercup,Ican’tlose

you.Comebacktome,please.”

“Maybethisisforthebest.”Iraisemyeyesatmy

father’svoice,Ihaven’tcaughtwhathesaid.Iheard

everywordthough,butI’mstrugglingtobelievethat



hewouldsaysomethinglikethat.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Hesendsan

intimidatingscowl,walksinandshutsthedoor.

“Howmanytimeswillyouembarrassmeinfrontof

Msibi?”Hequeries,gloweringdownatme.Ithought

Mr.Msibihardlynoticedmypresence.

“I’mnotdoinganythingwrongbaba.”Heglaresat

thehandclingingontoBulelwa’shand,irritationand

disgusttwitchonhisfeatures.

“Don’tfoolyourselfndodana,”hiseyesshaketo

pointatourhands.Idon’tplanonlettinggoanytime

soon,IcanonlybreathewhenIcanfeelhim.“Idon’t

knowwherewewentwrongasyourparents,thisis

nothowweraisedyou.”

Perhapsitwasbetteroffwhenwewerenoton

speakingterms,Idon’twanttoarguewithmyfather,

buthistoughwordsandpainfulglaresare

provokingmetosaysomethingthatwilltakeus

backtofirstbase.



“GodisagainstthisZizwe,that’swhyyourfriendis

lyinginthishospitalbed.”

“ThisGodthatyoutalkaboutbaba,doeshehatehis

owncreationsomuchsothathewoulddothisto

aninnocentsoul?Idon’tknowthisGod,Iknowthe

oneyouandmomintroducedmeto.TheGodwho

loveswithoutlimits,theGodwhodiedformesoI

canlive,theGodwhodoesnotcondemnandthat

GodwillneverdothisbecausemyBulelwaandI

loveeachother.”

“YourBulelwa?Love?IthoughtIwouldneverliveto

seethisday.YoulovemennowBhekizizwe?”

Hemakesitsoundlikeit’sacursetoloveaman.

“Nobaba,Idon’tlovemen.Ilovethisman,myheart

beatsforhim.”

Idelivermyanswerwiththeuttermostrespect,

maintainingthatlevelofreverence.Myfatherisa

manofintegrityandrespectissomethingheholds

high.Ihaven’tlookeddirectlyathimsincehe

walkedinhere,Ihaveseenenoughwiththestolen



staresthatheisnotpleasedwithme.

“That’senoughBhekizizwe,Iwillneverallowthis

abomination,never.”Hisvoicerisesabove

normalcy,theforefingerpointedatmeisalmostas

heavyashispresence.Hisdemeanourtellsmethat

heisreadytoexplode.“Wearegoinghometoday

andIdon’twanttohearanyexcuses,youwillnotbe

hereforthisboy’sdeathnorwillyouattendhis

funeral.”

Painshootsinsidemelikeabeestingathis

declarationthatithasmejoltingtomyfeet,inmy

mindIhavehimpinnedonthewall.

“TakethatbackZondo.”Agrittedcommanderupts

frommythroat,birthedfromthedepthsofmy

stomach.

“Doyouwanttofightme,ndodana?”Abullyheis,

hiseyebrowsraise…anacttointimidateme.

Calmingmyouterself,Itakeastepback.Showing

respectlikeIhavealwaysdone.

“Withallduerespectbaba,themanIloveisnot

goingtodie.”



Hesnortsatmyexclamation,Iwonderwhenhe

becamethisheartlesspersonthathasnoremorse.

Thereissomeoneatthedoor,Iholdmybreath,

hopingthatit’snotMr.Msibi.Myhopedieswhen

hestridesin,oureyesmeetandheinstantlyglares

daggersatme.

THANDIWE…

“Whatdoesthedreammean?”Myquestiondirects

toNqaba,wehavemadeourselvescomfortablein

thehospitalroom.Heissettledonachairwithme

perchedonhislap,hisarmsarecomfortably

encircledaroundmeandhischinpressedonmy

shoulder.

“Idon’tknow,wehavetowaitforMamSontoto

comeback.Onlyshecantranslatethedreamforus,

IwouldgotoNgidi,butRandalldoesn’ttrust

anyone.”Nqaba’sanswerscomewithmorekisses

tattooedonmyshoulderandneck,he’sbeen

somewhatclingy...Iloveit.



“HowlonghaveyouknownRandall?”

“Longenoughtoknowthatheisanassholewho

hasnotimeforanyonebuthiswife.”Histoneis

humorous.

“Youlovehim,don’tyou?ThewayyoudoStyles

andNeo.”Ihearditinhisvoice,there’saway

Nqabaspeaksofthesemen.Heusedtoregard

Ntuthukointhesamemanneronceuponatime.

“Ihatehim,he’sstupidandarrogant.”Ifindthis

manofmineamusing,hisarmssqueezetighter

aroundmeashebreathesmein.

“Heycareful,Imightjustsuffocate.”Ithrowina

sallywhichisacceptedbyalowchuckle,his

chortlesresonatefromwithinhischest,deep

rumblesthathavemeshiveringpleasurably.

“I’lljusthavetokissyoubacktolife.”AndIthought

hewasalittlefunny,IhavetohugmystomachasI

burstintoaloudguffaw.

“It’snotlikeyoutobesocornyBiyase.”



“TheplanwastomakeyoulaughNkanyeziyami

anditworked,althoughIdidn’texpecttheugly

laugh.”Really?Ishesayingthistome?

“Notfunny,”

“IloveyoutooTshabalala.”Hedeclares,pecking

myfacewithkisses.Heshouldbelaughingatthe

lamejokehemade,itbetterbeajoke.IknowIdon’t

haveanuglylaugh.

Thelightintheroombeginstoflicker,asudden

shiverrunsthroughmybodylikeanelectriccurrent,

theroomisfilledwithaheavypresence.

“Someoneishere.”Thethoughtescapesmymind

inawhisper,Nqabadidn’tcatchitashe’sbenton

makingmesquirminhisarms.

“Don’tbeafraid,Icomeinpeace.”Saysagentle

malevoice,mymouthdropswhenamanappears

beforeme.Hisstructureisbuff,he’sastalland

youngasZizwe.Heisdressedinscrubbypantsand



acharredt-shirtthathangslooselyonhisbody.He

hasafaceofamanyouwouldn’twanttocross,a

frownresidesonitandhestandstallandconfident

withoutslouchingorfaltering.Knowingheishere

becauseheneedssomething,hismotiveremains

hidden,hencetheappeal.

Themanhasastand-offishqualitythatdares

contactwithoutinvitingit.Thecurvedbrowreminds

meofsomeoneIknow,thismanwhoselapI’m

sittingon.IwanttoalertNqaba,buthewon’tsee

theperson.I’veheardstoriesabouthowhospitals

areswampedwithghosts.

“Ican’tfindGcinumzi,IwastracinghimandthenI

losthim.”Thecrackingofhisvoicedoesnotsuit

hisdemeanour,hespeaksofGcinumzi.Iknowtwo,

Bulelwaandhislateuncle.

“Whichone?”Imanageaquestion.

“What?”That’sNqaba,maybeIshouldtellhimthat

wehavecompany.

“Thereissomeoneinhere,he’slookingforacertain



person.”IfeelstrangeeachtimeIsaythisoutloud.

“Rightnow?Don’ttheymakeanappointmentor

something?”Thismanismockingmeoncemore,

heletsmemovefromhislapandgetsupaswell.

“Ifalakhelivesinhim,wewereseparatedyearsago

andfoundeachotheragain.NowIhavelosthim,I

can’tfindhim.”

“Ifalakhe?Gcinumzi’slover?”Asmallsmileticson

hislips,aconfirmationisshowcasedinhiseyes

beforeheanswers.

“Myloveryes,he’sbeenburningsinceyesterday.

That’swhenIcouldn’treachhimanymore.Helpme

findhimplease.Gcinumzihashim,hehas

Ifalakhe.”Okay,holditrightthereMr.Ghost.

“IfalakhewasGcinumzi’slover,theywerekilled

yearsago.”UnlessIhavethewronginformation,I

peeroveratNqabawhoiscasuallystandingonthe

sidelikethisisnotastrangemomenttobehold.

“Yes,thatwouldbeme.”Hesaysnonchalantly,his

emotionsareclosed.Thenitismadeknowntome

thatheisaghost,ghostshavenosouls.“Gcinumzi



Msibi...beforewedied,IfalakheandIpromised

eachotherthatwewillcomebackinanother

lifetimetocompleteourlovestory.Everythingwas

fineuntilyesterday,hestartedburningand

suddenlydisappeared.”

Theghostchaseshisgazetothedoorand

whispers…“He’scallingforme.”Andwiththathe

disappears,leavingmewithquestionsand

confusionstuckinmyhead.

BHEKIZIZWE…

“You?”Bulelwa’sfatherrumbles,takingdominant

stepstowardsme,theyareauthoritativeand

unwavering.Istandstillreadyforwhateverhehas

instoreforme,IamnotleavingBulelwa.

“Mandla,letgoofmyson.”Myfathergruntswhen

hisformerfriendpinsmeagainstthewall,I’mnot

comfortablewiththelookonMr.Msibi’sface.A

sinisterexpression,diabolical.Ifhecould,hewould

killmeonthespot.



“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Hespewsoutinanger,

repeatedlysmashingmybackonthewall,you’llfind

thatheexpectsmetoshowmyangerandwhenIdo

hewilldragmeintocompliance.Ifhecontinueslike

thisIwillletitfloodoutallatonce,thisrageIkeep

insidewillbeunleashed.

“Mandla!”Myfather’scommandislikenothingI

haveeverheard,hiseyesareburningwithan

unfamiliarrage.HeslithersbehindMandla,I’m

oblivioustohisthoughts.Theycan’tbegood,

althoughMr.Msibishadowshim,myfatherstands

firmandtallreadyforwhatevermaybethrownat

him.Bulelwa’sfatherraisesafist,hatredcheering

himon.

“NothereMandla,notinthepresenceofmyson.”

I’mnotsurewhenLilianwalkedin,buthercoldgaze

isonme,shelooksterrible.Guiltiseatingherup,I

hopeitsuffocatesher.

“It’shisfaultthatmysonisgone,mysonisdead

becauseofyou.”Mr.Msibi’sdeclarationevokes



somethingdarkinmethatcompelsmetopush

againsthim.Afemininescreamemergesinthe

roomashetumblestothefloor,fallingonhisback.

LikearobotIjumptostraddlehim,heisthethird

persontotellmethatBulelwaisdying.Thesewords

drivemecrazy,Iwillhearthemnomore.

“Takethatback,”Ihavemyhandstightlycurledon

hisshirt.“Takeitback,howdareyousaythat.He

willnotdie,youhearme?Bulelwawillnotdie.”

“Bhekizizwe.”Myfather’sreproachcapturesmy

attention,heistryingtopullmeback,togetmeoff

ofMr.Msibi.Butmyangerwon’tletme.Ihatehim,I

hateallofthem.

“Bulelwaisnot…heisnotgoingtodie.”Igrunt,

losingallpowerthatIhad.Myfathercatchesmeas

Itumbletothefloor,Itriedtocontrolthem,these

emotionsthataresuffocatingme.

“Ndodana.”Hepullsmeintoahug,myheadfallson

hischest.

“Myheartisdeadbaba,Ican’tbreathe.Makeitstop,



pleasemakeitstop.”Thisisnotsupposedtobe

happening,Ididn’tacceptthesetearsfloodingmy

eyes.

“Bhekizizweasambe,pleasesonletsgohome.”

“Whywouldhehurtmelikethis?Whywouldhego

awayfrommebaba?Ihatehim,Ihatehimfor

leavingme.”Clingingontomyfather,Icrylikethe

worldisfallingapart.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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THANDIWE…

Nqabahelpsmeupfromthefloorafterwedeclare

ourprayersandcallthemintoexistence,hehad

insistedthatweprayforBulelwaoncemore.

“Ihaveameetingtogetto,willyoubeokay?”He



says,walkingbehindmeoutofthehospitalroom.I

turntohimandrestmyheadonhisarmwhile

hookingmyarmaroundhis.

“I’llbefine,hurryback.”

“Iwill,”akissfollowsthesetwowords.Hepullsme

intoaquickhugandwhispersinmyear,“Imight

notbearound,butI’malwayswithyouTan-tan.If

anythinghappens,closeyoureyesandlookforme.

Youwillfindmewaitingforyou,don’tforgettolook

intomyeyes.”

Iknowwhathemeansbythis,mymindrejectsme

lately.ThesceneIpulledtheotherdaystillfreaks

meout,anythingispossible.MamSontodidsaywe

areatwarandfightingthisdemonisnoteasy.

“Iwon’t,Iloveyou.”Ifeelhimsmileagainstmy

cheek,hepecksitandpullsaway.Hiswarmhand

slidesupmycheekandbehindmyear,eyeslocked

intomine,Nqabastareslikeit’sthelasttimehewill

everseeme.Myeyesclosewhenheleansintokiss

thebridgeofmynose,hisvacanthandswimsdown

tomylowerbacktodrawmeclosertohim.



“UyathandwaTshabalala,don’teverforgetthat.”A

whisperthathascoldshiversrunningthroughmy

skin.

“Iwon’t.”Itwouldbeimpossibleformetoforget

thatIamlovedbythisman.MymouthformsanO

asIyearntofeelhislipsonmine,curiositytapsand

Iopenmyeyestofindhimsmilingdownatme.

Witharushedpeckonmylip,Nqabastrollsaway

towardstheexit.

“Hey,mykiss.”Thecomplaintreacheshim,heturns

witharaisedbrow.

“RespectyourselfTshabalala,thereareadults

here.”Hejestspointingatarandomoldwoman

seatedononeofthewaitingchairs.

“Youstartedit,you’renotfairBiyase.”

“HuhThandiwe,whatareyousayingtomeinfront

ofpeople?”Whatishetryingtodo?Heturnstothe

oldwomanwhoisalreadymindingourbusiness.

“Ma,youseehowshamelessthisyounggeneration

is.”



Iamgoingtogethimforthis,theoldladyfindsthis

Zulumanfunny.Hewinksatmeandwalksawayas

ifhedidnotjustcausedamage.Thewomanis

drenchedinasmile,shecanrelaxnow.Nqabais

gone.

“Younglove.”Hercomment,Iknowit’ssenttome,

butIstillturntoseeifthere’snoonebehindme.

Gettingreadytoescapeher,Isendbackasmile.

Oldwomencanbreakarecordinholdingthe

longestconversationsintheworld.

“IcametoseeGcinumzi’snephew.”Okayshe’s

comingtowardsme,Ishouldhavewalkedaway

whenIhadthechance.Wait!Didshejustsay

Gcinumzi?

“Areyoufamily?”Sheshakesherhead,takesmy

handandleadsmetoaseat.

“Forgiveme,mychild.I’manoldwomanandmy

kneesdonotallowmetostandforevenaminute.”

Idon’thaveananswerforher.

“ThatMsibiboyismyelderbrother,Iwasabout

fouryearsoldwhenhewaskilled.”Whatisshe



sayingtome?Bulelwaistwentythreeandthisold

womancouldbeabouteightyyearsold.

“Idon’tunderstand.”IwillneverknowifIdon’task,

asmilesneaksuponherlips.

“Doyoubelieveinreincarnation?”Shequestions.

“No,that’samyth.Althoughtherearereligionsthat

believeinit,HinduismandBuddhism.Theybelieve

thatthesoulupondeathcomesbacktoearthin

anotherbodyorform.”Theoldwomannodsatmy

answer.

“Rebirthofthesoulinanewbody,especiallyifyour

deathwasuntimely.Mybrotherwaskilledbythe

community,IwatchedhimburntodeathandI

couldn’tdoanythingaboutit.Hisonlycrimewasto

love,IfalakhelovedthatMsibiboylikehewasonly

createdforit.Theyhadbigdreamstogether,but

theirliveswerecutshort.”

“BulelwatoldmeaboutIfalakheandGcinumzi,they

diedapainfuldeath.”



“Yes,noonedeservestobekilledsobrutishly.

Gcinumzi’snephewhadafewofmybrother’s

featureswhenhewasyoung.Hisparentswould

bringhimtothevillagetomeethisgrandparents

andmyheartwouldstopwhenIseehim.Itwas

almostasifIwaslookingrightatIfalakhe,nowthat

heisgrownhelooksjustlikehim.”Shesays,

sheddingatearthatstopsrightbetweenhereye

andnose.

“You’resayingBulelwaisIfalakhe’sreincarnation?”

Iaskwithinterest.

“Yes,Godisamysteriousentityandwecan’t

questionthethingshedoesorwewillgrowcrazy.”

Mymotherusedtosaythesamething.

“ButBulelwahasnorelationtoyou,howishe

connectedtoIfalakhe?”Thepoorwomanhasto

bearmymanyquestions,Ihavemore.

“Idon’tknow,buttheirlovestorywascutshortand

thiscouldbehiswayofwantingtofindthemanhe

loved.IbelieveGcinumiziwasreincarnatedaswell,



heisoutthere.It’stoobadthatIfalakhewon’tbe

reunitedwithhisrib.”Herquipremindsmethat

we’relosingBulelwa,heissoyoung.God,Bulelwa

hassomuchtolivefor.Hecan’tberobbedoflife

likethis,whataboutZizwe?Themanjustfoundhis

soulmate,fatecan’tbethiscruel.

“Waitaminute,Zizwe.There’saboybythenameof

Bhekizizwe,theyareinloveandhecouldbe

Gcinumzi’sreincarnation.Butifheis,hewouldhave

hisfeatures,right?Bulelwa’sfatherhasmethim,he

would’verecognizedhim,right?”Myheartjumpsto

mythroat,twosoulsaregoingtobedestroyedonce

again.GcinumziislosinghisIfalakheagain,it’s

almostasiffatehasascoretosettlewiththetwo

lovers.

“It’snotalwaysthecase,thereincarnatedmight

onlyhavethepastmemories.”Ihearwhatshesays,

thoughmymindisabitmuddled.

“Wouldyouliketoseehim?”Iask,shegleamswith

tearsstreamingdownherface.



“Ido,butIdon’tthinkIwillbeabletobearlosing

himagain.”Doctorscanbewrongsometimes,they

arenotGod.Bulelwahastomakeit.Regardlessof

herfearoflosingherbrotheragain,shefollowsme

toBulelwa’sroom.

BHEKIZIZWE…

Ihadtogetawayfromthosepeople,theywere

suffocatingme.Myfatherdoesn’tunderstandme,

heisblindedbyhishatredforgaypeople.The

rooftopiswhereIhavebeenledto,noonewillfind

mehere.Ineedtocallmybrother,perhapsit’stime

Ilethiminonmylife.Ihavenothingtolosenow.

“Iwasworriedaboutyou.”Ntsikasalutesintothe

phonewithhisconcern,Idon’twanttobeataround

thebush.

“IfellinloveNtsika,withthemostamazingmanI

haveevermetandnowhe’slosinghislifetodeath.

Nooneunderstandsmebafo,myheartisbreaking

andIdon’tknowwhattodo.”Thesilencemakesme



extremelynervous.

“You’reinlovewithaman?”Thecontemptinhis

voiceispointedout,I’mnotgoingtoexplainmyself.

“Yesandhe’sdying.You’retheonlyonewho

understandsmebafo,Ineedmybrotherwithme

please.”Ntsikafallssilentagain,heisahomophobe,

Imighthavejustruinedmyrelationshipwithmy

brother.

“Whereareyou?”HeasksandI’mmystifiedbyhis

question.

“Kwamashu,inNtuzuma,”Ihavenocluewhatthis

couldmean.“I’matthehospitalrooftopandthe

viewlooksgoodfromdownhere.Jumpingover

wouldn’tbesuchabadidea.”Ilaughatthesuicidal

thoughtsscrapingintomymind.

“Bafo,don’teventhinkaboutit.Iwilltryandget

timeoffatworkpleasedon’tdoanythingstupid,

waitforme.”Ashesaysthis,thedoortotherooftop

swingsopenandoutwalksanaggravatedLilian

withanunapproachablelookonherface,shecame

forareason.Herdauntingstridesshowandtell.



“I’llbewaitingforyoubafo,pleasehurry.”Itellmy

brotherasIfixmygazeonLilian.

Thistimesheplayshercardsright,herhandsends

meastepbackassheslamsitacrossmyface.I

wanttoreturnitjustashard,butIwastaughtbetter.

“Whatthefuckisyourproblem?”Iask,notgiving

herthesatisfactionofrubbingawaythethrobbing

painonmycheek.

“Howdareyoudisrespectmyhusband?You

unculturedswine,youhadnorighttotouchhim.”

Lilianreturnswithinsults,herspeechcutssodeep

thatithasmeroughlygrabbingherbicepsand

pushingherback.Hereyespopoutandmouthajar

whilewemoveinthisfastpaceuntilthewall

becomesastumblingblock.Ihavehercagedtothe

wall,asoftgaspleapsoutofhermouthasIbring

herhandsaboveherheadandpinthemtogether.

Herwristsfitinonehand,Iusemyfeettoseparate

herlegs.

HerbreathingtakesoffasIdothis.Thewitchis



turnedon,Iseethefireandlustburninginhereyes

andherchestmovinginarapidmotion.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Shequestionssharply.“Let

megonow.”

“WhySugarPuss?Thisiswhatyouwant,right?”I

growllowlyinherear,shewhimpersasherbody

tremblesagainstme.“Youwantedmeallto

yourself,wellnowyouhavemeSugarpuss.”

“Bhe-kizizwe.”Myactstakeawayherinabilityto

speak,Idon’tknowaboutherhusband,butIknow

howtobringthiswomantoherknees.Iknowhow

tomakeherweakandvulnerable…Idodgeher

mouthwhensheleansintokissme.I’mincontrol,

shewillnotbeinitiatinganything.

LilianmoansintomymouthwhenIroughlycrash

mylipsagainsthers…teethclashing…mouth

flattening,onewouldbeconvincedthatI’mtryingto

destroyhermouth.Shegripsmyheadfirmly,asif

tokeepmefromescaping.Irejecthertonguethat’s

battlingtopushintomymouthwhilesheworksher



mouthagainstmine.Awheezelikeairescapes

fromherdecreasingandswellingchest.

“Isthiswhatyouwantsugarpuss?”It’sarhetorical

question,visibleshiversclaimherbodyatthe

whisperinherear.Icanhearherbreathingquicken

asIsensuallygrindonher.

“Y-Yes.”Adesperatecryglidesoutofher…

panting…needy…beggingformore.Lilianis

aroused,it’sinhereyes…herslightlyopenmouth

andherbodysquirmingagainstme.

“YouwantmetokissyouthewayIkisshim?”I

questionandsmashmylipsonhersonemoretime,

needfillshereyeswhenIpullout.“Youwantmeto

touchyouthewayItouchhim,right?”

Myhandmapsherbodyfromherwaisttoher

breast,leavinghermoaninganddisorganised.I

thinkshegetswhereI’mtakingthis,sheshakesher

headindisapproval.Tearspoolintohereyes.

“Bhekizizwe?”Anincredulousgasps,awhisper,

shock.



“That’swhatyouwantLilian,youknewIwasdone

withyouandsoyousentsomeonetokillme

becausedearLilianMsibidoesnotshare.”We’reat

therooftop,IcanyellasloudasIwant.Shewinces

attheblastandthetightgriponherwrists.

“LetgoBhekizizwe,you’rehurtingmedammit.”She

shouts,fidgetinglikeaspiderunderthesun.

“Butthisiswhatyouwantsugarpuss,we’vebeen

doingthisforyears.It’syourobsession,I’myour

obsessionandyoucan’thandlemebeingwithyour

sonLilian.YouhatethatBulelwaistheonewho

getstolieonmychest,hegetsthekisses,thehugs,

thecrazysexandthishasmadeyoubitterand

hateful.”

“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

“OhyouknowdamnwellwhatI’mtalkingabout,

maybeyourhusbandwouldliketoknowtoo.How

aboutwetellMandlathathiswifeenjoysriding

anotherman'sd**k?ThatshescreamswhileIgive

herpleasureuntilshecan’tscreamanymore.”

Lilian’seyeswidenatmywords,Ichuckleatthe



sightoffeardisplayedinhereyes.

“Youbastard!!!”Webothturntotherightatthe

soundofMr.Msibi’sbooming.Howdidheknowwe

werehere?

NEO…

“Wecametoseethebabies,Ihopetheydon’tlook

likeyou.”Uzesays,slidingintomyhouselikehe

hasabedroomwithhisnameonit.Amarafollows

inbehindhim.“Whereisourwife?”

“Yourwifeishere,infrontofyouandmywifeisin

thebedroom.”Hesnortsatmyresponse,Amara

findshimfunny.

“LetAyizehearyousaythat,shewilltellyouhow

sheisRandall’sfirstwifeandyou’rejust…”She

pauseswhenRandallclearshisthroat.Hereyes

rushtohimthenbacktome,Ihatethesesecreted

conversationstheyalwayshaveinfrontofme.



“Ifyoutwocametogossipaboutme,thenIsuggest

youleavemyhouse.”Itellthecouplethatgiggleat

mysally.Randallgraduallysettlesdownonthe

couch,crossesonelegovertheotherwhileAmara

findsherwaytoZeeinthebedroom.

“So,you’reafatheroffournow?”Hestarts,hisgaze

lostonhisphone.“YouneedtomarrythatgirlNeo

andstopplaying.”

“DoctorPhil,thankyouforcomingtomyhouse.”He

raiseshiseyeswithoutbringinghisheadup,Iclear

mythroatashescrutinisesmeunderhisgaze.

“Areyouokay?”Hethinksthereissomethingwrong

withme.

“Whywouldn’tIbeokay?”IthinkI’mokay,Uze

grumblesasIpushpasthimtofindaseatonthe

oneseatercouch.“CanIaskyousomething?”

UzeshrugshisshouldersgesturingthatIgoahead.

“WereyoutherewhenAmaragavebirth?”My

questionhashimshiftinguncomfortablyonthe



couch,hekeepsthereticentexpressionbutsends

hishandtorubthebackofhisneck.

“Yousawitdidn’tyou?”Hisquestiontakesmeback

tothehospitalroom,attimesitfeelslikea

nightmareuntilZeebringsitupthenrealitykicksin.

JustthismorningsheandSethuwerehavingathrill

atmyexpense.HowdidGodcreatethisgender?

Theyhavenoheart,that’swhytheygivebirthlike

aliens.

“Iwillneverlookatthatwomanthesameagain,I

jumpwhenherhandbrushesagainstmine.

SometimesIthinkshe’sgoingtoattackmebecause

nohumancanbecapableofdoingthat.”Iexpress,

rubbingmyeyestogettheimageoutofmyhead.

Uzeshakeshishead,disapprovingofmystatement.

“That’swhatIthoughtaboutAmara,butwithtimeI

cametoadmireherstrength.WhenIlookatR.J,I

standinaweofthepowerGodgavewomen.Amara

carriedthatbeautifulsoulandbroughthimintothe

worldsinglehandedly,ifyouaskmethatisthetrue



definitionofastrongwoman.

Doyouknowahumanbodycanbearonlyupto

fortyfiveunitsofpain?Yetattimeofgivingbirth,a

motherfeelsuptofiftysevenunitsofpain.Thisis

similartotwentybonesgettingfracturedatatime.

ChildbirthisnoteasyNeo,somedieduringorright

afterandthosewhosurviveshouldbecelebrated.I

loveAmaramoreeverydayandthatloveintensifies

whenIseemyson,ourlittlecreation."

Okay,heisoneproudfather.Don’tweallknowthat?

“Okay,maybemenshouldstayawayfromthe

deliveryroom.I’mnotokayUze,I’mnotokay

ntwana.”He’slaughingatme.

“Youwilllive,lookatme,Isurvived.”Amarawalks

backwiththetwoboysjustasUzetellsmewords

thatdonothingbutstressmefurther.Uzeisgiven

onebaby,Zeecan’tmakeittothelivingroom.

Walkingisstillastruggle.



“Aren’ttheyadorable?”Amarabringsaquestion

forwardtoherhusbandwhoisplayingwiththe

baby’sfingers.Helooksbetweenthetwoboysthen

atme,hiseyestracethemagainandapucker

buildsbetweenhiseyebrows.

“Whydoesthisonehaveabighead?”Uzeasks,

pointingatmyson.

“That’snottrueRandall.”Tellhimmehemma,I

don’twanttobringR.Jintothepicture.

“Bringmyson.”Hesnubsmystretchedarmsand

continuestoplaywithmybaby’shand.Thebratis

gigglinginhisarmsafterbeinginsulted.Wehaven’t

namedthemyet,thechancehasnotbeengranted

tous.IdidbringafewnamesforwardandZee

pretendedtobesleeping,Iknowsheheardme.

MphoandMphonyanearecutenames.

BHEKIZIZWE…

Perhapsthisisforthebest,Liliandeservesallthe



heartachecomingherway.Howeverthisman’s

angerisdirectedatme.Irecognizetherageinhis

eyes,althoughnowit’smoreintensethanwhenhe

hadmeunderhisgrip.

“Ma-Mandla,whatareyoudoinghere?”Lilian’s

voicebreaks,herlipsquaver,thewomanisshaking

likealeaf.

“HowcouldyoudothistomeLilian?You’vebeen

sleepingwithZondo’sson.”Theoldmanishurt

alright,Lilianstaggersbackwhenhetakesastep

closertoher.Icanhearhersobs.

“IcanexplainMandlaplease...”Mr.Msibi’smouth

quirksinannoyance,histoplippullsupononeside.

IcantellfromLilian’svoicethatherwholeworld

justcamecrushingdown,Mr.Msibi’seyesareon

me,burningwithrage.

“Yousonofabitch,thiswasyourplan,wasn’tit?

Youwantedtodestroymyfamilyandsoyou

seducedmywifeandson.”Angrywordsbubbleout

ofhismouth,holdingapredatoryexpression.

“Howaboutyouaskyourwife?She’stheonewho



wentafterme.”Idecidetocalmmyselfandthink

whereanunkindremarkwilltakeus,soinsteadof

beingdefensive,Itrytounderstandhowhecameto

feelthiswayandthatinthesamesituationIwould

feelittoo.

“Youexpectmetobelievethat?YouareZondo’s

son,youandyourfatherplannedthis,didn’tyou?”I

feelthetensionandheartheintensityinhistone.A

greatdealofemotionliesbehindthewordshe

speaks,inthisfrozenintensesecondbetweena

standoffishdemeanourandmeanwords,Isee

Lilian’seyesflickerfrommetoherhusband.The

man’sfaceisunreadable,nofear,noinvitational

smirk.

Inthisinstant,hefliesatme,apunchthrowsmea

fewstepsback.He’sonmyfacethrowingmore

beforeIcouldfeelthefirsthit,Idon’twanttofight

him.Asmuchashehatesme,heisthefatherofthe

manIlove.Ihaveseenandheardhowthismanis

importanttoBulelwa,I’mdoingeverythingIcanto

dodgeMr.Msibi’sblowsandthisonlyaggravates



him.High-pitchedscreamseruptfromLilianinthe

background,pleadingforherhusbandtostop,that

issomethinghe’snotgoingtodo.

“Fightmelikeamanyoupieceofshit.”Hespews,

chargingatme.Duckinghiswrathfulattack,Mr.

Msibifliespastme.Myeyeswidenastheoldman

fallsoverthebuilding,Lilian’sear-splittingcries

bypassmyearstolandonmyconscious.

“Mandla!!!”Shescreamcrieshystericallyasshe

followsmetocheckifhe’sholdingontosomething.

Mystomachdropstothesolesofmyfeetupon

seeingMr.Msibi’sbodylyingtenfitdownonthe

concretefloor.

“Noooo,Mandla,noooo.”Iholdherbackwhenshe

screamslikeacrazywomanwhileattemptingto

jumpoffthebuilding.“Don’ttouchme,youkilled

him,youkilledmyhusband.”

“Ididn’twanttofighthimback,IswearIdidn’t

touchhim.”Isizzle,tryingtocomfortapanic-

strickenwoman.Lilianpushesmeawayfromher



andlandsahardslaponmyface.Hersurface

frozen,deadpan.Inajiffy,hertremblingmouth

curlsandeyesnarrowasshefallsintoapainful

heartbreakingcry.Idon’tknowifIshouldcomfort

her,soIstand,watchingherbreakdown.

Thesoundofmanyfootfallsfromtheentrance

catchmyattention,myfatherstridesin

accompaniedbytwosecurityguards.Confusion

takesoverhisfacewhenheseesLilianbawlingon

thefloor,shelooksupathim.Tearsfloodingdown

herfacelikeabrokendam.

“Hekilledmyhusband,hekilledmyhusband.”She

criesdesperately,thelookonmyfather’sfaceis

blank.I’mnotsureifhebelievesherornot,I’min

deeptrouble.

Tobecontinued…
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IFEANYI…

Mymotherishere,shehasn’tleftmyroomsince

shearrivedthismorning.AllIcandoisstarewhen

shetriestofeedme,thelasttimeIsawher,she

didn’tlookthisstrong.Shehasgainedweight,I

guessshe’soverRaven’sdeath.

“Eatforme,mybaby.”Shebringsthespoonup,I

haven’thadanythingtoeatyet,it’sbeendays.I

can’tstomachanything,myinsideschurnatthe

sightoffood.

“OhIfemychild,IshouldhaveneverletUzetake

you.Thisismyfault,thingswouldbedifferenthad

youstayedinGhana.”

Sheblamesmybrotherandherselfforwhat

happenedtome,myfingerispointedrightatme.

It’smyfault,Isawtheredflagsanddidn’ttell

Randallontime,Istayedinthatplaceknowingthat

thatmanisapervert.



Mymothergrabsmyphonefromthebedwhenit

ringsandscansthescreen,invasionofprivacy,but

naturallyIdon’tvoiceitout.Idon’tvoiceanything

outlately,sometimesIfeelthattearswillcomeout

insteadofwords.Amaratriestogetmetosay

something,herworriedeyesaffectmealot.Maybe

IshouldaskmymothertotakemebacktoGhana,

perhapsIwillhealthere.

Iwanttoforget,Iwanttoforgetthehorrorandthe

terribledreamsthathauntme.Icanstillfeelhim

insideme,hisdirtyhandsonmyskinandbecause

ofthat,mybathshavebeenlongerthantheyshould,

tryingtoruboffthedisgustanddirtIfeel.

“It’sanunknowncaller,itcouldbeoneofyour

friends.Doyouwanttotakeit?”Myfriendsdon’t

knowwhathappenedtome,that’showprivatemy

brotheris.“I’llholditforyou.”

Shedoesasshesaysandputsthephoneagainst

myear.



“Ifeanyi!”Irecognisethegruffvoicethatresounds

overthephone,it’shim…Themanfromthe

hospital…hesaidhisnameisNtsika.“Pleasedon’t

freakoutNkosazana,Igotyournumbersfromthe

hospital.IhadtolieandsayI'myourcousin,Iwas

surprisedthatthenursebelievedme.Honestly,the

moneyIhadkeptasideforabribewasmylast.”I

closemyeyesashischucklesmoothlypoursinto

myearandwarmsthecoldestpartsofmy

innermostbeing.

Thismanisdetermined,togotosuchlengthstoget

mycontactdetails.Idon’tknowwhattofeelabout

this,Ishouldbefreakedoutbyhisgesturestotalk

tome,butI’mnot.Thepresenceofanymanwhois

notfamilyshouldputmeinanuncomfortableera.

Thisonethoughisdifferent,acertainsenseof

peacewashesovermeatthesoundofhisvoice.It

couldbethathesavedmeandthis…whateverIfeel

towardshimisanythinglessbutgratitude.

“Anyway,howareyou?”Inlessthanamillisecond,

hechortles,itlackshumour.It’sasifhe’s

reprimandinghimselfforthequestion.“I’msorry,



thatwasa…”

Alifetimeofsilenceemergesbetweenus,Ishould

bedroppingthecall.Idon’tknowhim.WhyamI

comfortablewithhimtalkingtome?

“ThankyoufortakingmycallIfeanyi.”Manypeople

struggletopronouncemyname,himincluded

henceIintroducemyselfasIfe.“Althoughyou

haven’tsaidanything,hearingyoubreathingis

morethanenoughforme.Letmenotkeepyou,

pleasesavemynumberssoyou’llknowit’sme

whenIcallandtakecareofyourselfNkosazana.”

Turningtofacethewall,Icurllikeaballonthebed

whenhehangsupandpullthecoversuptomychin.

Mymotherwillseeherselfout.Aheftyroutedsigh

emanatesfromherandincountedsecondsIhear

thedoorshut.

THANDIWE…



Nomalanga…that’stheoldwoman’sname,askedif

shecouldhavetimealonewithBulelwa.I’mhaving

ahardtimebelievingthatBulelwaisareincarnate

ofIfalakhe,whichisabsurdforawomanwhosees

thedead.I’mrightoutsidethedoor,incase

anythinghappensandIneedtoruninthere.

Turningtomyleft,IcatchaglimpseofBulelwa’s

sisters,LindiweandThobekile,Bettyiswiththem,

I’vemetheronceortwice.Sheisdifferentfrom

Lilian,there’ssomethingaboutLilianthatmakes

youfeellikeanantunderanelephant’sfoot.She

givesyouthatfakesmilewhitepeoplegiveus,like

shepitiesyouforbeingpoorandifthereis

somethingshecandoaboutit,shewon’tbecause…

someonehastobepoorandenvytherich.

Isalutethebunchwithasmile,LindiweandBetty

returnwithfaintgrinswhileThobekileremainswith

hermother’sdeadpanexpression.Iunderstand,

thereisnothingtosmileabout,theirbrotherisdying.

“Pleasetellmethereischange.”Lindiweimplores,



desperationscrabblingatherthroat.Anegative

headshakefrommeisenoughtogetherintotears.

“It’sinGod’shandsnowLindiwe,heisincontrol

andwecan’tquestionhim.”That’sBettycomforting

aheartbrokenLindiwe,Iwouldexpectthisfromher.

Bulelwaoncetoldmethatsheisaloyalmemberof

theUniversalChurchofGodandboydotheyprayat

thatchurch.

I’vebeenthereonce,Bettyhaddraggedusthisone

Sundayandwespentabouttwohoursfeelingoutof

placeasalmosteverycongregantwasprayingin

tongues.

Bulelwahadtofakeabathroombreak,helugged

mewithhimmuchtoBetty’sdisapprovalandthat

wasourescape.

“Pleasethat’sjustignorance,”Thobekilejumpsin

withbitterwords.“Youhavenoproofthatthisis

God’sdoing.Mustwebringhimintoeverything?My

brotherisdyingandifthisGodyoutalkaboutisas

powerfulasyousaythenheshouldbringBubu



back.”

“Thobe?”Lindiwechastisesherwithatone.

“NotnowLindiweplease,thiswomanthinksshe

knowseverything.ChristiansalwaysbringGodinto

everythingevenwhenhedoesn’twanttobeapart

ofthesituation.Whymustyouforcehim?Ifhe

wantstosaveBulelwa,thenhewill.Idon’tseeit

anyway,thereissomuchhappeninginthisworld

andyourGodiscomfortablysittingonhisthrone

whiletheworldisfallingapart.”

WordsofabitterwomanItellyou,somethingtells

methisisnotaboutBulelwa,butrathersomething

deeper.

“OkayThobe,wegetit.Youdon’tbelieveinGod,

spareusthelectureandIdon’tgetwhyyouhaveto

talktoBettylikethis.Sheraisedyoudammit,the

leastyoucoulddoisrespecther.”Lindiweinterjects,

wipingawaythetearspouringdownherskeletal

cheeks.Howisapregnantwomanso

undernourished?Itcan’tbehealthyforthebaby.



“Sheisnothingtome,Idon’towethiswoman

anything.”Thobekilespewsbackvenomously,this

isoneangrywoman.Ican’thelpbutnoticethedeep

staresbetweenherandBetty,somethinglurks

amongstthesetwo.Myinquisitivenaturehas

officiallyconcluded.

Thelittlesiblingargumentisinterruptedbypolice

officersloiteringaroundthehospitalcorridors.My

curiosityislikethatmeddlesomeneighbourwho

makessurenothingpassesher,ithasmeambling

toanurseandaskingwhythewholeofKwamashu

policestationhasgraceduswiththeirpresence.

“Amanfellfromtherooftop.”Shesays,shakingher

headingrief.

“Whathappened?Isheokay?”Yeah,thedarn

curiosityhasn’tbeenfullyfed.

“Idon’thavethefulldetailsbut…”

“Mom,whathappened?”Lindiwe’svoicecuts

throughthenurse’sexplanation,turningto

investigate,myeyeslandonZizwewhois



handcuffedandcagedbytwomeninblue.His

emotionlesseyesfindme,Ican’treadthem.Why

aretheyarrestinghim?

“Whyareyoucryingmom?”Lindiweagain,hervoice

cracksthistime.HowdidInotseeLilian?Anyone

would’veseenaflashywomanweepinglikeshehas

lostsomethingshelovesdearly.Itcan’tbeBulelwa,

he’sstillintherewaitingforfate.

“He’sdead,yourfatherisdeadLindiwe.”Lilian

announcesthroughafloodoftearsandan

unsteadyvoice,shefallsonherkneesweeping.

LindiweandThobekiletakeupshockedexpressions,

unbelievingofthenewsdeliveredtothem.Inan

insignificantmomentscreamseruptfromthemas

theyfallbeforetheirmother,capturingherintheir

arms.

Myeyesdon’ttakelongtochasethemancuffed,

hisgazerunsthroughBulelwa’sdoorastheypass.

Painflashesthroughhiseyes,hisjawclenchesand

featuressoften.Youcouldswearhe’sabouttocry.

It’simpossible,Zizwecouldn’thavekilledMandla,



helovesBulelwaandwouldneverhurthim.Whyis

henotfightingforhimself?Hashegivenuponlife

too?

“Don’tworryndodana,we’llgetyouout.”Anelderly

manshoutsafterZizwe,followingbehindthem.My

attentionistakenawaybyawomanwailing,Bettyis

sittingflatonthecoldfloor,handsonherheadand

tearspaintingthepaininherheartonherface.

“Whatisshedoinghere?”Lilianshouts,she’supin

ajiffy,troopingtoBettywhomakesnoeffortof

gettingup.

“Momno,”Lindiwe’sreproachlosestoLilian’shard

slap.Ifeltthathonestly,Bettyglaresupatherwhile

rubbingawaythepainonhercheek.

Lilianpaysherdaughternoattention,hereyeshave

fallentothetwomalenurseswheelinginabodyon

astretcher.Iguessthat’sMandlabecauseLilian

dashestothemandtakesabriefpeekinthesheet

casinghishead.Shequicklycoversit,hersobsare

heartbreaking.HerdaughtersandBetty’stoo,the



womanrisesfromthefloorandwithquicksteps

flatterstowardsthecorpse.

Thobekileistheonetostopherbeforeshereaches

agrievingwife,browsingBetty’sface,Inoticethata

threatwassaid,ithasthewomanleisurelysliding

back.

“Theinvestigatorsaredonewiththecrimescene,

yourhusbandwillbetakentothemorgue.”Oneof

theofficersproclaims,breakingtheirheartseven

further.Mandlawasnotsuchabadperson,hewas

strictanddemanding,buthelovedhisfamily.IfGod

hasmercyonourBulelwaandhehappenstowake

up,hisfather’sdeathwillkillhim.Idon’tseehim

survivingit.

BARBRA…

Dumawasagainstpaintingourbedroomblackand

gettingblackcurtains,itwould’vebeenperfect

whenIworkduringtheday.Ihadtopleadwithhim

thentoturnthegarageintoaroomIcoulduse



whenIwanttobealonewithmysupposedsewing.

WiththisroomIcandoanythingwithoutworrying

thatsomeonewillwalkin,theyknowit’sofflimits

andnoonecomesuninvited.Thedecorationisof

mychoice,Sgwilidwellsinthisroom.Heusedto

shareitwiththosethreeidiotswhowerekilledby

Nqabayomzi.

Sgwilimanagedtofindareplacementwithinaweek.

Asoulofsomefoolwhodiedbeforehistime,the

blackcathadbeentrailinghim.Heknewabouthis

sicknessandwehadtodosomethingtosendhim

toanearlygraveandcapturehissoul.Veronicawill

meethernewhusbandsoon,it’showMakhafula

wantsitandwhatthatoldwitchwantshegets.

Veronicawascursedfromthetimeshewasachild,

whenshefailedthetaskgiventoherandthatold

witchdoesn’tforgiveandforget.

“ThandiweMshengu,Ihaveyouinthepalmofmy

hand.Yourlifeisnotyourstoclaim,Iwilldestroy



youifit’sthelastthingIdo.”Iwishthisvoodoodoll

couldspeaksoIknowthekindofpainThandiweis

feeling.Ntuthukoissouseless,howhardisitto

keepanaïvewomanlikeThandiwe?

“Sgwili,passmetheredthread.”Hescampersto

thetable,andcomesbackwithit.Ikneelinfrontof

thebonfire,tiethethreadaroundthedoll.

“Areyousurethisisgoingtowork?”Sgwilienquires

asIsmearblackpowderonthevoodoodoll,a

chuckleseepsoutofhimwhenIdunkitinabowlof

boilingwater.

“Ifthisdoesn’tworkthenIamnotawitch,nowwe

justhavetowaitandwatch.It’sagoodthing

MakhafulaisunawareofsomeofthingsIdo.”The

secondtimearoundIjoinSgwiliasheburstsinto

laughter,Iloveitwhenaplancomestogether.Our

joyfulmomentisinterjectedbytheoldwitch’s

presence.Hecomesinhistrueform,old,greyand

ugly.Hisattendancehasmebowingmyheadin

reverence,onedayhewillbebowingtome.That’sif

Idon’tkillhim.



“Don’tdaremeBarbra,Mapulacannotdiebefore

hertime.Ifyoutakeher,Iwilltakeyoureldestson

fromyou.Theoneyoulovethemost,remember

himBarbra?”Ihatethisdemon.Hewaslisteningin

onourconversation,itisahabitofhistokeeptabs

onus.

“Iwouldn’tdothatifIwereyou,thatboyishighly

protected.Youwouldbedeclaringawaryouwill

measlyloseto.”Knowingwhathe’stalkingabout,I

answerhim.

“AreyoudaringmeBarbra?”Heroars,Idon’tknow

howhethinkshecanwaltzinhereuninvitedwhen

everyonerespectsmyprivacy.Iamabloodyqueen

inthemakingforwitch’ssake.

“NoGreat-one,I’monlylookingoutforyou.We

wouldn’twanttoloseyouasourleader,whatwould

thecultbewithoutourgreatMakhafula?”Godie…

“Youwillstillbepunishedforthinkingyoucan

challengeme,youmightwanttocheckonyour

preciousMzi.”Helaughscoldlyanddisappearsin



theblinkofaneye.Ineedtofindawaytoincrease

mypowersandgetridofthatannoyingwitch.

“Mthakathindini,mxm.”Sgwilicussesunderhis

breathe,hehatesMakhafulajustasmuch.“What

doyouthinkhe’sgoingtodotoMzi?”

“Idon’tknow,whateveritiswon’tbethatbad.Mziis

protectedasmuchashisbrotheris.Whydoyou

thinkmypowerswon’tworkonhim?

“MakhafulawillannoyuswiththisMapulaofhis.”

“I’mtiredofit,wehavetodosomethingtoget

Thandiweoutoftheway.Inthemeantime,Ihaveto

pretendthatI’monhisside.SoZuluhastobe

foundSgwili,maybeIcanhavehisbloodtomyself.

Thebloodoftheinnocentshouldmakememore

powerful.”Ididn’tthinkofthis,it’sagreatidea.

Sgwililaughs,I’mmiffedbyit.

“Ididn’ttakeyouasonewhowatchesTV,that’s

onlyfictionNdlovukazi.”Thecatvoices,gesturing

thatIamnotassmartasIthought.



“IfMakhafulacanuseZulu’sbloodtocontrol

Thandiwe,whycan’tIuseittogainmorepowers?”

Mystatementhashimlaughingagain,Iwillproveto

himthatitactuallyworks.

BHEKIZIZWE…

I’mstrippedofallmybelongingsandthrownintoa

prisoncell,myfatherhasn’tleftmyside.The

brokenlookonhisfacehasbirthedshameinme,I

couldhavestayedawayfromLilianandIdidn’t.

“WhathappenedBhekizizwe?”IwishIcouldtellhim,

buthewillprobablydiewhenhefindsoutthatI

havebeenhavinganaffairwithamarriedwoman

andnotjustthat,hisfriend’swife.

“Ididn’tkillhimbaba.”Imakesuretostandabouta

fewfeetawayfromhim,Ineedtohidetheshamein

myeyes.

“Iknow,whatIdon’tknowiswhyMrs.Msibiis

accusingyouofherhusband’smurderwhenshe



wastherewhenhefelloffthebuilding.Whywould

shesayyoukilledhim?”Thismanwillmakeme

confesstomysinswiththatintimidatingglarehe’s

regardingmewith.Hishandscurlaroundtheprison

bars,hewouldtellmetocomecloserifhecouldso

hecangetalookintomyeyes.Theyneverlieto

himandheknowsit.

“Mr.MsibiknowsaboutmeandBulelwa,hecame

uptherewhileweweretalkingandwantedtofight

me.”I’mprobablynotmakingsense,myfather

grimacesatme.Thewindowstohissoulnarrowing

withnosinessanddoubt.

“WhatwereyoudoingwithMrs.Msibi?”Detective

Zondo!Idropmyhead,hiseyesareboringintome

andit’sgettinguncomfortable.

“Justlike…herhusband,shecametoaskmeto

stayawayfromherson.”WhyamIlyingtomy

father?

“Doyouknowifthisgoestocourt,whichitwill,the

truthwillberevealedBhekizizwe?Isthathowyou



wantit?”Dammit…

“Whatdoyouwantfrommebaba?”Ishouldbewith

Bulelwa,heneedsme.“Pleasegetmeout,Ihaveto

bewithBulelwa.”Myfatherscoffsatmyplea,it

hurtsmethatheisnotthoughtfulofmylovefor

thatman.

“Bhekizizwe?”Hedemandsanswerswiththis

condescendingtone,bringingmyeyesbackup,I

findhimfrowningatme.Adispleasedexpression

playingathisfacialfeatures.

“LilianandIsharedabedfortwoyears,wehave

beenhavinganaffair.”Theconfessionslips

throughmytongueintomyfather’sears.Hisface

changes,there’ssuddenlynoemotionsonit.It’s

completelyblank,unreadable…impassive.“Baba

uyaphi?”(Whereareyougoing?)

He’swalkingawayfromme,withoutturningtomy

desperatevoice.

“Ngiyak’celaZondo,ungahambi.”(Pleasedon’tgo.)



“Yey,yey,uyarasasboshwa.”(You’remakingnoise.)

Apoliceofficerchastisesme.“Ihopeyouhavea

lawyerboy,youdon’tknowthetroubleyouhaveput

yourselfin.”

Doesitmatternow?IfBulelwaisgoingtoleaveme

thenmaybeIambetteroffbehindbars.Ihave

nothingtolivefornow.

Tobecontinued…
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NQABA…

Themeetingwasbrief,myfocuswasbyahair's

breadth.Ineedtogetbacktothehospital,leaving

Thandiwealoneisnotwise.Iamtiredofthis

unendingwar,somethingIwouldn’topenlyconfess

toher.



“IknewitStyles,I’vealwaysknownitandthis

confirmsit.”Myheartdancesatthenewsdelivered

byStyles,Zuluismyson.IreceivedhiscallwhenI

jumpedintothecarafterthemeeting.Styles’

vocabularyhasnolimit,themancanholda

conversationtillariverrunsdry.

“CongratulationsMzi,yourbrotherhasnosayin

Zulu’slifeanymore.”Thatisarelief.

“IhaveyoutothankStyles.”Helaughsatmywords.

“No,youhaveThandiwetothank.Shegaveyouan

heir.”HearticulatesandIcouldn’tbehappier,Iwill

foreverbegratefultoher.

“That’sodd,darkcloudsaregatheringup.Itwas

sunnyjustnow.”IinformStyleswhilescanningmy

eyesoutsidethewindow.

“Whywoulditbeodd?Haven’tyoubeeninformed?

Itrainsonplanetearth.”Asniggeraccompanieshis

joke,justasI’mgatheringaclapbacklightning

strikesbeforemyeyes.Startledandshaken,thecar

hurtlesoutoftheroadasItrytomanoeuvrepast



thelightningthatstrikestwiceatthesameplace.

Thehissofthetyresoverthesmoothtarmac

perforatesthroughmyears,Ibarelyhavetimeto

registereverythingbeforetheairbagknocksme

backandsidewaysasthecarhitsthetree,I

assumeI’mdead.Somethinginmewon’tletme

shutmyeyes.

Icanfeelbloodgrazingmyteethandsoakingmy

tongue,mybonesacheitfeelslikerocksploughing

intomyskin.Feelingmylungscavingin,aneedto

breathearisesandsoIsuckinconfinedair.

“Mzi,whathappened?Talktomeman.”Styles’

voiceresonatesinthebackground,virtually

inaudibleIcanbarelyhearit.Myearsarefilledwith

abuzzingnoise.

“Styles.”Amuffledmurmuristheonetoescape,I

doubthehearditbecausehe’sstillshouting.The

phoneisconnectedtothecar’sBluetoothandI

presumeheshouldhearmewhenIspeakaudibly.

“Nqabayomzi!”Panichastakenoverhisvoice,

gluedtothewheelofmywreckedcarItrytocalm



myself.

“I’mhere,I’mokay.”FinallyIfindmyvoiceandlet

himinonmysituation.IthinkIamokay,thereis

painhereandtherebutIwilllive.

“Whathappened?”Worryhastakenoverfrompanic.

“IthinkIhaveanenemyinLimpopo,someonejust

sentthreeboltsoflightningtotakemeout.Talk

aboutacoward,Inkabiwouldhavebeenabetter

option.”Itellhim,feelinganeedtoturnthesituation

intoajoke.

“You’realuckybastard,youshouldrushtothe

hospital.Haveyourselfchecked,youmighthavea

concussion.”

“I’lldothat,it’snotabusyroad.Iwillhavetowait

foracartopassby,mineiswrecked.

“Sendmeyourlocation,I’llgetsomeonetocometo

youraid.”Stylesneverceasestoamazeme,my

phonebeeps.IhaveanincomingcallfromRandall.

“Yourbrotheriscallingme,I’lltextyouthelocation

justnow.”Iexclaimandsendmyfarewellwhile



graduallyreachingforthephoneontheseat.

“Areyouokay?”Randallscuttlesthroughwithan

apprehensivetone,myheadhurts.IwillpassoutifI

continuetalking.

“Notreally,Ijusthitabloodytree.”Shockhasn’tleft

meyet,Ialmostdied.

“Iknewsomethingwaswrong,Istartedgetting

theseheadachesandtheonlythoughtIhadwasto

callyou.”Thatisstrange,wehavenoconnection

nonewhatsoever.

“You’resweet,thankyou.”Heclickshistongueat

mysarcasm,IthinkIloveannoyinghim.

“Don’tgetusedtoit,Idon’tknowwhythishappened.

Youshouldgettothehospitalandhaveyourself

checkedbeforeyourbigheadgrowsanybigger.”

Hesoundsdeadserious,yetIknowhisinstructions

aresoberlywordsofconcern.

“Iloveyoutoodaddy.”Myrejoinderwillsurelyhave

himsweatingwithirritation.



“Fuckoff.”That’shisexit...IknowStyleswillcome

through.

THANDIWE…

Afteralltheprayerssenttoheaven,itdidn’tcross

mymindthattheMsibiheirwouldcomebacktous.

Allhopewaslost,nowI’mlookingatmybestfriend

whoisstaringrightbackatme.Ifyouweretotell

methathewasatdeath’sdoorthenIwoulddub

youthedevil’sinheritor.Iwasn’therewhenBulelwa

openedhiseyes,Lindiwewastheonetodeliverthe

newsafterIhadcomebackfromthecanteen.The

familydeservesgoodnewsafterlosingMandla.

“IamofficiallydonewithyourdramaBulelwa,I’m

officiallyretiringasyourfriend.”

“Heydon’tevendare,orelseI’mtakingthiscaseto

theFriendshipsComplaintsCommission.EbileJuju



willtakemycaseandyouknowyoucan’tlosewith

thatman.”Hisriposteisbracinglyfunny.

“Themanupstairswastiredofhearingfromme,

youdidgoodbycomingback.Howaretheyatthe

landofthedead?”

“Hahaha,whereishulk?Shouldn’thebeherebymy

side?FancyfacealwayswokeupwithBoBradyby

herbedside.”Andsoitbegins,Ihavetobethe

bearerofbadnews.

“Estimatedonetoten,howstrongisyour

heartbeat?”Anaturalsmilepullsathislips,he

pursesthemashepreparestoanswerthequestion.

“Why?”

“Idon’twanttosendyoubacktoCaspertheghost

becauseafterwhatItellyou…”Nowwe’reserious,

it’snotmyplace.ButknowingLilian,shewillkeepit

fromhim.

“WhatisitTee?Isheokay?Didsomethinghappen

tohim?”Bulelwainterjects,growingweary.

“He’salive,stillbreathingrelax.”Keepingapositive



attitudeisgoodforthefragile,Ishalldothat.

“Areyougoingtotellmewhathashappenedtothat

manorwillyoukeepmeinsuspense?”He

questions,worriedlyshiftingonthebed.“Demedi.”

Hewincesinpainwiththisword,itticklesmylaugh

boxbutIfighttoholditin.

“Wasthatidiottryingtostabmeorbutchermelike

agoat?Thisshitispainful.”Hishandwanders

aroundhisrib,carefulnottopressonthewound.

“Sothecrazycamebackwithyou.”I’mtryingto

lightenupthemoodbeforebreakinghisheart,it’s

futilebecausehedoesn’tlaugh.

“WhereisZizwe,Tee?”Thegravelookonhisface

hasmepullingachair,deliveringbadnewsisnot

aneasyjob.Peoplelikeusshouldgetpaidforit,the

traumaweseeonpeople'sfacesisnotforthefaint

hearted.

“Inprison.”Onestepatatime.

“Why?Whodidhehit?”Heasks,afrownbuildingup



onhisfeatures.“Zizwecan’tgoaroundbeating

peopleup.”

“Babe,Ithinkyourmothershouldexplainthatpart.”

Hescowlsuponmydeclarationwhichishighly

unlikely,thismanisforeverinagoodmood.

“FinishwhatyoustartedTee.Whatdoesmymother

havetodowithZizwebeingbehindbars?”

ThedoorslidesopenjustasIpreparetobreakthe

news,Liliangracesuswithherpresence.Shelooks

betweenBulelwaandIanddirectlyconsidersme

withakillerlook,sheisawareofwhatjust

happened.

“Mybaby.”Liliansalutes,trailingtothebed.She

wantsmeoutofhere,herunyieldingglarehas

thrownmeoutoftheroom.I’mnotgoinganywhere.

“Iwanthimout.”Bulelwadoesn’twastetime.

“Baby?”Lilianplaystheconfusedoldhagandno

doubtBulelwawillnotfallforit.

“Zizwehadnothingtodowithmyattack,thatman



wasactuallyafterhimandIhappenedtogetinthe

way.”Ohno,thisiswhathethinksit’sabout.

“Bhekizizweisgoingtospendtherestofhislifein

prison,Iwillpersonallymakesureofthat.”The

stubbornLiliansays.

“Nohe’snot,IwantZizweouttodaymama

kaBubu.”Bulelwaunsympatheticallystates,glaring

athisgrievingmother.Icanonlyhopethathe

doesn’tchangehismindwhenhefindsoutthetruth.

“AreyouteamingupwithMandlanow?Doyouwant

todestroymylifeaswell?”

Painandanguishtwinkleonherfaceandforabrief

moment,hereyesshut.ForasecondthereIthink

shewillcrylikeshe’sbeendoingforthepasthours,

butshewon’tbeLilianMsibiifshedoesnotportray

strength.

“YourfatherisgoneBubu,thatboykilledhim.”The

motherbreaksthenewstoherson,hiseyesamplify,

disbeliefshiningbehindthem.Hisheartisprobably

bleeding,nonethelessheisstrong.Hekickeddeath



rightinthecurb,hejustneedssupportandhe’llbe

fine.Morethanoursupport,heneedshisbeloved

withhim.

“No…hedidn’t.”Thereisnodoubtorhesitationin

thetoneofhisvoice,Liliangaspsinshock.She

can’tbelievewhathersonhasutteredwithhis

mouth.

“DidyouhearwhatIjustsaid?”Shetakeshishand

intohers,Bulelwarejectsthetouchbyyankingit

away.Heturnshispainedgazetotheceiling,Ican

seetearspushingtocomeout,heopenshiseyes

andthetearsglidetowardshisears.Iwanttohold

hishand,lethimknowthatI’mhere.Still,Lilianwill

undoubtedlyamputatemyhand.

“GetZizweoutofjailorconsidermedead.”Bulelwa

deliversinadeadpanvoice,inherstumpedstate

Liliancradleshischeeksandleansintolinkher

foreheadwithhis.I’mbaffledastheybothstart

crying,Bulelwasendshishandstogriphismother’s

wrists.Itbreaksmyhearttoseehimcryinthis

painfulmanner,ithasmewalkingout.Hopefullyhe

won’tgiveuponhislove,GcinumziandIfalakhewill



probablymakesureofit.

Likemymindisaradiotothedead,myeyesland

onthetwoloversasIstepintothecorridor.Handin

handtheystand,peacelodgedontheirfaces.

“Youfoundhim?”Thequestionslithersoutofmy

mouth,thecouplesmilesastheynodinunison.

Nomalangawasright,Ifalakhereallylookslike

Bulelwa.It’snotafreakishcomparison,butIwould

callthemoutasbrothers.Ifalakheisabitshortand

adorable,he’ssmallinstructureandaboutafew

shadeslighterthanBulelwa.Couldbefour

teaspoonsofcoffeewithmilk,ifIwereto

exaggerateit.

“Thankyou.”Ifalakhe’sappreciationisdirectedmy

way,thewarmsmileonhisfacegoestothetall

manstandingproudlybesidehim.Gcinumzireturns

afadedsimper,theylockeyesforagoodminute.

“Tellhimnottogoaheadwiththeinvestigation,we

areatpeace.Ifhecontinuesoldwoundswillbe

opened,itwillaffecthimandthemanheloves.



Theywillbefineiftheyfightfortheirlove.”

Gcinumziarticulates,itsoundslikehe’sbidding

goodbye.

“We’regoingtocrossovernow,Ifalakhehasfound

hisGcinumzi.”IbelievehemeansBulelwahas

foundhisZizwe,myfrienddidn’tbelieveinlove.He

wouldneverbeseendeadwiththesamemantwice.

“TellBulelwatolovefreelyandmakesuretotell

Zizweheloveshimeveryday,thesemenneedto

heariteverydayifnoteverysecond.”Ifalakhe

delivers,heglancesupatGcinumzi.“Theymight

lookstrongandhard-hearted,buttheyhavethe

softesthearts.”

Ibelievehim.

“Iwill.”Theysmileatmyresponse,Iwatchthemas

theywalkawayhandinhand.

“Excuseme!”Mygrazingisdisturbedbyafrail

voice,Iturntoatallman.Mybrainrecogniseshim,

butI’mtoofocusedonthestarcrossedloversthatI

givethemanabrieflook.Iwanttoseehowthe



couplewillexittheearth.Theyaregonebythetime

Iturn,allmysensesworktogetherasMandla’sface

flashesinfrontofmyeyes.Imeethissadface

minglingwithtearswhenIturntohim.

“That’smybrother.”Hesoundswounded,his

brotherisgone.Iftheyaregoingtothesameplace

thenhewillmeethimaftercrossingover.Nowthe

difficultmissionwillbetellingBulelwathatIcan

seehisdeadfather.

VERONICA…

“Veronica.”AlowvoiceeasesintoVeronica’sears,

thinkingit’sprobablynothingsheignoresitand

continueswithherfavouriteshow.“Veronica.”The

softvoiceagain,alittlelouderthistime.Itcatches

herattentionandsheistemptedtorespondtothe

ghostlywhisper.

“Areyouokayprincess?”Dumaasksfromacross

thecoffeetable,veronicatracesthesoundofhis

voiceuntilhereyesmeethis.



“Someoneiscallingme.”Likethecreepyvoice,

Veronicawhispersthewordstoherfather.

“Thereisnoonehere,justustwo.”Hesays,

thinkingitcouldbecomingfromthetelevision

show.

“Verowillgotobed,hereyesaretired.”Her

announcementbringshertoherfeet,worrycradles

Duma.Hisdaughterretiresverylateforbed,7pmis

tooearlyforher.Somethingmustdefinitelybe

wrong,nonethelessheletsherbe.

Thebedroomfeelssomewhatstrange,adense

presencethathasherheadspinningandhernose

feelingheavylurksabout.Sheshakesitoff,

changesintohernightwearandjumpsintobed.

Prayingbeforebedissomethingheraunttaughther,

sleeptakesoverhersoulafterthreewordshave

beensenttoGod.

Instantlysheseesherselflyingonherbeddressed

inareddress,onesheknowsshedoesn’town.The

dimlightsmaketheatmospherechilling,thenshe



seesher.Thewomanwhogaveherlife,theone

whocarriedherforninemonthsandtirelessly

pushedherintoexistence;standingbyherfeet.A

blackcloakishercoveringandbesideherthereisa

manwiththeheightofachildplusablackcat.All

sixeyesareonVeronica,shecansmellandtaste

thefearclawingather.

“YouhavetosleepwithyourhusbandVeronica,the

timehasfinallycome.”Barbratellsher,grabbing

bothherfeet.Veronicastrugglestowriggleoutof

bed,hermindtellshertomove,yetherbody

refuses.Thescarycreaturewhohasn’tsaid

anythingscampersonthebed,addingtoVeronica’s

fear.Inherhead,sheisscreamingno.

“Iwillnotdoit,Veroisnotmarried.”Herspiritfinds

thewilltospeakonherbehalf,itisadreamafterall

andhermotheriswellawareofherthoughts.

VeronicaisinformedaboutGodandthepowerhe

possesses,hencethelittleprayerinherheart.

“Youwillsleepwithhim,ifnotyou,thenwhoelse?”



Hermotherinsistsandthisgivesthecreaturea

push.HegrabsVeronica’slegandthishasthe

youngladyshouting‘Jesus’anameBarbrahas

heardcomeoutofherdaughter’smouthmorethan

once.Sheknowswhatthismeans,theshowisover.

IttakesafewsecondsforVeronicatojoltupfrom

thedeepslumbershewasforcedinanddashoutof

herroominsearchofthemanshefeelssafewith.

“Baba,baba,baba.Ihadabaddream,therewasa

manandtheysaidI’mmarriedtohim.”Veronica

throwshertremblingbodyinherfathers’arms,

overwhelmedthatsheburstsintoafloodoftears.

Dumadoeswhathealwaysdoesandthatisto

protecthischildbycoveringherwithhislarge

fatherlyarms.

RANDALL…

I’mbaffledbyZulu’sattire,ablacksuitwithshoes

tocompletetheoutfit.Ikeepmyeyesonhisashe



walksintothelivingroomwithcarefulsteps.

“UncleRandall,IwouldbringmyuncleNqababut

he’snotaroundandhe’stheonlyuncleIhave.”The

boysays,settlingdownontheoppositecouch.

“Whatisitson?”

“ThisisgoingtobeeasierthanIthought,YouTube

showedmesomethingtotallydifferent.Ithought

youweregoingtoaskforivulamlomobeforeyou

starttalking.”(Mouthopener.)Hesmilesbrightly

andI’maffectedandobligatedtoreturnit.

“WhatistheoccasionZulu?Whythesuit?”Clearing

histhroat,Zulupusheshisbodytotheedgeofthe

couchandtakesupaseriousexpression.

“YouseeIwillbeturningnineinafewdays,which

meansIwillbeaman.Sothisman,”hetapshis

shoulderbeforecrossingonelegovertheother.

ThisboyisdefinitelyMzi’schildIseealotofhimin

histinyself.“Thismanrightherehasseenaflower

inyourcompound.”



Didhejustsaycompound?

“ThereareplentyofflowersinthiscompoundZulu

andtheyallbelongtoChioma,shewillkillyouifyou

pluckthemout.”Helaughs,shakinghishead.

“NoUncleRandall.”Hegetsup,runstothekitchen

andcomesbackwithapiggybankinhishands.I

don’tknowwhatgamehe’splayingatbutithasme

inquisitivelyobservinghim,Ican’twaitforR.Jto

growup.

“I’mheretopaylobolaforLiyana.”Hesays,hisface

asseriousasaheartattack.

“Excuseme?”Iprobablydidn’tcatchwhathesaid.

“IwanttomarryyourdaughterLiyana,myhearthas

chosenher.”Thischildmustbejoking.

“Youwantmydaughter?”

“Yes,UmaBiyase.Mylastnamefitsperfectlywith

hers.”

“Whatmakesyouthinkyoudeserveher?”Iask,he

givesmeawidesmile.

“BecauseIamgoodlookingandIwillmakeher



happy.”Hereplies,brushinghishandoverhishead.

“Amara,Amara.”Ishoutforthewife,shehasto

hearthis.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL…

“You’reonlyallowedtocallmelikethatwhenthe

houseison…fire.”Amara’sspeechdragswhenher

gazefallsonaformallydressedZulu,aghostofa

smiletakesplayonherlips.“What’sgoingon?”

“Idon’tthinksheshouldbepresentuncle,youseeit

sayshereonYouTube…”Hescansthelittledevice

onhisphone,swipinghisfingerfromcornerto

corner.



“Whydoeshehaveaphoneathisage?”Iwhisperto

anentertainedAmarawhoshrugsandperches

herselfnexttome.

“Yes,hereitis.Itsayswomenarenotallowedto

participateinthenegotiations,unlessshe’sanelder

likegrandmaBarbra.”Heexplains,passingthe

phoneovertoAmara.

“Whatnegotiations?”Amaraquestionsinquisitively.

“Lobolaofcourseaunt.”Seriousfaced,Zulu

answershunchingover,heplaceshiselbowsonhis

thighsandintertwineshishandstogether.Amara

turnstofaceme,confusiondrapingherfacade.

“You’retakingasecondwifeKingUzeOkolie?”

She’steasingme.

“Auntno,he’sthenegotiatorbecausehegetsto

decideifImarryhisdaughterornot.”Hesmiles.

“Buuuuthewillchoosewisely.Ibelieveyouneeda

smartmanlikemeinthisfamily.Ipromise,your

daughterwillneverlackanything,shewillbein

goodhands.”

“YouwanttomarryLiya?”



“Theoneandonly.”Heretortswithsomuch

confidence,Amaraisholdinginalaugh.Thisis

whereshetellshimtogotobed.

“Howareyougoingtotakecareofher?Liyanacan

beverydemanding.”Issheseriouslyentertaining

him?

“Ihaveitallplannedout.”Withaclearingofathroat,

hestretcheshishandtoAmarawhohandshimthe

littlegadget.“It’scalledavisionboard,Isawthaton

YouTubeaswell.We’regoingtogetmarriedinthree

months,we’llgiveyouguysaweektosayyour

goodbyesand…”

“Goodbyes?Won’tyouliveherewithus?”Amara

continuestoentertainhim,Zuludisagreeswitha

headshake.

“Noaunt,we’removingtoDisneyLand.”Hegleams

brightly,showingallhisteeth.“We’regoingtolive

there,happilyeverafter.SouncleRandall,please

acceptthisbrideprice.It’snotmuch,butit’smy

best.Isavedanentireyearforthis,Iwantedtobuy

aplaystation,butLiyaiswortheverycent.Ibelieve



noonecangiveyouabetteroffer.”

“Youthinkmydaughterisworththepriceofaplay

station?”Hegrinsnervouslyatmyquestion.

“Well,Imanagedtosavefivehundredrand.It’salot,

trustme.”Hisreplyisaccompaniedbyaconfident

nod.

“Youmightwanttotakethatmoneyandbuya

lollipoporsomething,Liyanawillnever…”Amara

nudgesmewithherelbow,interjectingthe

announcementI’mabouttothrowoutthere.

“Sincewhenareyouaheartbreaker?”Shewhispers,

chastisingmewithaglare.

“TalktohimAmara,talktohim.”That’sallIhaveto

say,Zulu’smystifiedeyesfollowmeasImoveup

andbegintowalkoutofthelivingroom.

“IsthatayesUncleRandall?”Heshoutsafterme.“I

canaddmore,butI’llneedthreemonths.”

IhearAmaragigglingloudly.“Comebaby,let’sget

yousomeicecreamandyou’lltellmeaboutthis

planofyours.”Shesays,tickledbyZulu’s



absurdness.

BULELWA…

IthurtstoknowthatIwillneverseeNdlondloagain,

wewereneverongoodterms.Iletmy

stubbornnessandegogetinthewayofour

relationship,nofathershouldhaveasonlikeme.

Onewhodefieshisorders,maybeifIhadlistened

tohimandmarriedthatgirlhehadchosenforme

thiswouldn’thavehappened.Ndlondlowouldstill

bealive.

“DidyouhearwhatIsaid?”Thandiwe’svoicejoins

inonthethoughtstorturingme.Iblinktofindher

witharaisedbrow.Uninterestedofthesmalltalk

wewereengaginginbeforeIzonedout,Ishrugmy

shoulders.“OhBubu,you’regoingtobeokay.You’ll

see,thisstormwillpasstoo.”

“Storm?Girldon’ttellmeyoudumpedThorfora

pastor.”Shelaughs,loudly…anunexpectedhorse-

laugh.



“I’mseriousBubu,Godwillpullyououtofthis.”

Okay!Whoisthisgirl?

“Tee,sincewhendoyouspeakchurch?”

“Sinceyoucametomeasaspiritandaskedfor

help,yousaidsomethingwasouttogetyouand

thatIshouldprayforyoubecauseyoudidn’twant

todie.”Iambaffledbyheranswer,astowhyI’m

smilingGodknows.

“You’rekiddingright?”I’veheardoflifeafterdeath.

“Howdoyounotremember?Youcametome

askingforhelp,somethingwasafteryou.”

“Idon’tremembercomingtoyou,theonlythingI

sawwasthisboyonfire.AtfirstIthoughtitwasthe

angelofdeathwantingtodragmetohell,buthe

showedhimselftome.Hedidn’tsaywhohewas,

onlythatwewereconnected.Iwashimandhewas

me,hesaidIshouldn’tfollowthelightbecausehe

wouldneverfindhisloveifIdid.”Thememoryis

notthatclear,Iwouldn’tpointhimoutshouldI

bumpintohim.



“ThatmusthavebeenIfalakhe.”Shesays,mymind

ismuddled.Thisoughttobegood,eagertohear

whatshehastosayIwatchherferventlyasshe

pullsachairtosettledownonit.

“Ifinallymetthetwolovebirds,Gcinumziand

Ifalakhe.”Thandiwehasalwayslovedpulling

pranksonme,nothinginmeisamused.Myheartis

toobrokentojumpforjoy.“YouknowhowItold

youIseedeadpeople?”

Inodatherquestion,it’shardtobelievethat

someoneIknowhasthisgift.

“Andyousayyousawthem?How?”

“Theycametomeandyouwon’tbelievethisBubu,

youandZizwearereincarnationsofyouruncleand

Ifalakhe.”Excitementcloaksoverherasshe

pronounces,Iwouldhavetochristenherinsane

becausethereisnoway.

“Don’tpullmylegTee,it’snotfunny.Doyouknow

whatIfeelforHulk?”Myheartbreaksatthethought

ofhim,Ihaveadeepurgetoseehim.Ican’taccept

thathekilledmyfather,Zizweisnotcapableofthat.



“Mypointexactly,youknowhowyouwanted

nothingtodowithrelationshipsandalongcame

Zizweandsweptyouoffyourfeet.”She’stickledby

herownverses,sheisrightthough.Zizweknows

whichButtonstopresstogetmetomelt,hedoesit

soimpeccably.I’mgobsmackedwhilelisteningto

Thandiwerecitemyuncle’sstory,howZizweandI

arefatedtobetogether.

THANDIWE.

“Areyousurethisisnotamovieyouwatched?”

Bulelwaquestionsthepastevents,Idon’tblame

him.Takearandomstrangerandtellthemthis

story.Theywilldefinitelylaughinyourface.

“WouldIlietoyoubabe?Zizweneedsyounow,you

needtogethimout.”Hegrimacesuponmyadvices,

IthinkIsensedoubtinhim.“Don’ttellme,you

believeyourmother.”

“Iknowhedidn’tkillmyfather,Ijust…Idon’tget

whyLilianwouldaccusehim,sheisokaywithme



beinggay.Shesaiditherself,sheisnot

homophobicTee.”Hestates,Iwatchhimfallinto

deepthoughtwhilebitinghislowerlip.

“What’sonyourmind?”Hisgazerunstome.

“Thedaymyparentsfoundusinan

uncompromisingposition,my…”

“Saywhat?”HowdoInotknowaboutthis?

“Theywalkedinonushavingsex.”Thethought

makeshimgiggle,it’sgoodtoseeagenuinesmile

onhisface.“Youshouldhaveseenmyfather’sface,

Icouldswearhisworldcamecrushingdown.I

almostdiedwhenheshotZizwe,themanescaped

withabulletonhiswrist.”

“Tofindyourbabyhavingsexisasightanyparent

dreads.”Bulelwaboosmyretort,webothknowwith

Mandlaitwasbeyondthat.

“WhenIwenttogetthecar,IcamebacktoLilian

withherhandsalloverZizwe.Shewastoo

comfortable,Ibrusheditoffthinkingitwasn’tabig

deal.”Hesputters,goingbackintothethinking

booth.



“Herhusbandshotyourboyfriend,itmakessense

thatshewouldcheckuponhim.”Myjustification

doesnotmakesenseinmyhead.

“Whatever,ItoldhertogetZizweout.”Bulelwa

statesgrimly,heisneverthisserious.

“I’mprettysureshewilldotherightthing,youhave

toomuchonyourplatealready.”Iremindhimofhis

fatherpassing,thetensingofhisjawhandsoverhis

deepfrustrations.

“Haveyouseenhim…myfather?Hashecometo

you?”Anundertone,likehe’safraidtosayitout

loud.

“Idid,Idon’tknowwhereheisnow.Theyneverstay

fortoolong,hewillcomeback.”

“Ishe…isheinpain?”Hiseyesdigintomineashe

asks,theyaresearchingforthetruth.

“Helookedfinetome,justsad.”Bulelwasighsat

myresponse.“Hewillcomeback,hewaslooking

foryou.”



Ienfoldmyarmsaroundhimashebreaksintoa

silentcry,thesoundofthehospitaldooropening

pullsusapart.Nqabaslidesinwithapuckered

brow,hisgazefindsmebeforemovingtoBulelwa.

“You’reback.”Hesaystomyfriendwhileamblingto

me.Igetabriefkissonmycheek,withanindistinct

smileonhisface,heleersoveratBulelwaonthe

bed.

“Thor.”Bulelwasalutes,pullingNqaba’sfacial

featuresintoamope.Lookingathim,Inoticea

scratchonhislefteyebrow.

“Whathappened?”Myhandrisestosmooththat

area,Ithinkhewillwince,that’showpainfulitlooks.

Themandisappoints.

“Nothing.”Thetoneofhisvoicecansmyconcerns.

“Itdoesn’tlooklikenothingNqaba.”Inag,heisnot

okaywithit.Thenarrowingofhiseyestellsmeso.

“Relaxtee,he’snottheonelyingonthehospital

bed.”That’sBulelwa,seekingbackhisattention.



“Yousee,givethemanattentionandstopworrying

aboutme.”Nqabawantstoseemeupset.

“HowcanInotworryaboutyou?Lookatyou…”I

can’tstop,Nqabashutsmeupwithakiss.Hishand

slidestothesmallofmyback.Hepullsmeintohim

sothatwe’reflushtogether.I’msolostthatIforget

myspeech.

“Areyoutwotryingtokillme?”Bulelwa’sobjection

breakstheintimatemoment.Mywholefaceison

fire,flushed,IhideonNqaba’schest.“I’mpretty

sureIwillnotbecomingbackthistime,please

controlyourhormonesThor.Idon’tdopolygamyif

that’swhatyou’rehintingat.”

Hehasmelaughingathisfoolishness,Nqaba

doesn’tseemtogetthejoke.

BHEKIZIZWE…

“BhekizizweZondo!”Apoliceofficercallsfrom



outsidethecell,heholdsanunfriendlyface.He’s

differentfromtheonewholockedmeinherethree

daysago,justasImakemywaytohim,Lilian

appears.Theshedevilherself,Itakemyhatofffor

her.She’sgoodatthisgame.FrommyviewLilian

doesnotlooklikeagrievingwife,sheisfinely

dressed,inblackofcourse.Aheadwrapcoversher

headandherfaceneverlacksmake-up.

“Whatisshedoinghere?”Thequestionisforthe

shortofficerwholooksintimidatingashell,his

responseisascowlandinthisstillnessheopens

thecell.Theofficer’srefusaltospeaktomehas

invitedconfusioninmymind,Iammuddledand

upset,heshutstheprisonbarsafterIhavewalked

outandleaveswithoutanotherworduttered.

“WhatgameareyouplayingLilian?”Shebetter

explain,orIwillbesentbackintothatcell.

“Thisisnogame,youhaveruinedmyfamily

Bhekizizwe.Myhusbandisdead,mychildrenhave

losttheirfatherbecauseofyou.”Igrabherfinger



thatcontinuouslypokesmychestandshrugitaway.

“Youdon’tgettotouchme,woman.”Ihiss,anger

hasmadeahomeinmyheart.“…andyoudon’tget

toblamemeforyourhusband’sdeath.Weboth

knowIdidn’ttouchhim,hefell.”

“Still,ifyouhadn’tshoutedatthetopofyourvoice

thatwe…”Hereyesramblearoundthestationmost

likelyinsearchofanyobservers,whentheymeet

metheyareswimmingindisgust.Thisisthesame

womanwhousedtoregardmewithsomuchlove,

shemightnothavesaiditbutIsawitintheway

shetouchedme.Herjealousytestifiedtoitaswell…

“You’retoblameforthisandIwillneverforgive

you.”

“Idon’tcare.”Isizzle,steppingbackwithmyarms

foldedacrossmychest.Atthedeclaration,Lilian

observesmewithagazeofastranger,thataloof

judgementwithnostrings.

“Fine,Idon’tcareeither.”Hervoicebreaks,sheis

hurtbutrefusestoletitshow.I’veknownherfora



longtimeandcanseerightthroughher.“Thereis

onethingIcareabout,mychildren.Keepyour

distanceBhekizizwe,you’renotwelcomedatthe

funeral.”Shebreaksthenewsandeverything

pauseswhilemybrainmakesanewconnection

thatbringsahighemotionofsorrow.

“Bulelwais…he’sgone?”Myvoicewhispersthe

curse,myheartbreaksintochardsthatcannever

beputtogether.Lilian’seyestakeinmyform,a

furrowedbrowonherfaceandmouthslightlyopen.

She’sreadingme,Idon’tknowwhywhenshe

shouldbesayingsomething.Shecloseshereyes

andanswers…

“Y-yes,he’sgone.Bulelwaisgone,Ihavelostmy

husbandandson.Theirdeathsareinyourhands

Bhekizizwe,Ihopeyoucanlivewithyourself.”

“Bhekizizwe.”Mybrother’svoiceinterposes,Lilian

turnstohimwhileIdropmygaze.Ican’tlookathim,

notwhenI’mthisweakandvulnerable.Howcould

BulelwaleavemelikeImeantnothingtohim,like



whatwesharedmeantnothingtohim?

“DonotcometothefuneralorIwillchangemy

statement,I’magrievingwidowandconfusion

tendstoattacktheweak,anyjudgewouldbelieve

that.”Lilianmurmursbeforeamblingtotheexit

withoutgivingmybrotherasecondlook.

“Ndoda.”Hegivesmeabriefhug,Iwanttoholdhim

backbecauseIneedonerightnow,butIdon’t.

“Didyoubringthecar?”Uponthenodhegives,I

walktogetmybelongingsandfollowhimouttothe

carthat’sparkedoutsidethegate.

“Areyouokaybafo?”Hewantstoconverseright

hereattheparkinglot.

“I’mfine.”ActuallyIhavediedathousanddeaths,I

can’tbreatheatthispoint.Myhearthassunktothe

pitofmystomachandrejectstheinvitetocome

backtoitshome.“I’lldrive.”

Snatchingthecarkeysfromhim,Iscurrytothe



driver’sseat,hejumpsinandItakeoffinfullspeed.

“Habe,Zizwe.Yehlisaamafuthandoda,

uzos’bulala.”(Slowdown,you’regoingtokillus.)

Ipaynoheedtohisrequestandcontinueracing

downthestreets,theadrenalinrushisnothelping.

MymindishauntedwithimagesofBulelwa,Isee

themplaybeforemyeyes.Mybrother’svoice

becomesbackgroundsounds,theonlythingIcan

senseisthereproachinhisvoice.Tearsblindmy

vision,Isendmyhandtocastthemaway.Mychest

isclosingin,Ican’tbreathe.Itfeelslikeaheavy

objecthasbeenputonitandit’sdeprivingmeofair.

“Bhekizizwestop,stop.”Heshouts,grippingmy

shoulderastightashecould.We’reinthemiddleof

nowhere,anopenfield.

Afterplungingthecaronthesideoftheroad,Irun

outheadedfortheopenfieldofdrycropsandlong

grass.IcanhearNtsikashoutingafterme,the

desperationspikedinhisvoiceisnotadequateto

getmetostop.MyearsarefilledwithBulelwa’s

laughter,thecussesthatconstantlydweltonhis



tongue.Hisfacecontinuestoappearbeforeme,he

can’tbedead.

ThethoughtofneverseeingBulelwaagainweakens

myknees,theygiveuponmeandrefuseto

cooperate.Ifallkneesfirst,myhandspalmthewet

grass.Ashoutorwhatsoundslikeascreamleaps

outofmymouth,nomatterhowmuchIshout,I

can’tgetridofthepaininmyheart.Ithurtssobad

thatIwanttocry,Iclenchmyjawtryingtosupress

theoverwhelmingemotions.

Mybrotherhascaughtup,hishandisonmy

shoulder.Hekneelsbeforeme,enfoldsanarmover

myshoulders.Myheadfindsshelteronhischest

andIletitallout,thisiswhatBulelwahassubjected

meto.Amanwhocrieslikeachild.

Tobecontinued…
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BHEKIZIZWE...

MybrotherisupsetthatIdon’twanttogoback

homewithhim,Ican’tleavewithoutseeingBulelwa.

Lilianbannedmefromgoingtothefuneral,butI

don’tcare.Shecan’tstopmefrompayingBulelwa

mylastrespects.Sadlymyfatherwentbackhome,I

betmymotheriswellinformedaboutmy

shamelessways.Iwon’tbesurprisedifIgetacall

fromher.

Ntsikawalksintothebedroomfromthebathroom.

Hesaidheneededashowerafterthelongdrive

fromthecity.Oureyesmeet,hisarestubbornand

intimidating,soIdropminefirst.

“Areyoustillcrying?”Heteases,standingground

withthestare.

“Canwetalk?”HeknowswhatI’mtalkingabout,his

unyieldinggazehasmeshiftinguncomfortablyon

thebed.



Hesighsbeforejoiningme,we’rebothquiet,Iguess

waitingfortheothertobreakthesilence.

“Whydidn’tyoutellme?”He’sthefirsttovoiceout.

“Youhategaypeople.”Hissilencebothersme.

“You’remybrother,howcanIpossiblyhateyou

ndoda?”Heturnshisgazetome,hiseyesare

genuineandsoft.

“DoyourecallthatdayIaskedyouwhatyouwould

doifyouweretofindoutthatI’mgayandyousaid

you’dkillme.”Iremindhimofhispastwords,I

couldtellhimhowmuchtheyhurtme,butthat

wouldbetoodramaticofme.

“Thatwasoutofcontext,Ididn’tmeanit.Your

questionneededaresponseandIhappenedto

havethatoneinmind.”Ntsikaissuddenlydifferent,

thisisnotthebrotherIknow.Ididnotimaginehis

homophobicways,hewasn’tashamedofit.

“Sothiswholetime…”

“Don’tgetmewrong,I’mnotreallyroutingforthis.



Formeit’shardtostomachamanandmaninlove,

butyou’remybrotherandyourhappinesscomes

first.IsawyouinthatfieldtodayZizweanditbroke

myhearttoseemylittlebrotherbreakinglikethat.”

“I’msorryyouhadtoseethat.”Iexclaim,Ntsika

nods,whateverthatmeans.

“Youlovedhim?”I’msurprisedbyhisquestion,

“Idid,Idon’tthinkIwilleverloveanyonelikethat

again.”Thewoundisstillfresh,Iwonderhowlongit

willtakemetohealfromthepainandgrief.

“Thenyoushouldgotohisfuneral,sayyour

goodbyes.”He’sright,whatcouldLilianpossiblydo?

Shereallydoesn’thaveproofthatIkilledher

husband.

“DoIjustrockuptherethough?”Heshrugsatmy

question.

“Whynot?Hewasthemanyouloved,youhave

everyrighttobidhimgoodbye.”Mybrotherisright,

Lilianisnotgoingtokeepmefromthefuneral.



“”Yourphoneisvibrating.”Ireachforitonthe

nightstand,Mr.Okolieiscalling.Myleavedaysare

over,Ineedtocomeupwithanexcuse.

“Mr.Okolie.”Ntsikapatsmyshoulderashewalks

outofthebedroom.

“Whyareyounotatwork?”Heisnothappy.

“Somethingcameupsir,someoneclosetomedied.

IhavetostayinKwamashuforafewmoredays,if

that’sokaywithyou.”

“Mycondolences,butdon’tstayfortoolongZondo,

weneedyouhere.”ThatisademandIpresume.

“Iwon’tsir.”Hehangsupwithoutsalutinggoodbye,

I’musedtohisstandoffishdemeanour.Ineedto

findawaytogetintotheMsibiresidencewithout

Lilianrecognisingme,thenagainitwouldbebetter

ifIgotothecemetery.

BARBRA…

Iamdonefor,VeronicaseemstobestrongerthanI



anticipatedlately.Somethingisnotright,hermind

issupposedtobeconfused.Ifshegoesbacktoher

rightfulstate,itwillbetheendofme,thebratwill

confesseverythingandDumawillkillme.

Dammit,mallscanbeannoyingwhencrowded.

Peoplealwaysfindaneedtogatherinone

particularmall,youcan’twalkwithoutanyone

bumpingintoyou.

“Ouch.”Theregoesanotherone,shestopsand

turnswithasmileonherface.Whyisshesmilingat

me?Sheshouldbeapologisingforherclum…Wait

aminute…Iknowthiswoman.

“Sandra?”Shockdivesoutfrommychest,this

womanissupposedtobeinGhanaplayingqueen.

Hereyeswidenashermindputsthepuzzles

together,sherecognisesme.Wearesistersafterall.

Thereisawomanwithher,probablythesameage

asherifnotolder.PanictakesoverSandra’sface

whenIsnatchherarmtostopherfromwalking

away.

“Don’tevertouchmeagain.”Shesizzles,yanking



herhand.

Mysisterisafraidofme,shestillthinksI’mafter

herlife.Youseetheplanwasthatwebothtakeover

fromourgrandmother,maketheoldwomanproud

byacceptingherpowersandthecalltobewitches.

Weweregoingtomakeahellofagoodteamif

Sandradidnotrun.

“RelaxKhabonina,thosedaysareover.”Shepurses

herlipsatthesoundofhernativename,thename

ourgrandmotherchristenedherwith.

“MynameisSandraOkolie.”That’sfunny,shecan’t

runawayfromheridentity.Lookwhereweare

today.

“SandraKhaboninaBloseiswhoyouare.”Sheturns

totheladybesideher.

“Chiomawaitformeinthecar,I’llbetherejust

now.”Chiomatakesthecarkeysofferedtoherand

walksaway.

“WhatdoyouwantfrommeBarbra?”



“ReallySandra?AftereverythingIhavedoneforyou,

thisishowyouspeaktome?”Hereyesrollupupon

hearingmyquestion.

“Let’sfindacomfortableplacetositsowecan

talk.”Ihavesomuchtoaskher,it’sbeenyears.I

almostforgotmysister’svoice.

“IhavenothingtosaytoyouBarbra.”Ouch!

“Atleasttellmehowhe’sdoing.”Sandracrosses

herarmsandpursesherlips,she’swithdrawing

fromme.

“Youdon’tgettoaskabouthim,hehasnothingto

dowithyou.”Shespitspainfully,Ilovemysister.

Wegrewuptogetherandbeingtwoyearsapart,we

wereeachother’sbestfriendsandneedednoone

tocompleteourcircle.

“RememberthirtyfiveyearsagoSandrawhenyou

cametomydoorstep,cryingthattheOkolies

wantedtotakethecrownfromyoubecauseyou

couldn’tgivethem…”

“ShutupBarbra,wesworenevertospeakofthis

again.Doyourememberthat?Ordoesyourcold



heartnotcare?Don’tyougettiredofhurting

people?”

Whatisshetalkingabout?AllIhaveeverdoneis

helpher,shewouldn’tbesittingonthatthroneifit

werenotforme.

“Don’tyouthinkIhavetherighttoknowabout

him?”

“No!”Sheinterposes.“StayawayfrommeBarbra,I

don’twanttodoanythingIwillregret.”

Heavy-hearted,Iwatchmysisterwalkawayfrom

meuntilshedisappearsintothecrowd.We’regoing

tomeetagainSandra,thisisasmallworld.

THANDIWE…

Nqabawokeuptooearlytoday,hesaidhehadwork

totakecareof.Iwon’tlethimleavethishouse,

knowinghim,hewon’tmakeittothefuneral.He’s

bathing,hetookhisclothestochangeinthe

bathroom.Strange.Cometothinkofit,it’sbeentoo



long.Hebetternothavesnuckouttogod-knows

where.

IfeeloutofbreathaftermakingthebedthatIhave

totakeaminutetogetmyheartbacktoitsnormal

beat,thisbabyisgrowingtoofast.WithZulu,I

startedshowingatsixmonths.Ithoughtitstrange

untilmymothertoldmeitwascommon,some

womenhardlyshowuntilthedayofthebirth.

Ihearthedoorcrackopen,myheartsmilesatthe

sightofhimthatitreflectsonmyface.Hedoesn’t

returnit,butplodstome.Mystupidbraincanonly

thinkmarriageproposalwhenhedropsonhis

kneesbeforeme.Iquicklyraisemyeyebrowsand

dropthemagain,Nqabaplacesapinkfloweronmy

lap.Isawthesenextdoor,theladyhasasmall

gardenfullofthemrightoutsidehergate.Thisman

isnotgivingmeastolenflower,apinkoneatthat.

“Thisisforyou.”Hestatestheobvious.

“WhatdidIdotodeservestolengoods?”Hesmiles

atmyenquiry.



“Iborrowedit,Iwastakingawalkoutsideandit

caughtmyeye.Ithoughtitwouldlookgoodwith

you,notinthatlousygarden.”Lord!Lord!Lord!

That’sall,myheartwillfinishtherest.

“Youdoknowthatpeopleuseflowersasmuthi

right?Orukuthwala?ThiscouldbeTshepoandhe’s

theonlysourceofincomeinthathousehold.”

(Uk’thwala:Toattainwealthandfameusingdark

powers.)

Nqabalaughs,heartily.It’sstrikinglyrefreshingand

calming.

“IguessthisisTshepo’snewhome,hewilljust

havetogetcomfortable.”Thismanisnotserious,I

amgettingridofthisoncehe’soutofsight.Jokes

aside,Nqabaallowshisfacialfeaturestotread

towardsadeadpanexpression,hishandwandersto

mybelly.

“She’sgrowing.”Hemumbles,rubbingitwithgently

strokesthatmakemefeelsleepy.“ThankyouTan-

tanformakingmeafather.”



Ihavetopalmthebedwithmyhandsandleanback

whenherestshisheadonmystomach,hishands

encirclearoundmywaist.

“Thankyouforgivingmeason,Peanutismyson

Tshabalala.”I’mnotsurprised,hebringshisfaceup

tolookatme."Stylescamebackwiththeresults,

wehaveababytogether.Youdon’thowhappythat

makesme.”

“Zuluwillbehappytoknowthatyou’rehisfather,he

lovesyouandyouhavedoneagreatjobwithhim,

Nqaba.Iamproudofyou.”Itellhimwhilecradling

hisfaceinmyhands.Imeethimhalfwayashe

leansintokissme,themomenthastobecutshort.

Wehaveafuneraltogetto,Iwon’tlethimleavefor

work.

“ComeonBiyase,changeintosomethingdecent.

Wedon’twanttobelate.”Hesmilesattherequest,

ithastodowithmedecidingthatwe’regoingtothe

funeral.Ihadpickedoutsomethingforhimwhenhe



wasout,I’mproudtosaywehavegottenridofthe

ugly,shabbyclothes.Sometimesyouhavetogive

thisgenderahandwhenitcomestooutfitsoryou

willdieofembarrassment,imagineconvincingyour

friendsthatthemanyouloveisnotasbadlooking

asheappearsinpicturesbecausehedresseslike

hedoesn’tcare.

“I’mnotwearingJeanstoafuneral.”He’sobserving

themliketheyaremadeofsnakeskinand

fragrancedwithitsvenom.

“Everyonedoesit.”IguessIsaidsomethingstupid,

hedoesn’thavetolookatmelikethatthough.He

manoeuvrespastmeandbeginsdigginginthe

wardrobe,myeyestakeinhishalfnakedbody.I’ve

saiditbeforeandI’llsayitagain,Nqabayomzi

Biyaselooksbetterwithjusttrunkson.That’s

probablymylustfulmindconvincingme,the

thoughthasmewrappingmyarmsaroundhim

fromtheback.

Mylipstrailoverhisbroadshoulders,tothinkhe’ll



stopandaccommodateme…No…Theman

continueswithhissearchoffindingthedarnpants,

thankfullyIdonatedhisuglytrousersandbrown

shirtsandthatredoneheworeatthewedding.

“We’regoingtomissthefuneralifyoucontinuelike

this,Iwon’tletyougoonceIgetyouonthatbed.”

Hisvoiceisabreathlessrumble,goodtoknowI’m

turninghimon.Iwashopinghedoesn’tfindthe

formalpantsandwearsthejeansinstead,maybe

hestillcan.HespinswithaboredlookwhenI

snatchthemfromhishand.

“Wenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Hisgazechastisesmelikeastrictparentwould,it

remindsmeofmyfather.

“I’mgoingtothrowtheseinthebathtub,”Hesighs,

defeated.

“Whywouldyoudothat?”

“Iwantyoutowearthosejeans.”Myansweris

stupid,butohwell.



“Thandiwe!”He’snotimpressedwithme,Iscurry

outofthebedroomwhenhetriestograbthem.I

canfeelhimmarchingafterme,soIpickupmy

pace.

“Thandiweslowdown,you’repregnant.”His

reprimandingvoicereachesmeasItakeaturnto

thelivingroom.

“Tshabalalastop.”Heyellsafterme,forareserved

guyhereallyisentertainingmynonsense.Irun

behindthecouchseeingthathe’scloseenoughto

grabme.Hestops,exhalesoutoffrustrationand

foldshisarmsacrosshischest.“Arewedone

playingnow?”

“No.”Ishakemyheadwhileswingingthepantsup

intheairanddancingrandomly.SomehowI’m

enjoying,seeinghimdefeatedlikethis.“Comeand

getthem.”

Google‘annoyed’andyouwillfindNqaba'sface

plasteredrightnexttotheword.

“GivemypantsbackTan-tan,youknowtheseare



theonlyblackformalpantsIhave.Someone

decidedtofillmywardrobewithjeansasifI’ma

child.”Heremindsme…oncemoreIthoughthe

neededchange.

“Well,maybeIlikeyoumorewithoutyourpantson.”

Thisstatementmightjustscoremesomepoints.

“Really?”Awaywardboyishsmilecreepsonhislips,

it’sshadowy.Hiseyeslustfullytracemybuild,they

areundressingme.

“Mustyoualwaysthinkaboutsex?”Ithrowthe

questionathim,hereceivesitasajoke.

“Hey,Istronglydisagree.It’smywifeIalwaysthink

about.”Didhejustsaywife?Thismanandhis

claims…Thepantsareforgotten,myeyesare

trailinghisbody.Thoughtsoftouchinghimand

havinghimontopofmeoccupymymind,Istand

mouthajar,immobile.Hishandsarealloverme,his

lipsgrazingmyneckandface.

“YouareprovingyourselfwrongrightnowNqaba.”

Breathless,Irecaponthewordshespokeseconds

ago.Heknowsmyweaknessandisusingitagainst



me.I’mlettinghimwin,actuallymybodyisletting

himwin.Ithasturnedonme,myhandstakehimin.

Gosh,Iloveitwhenheisallovermelikethis.His

lipsmovetomine,thekississlowandheated…He

isdelicious,Idon’twanthimtostop,buthedoes.

Thepullawayleavesmepantingandseekingfor

more.

“AndyousayIhaveadirtymind.”Hesays,holding

thepantsupwithafrownonhissurface.Jaw

droppedinshockandspeechless,Istandwith

questionsinmyhead.Whendidhedothat?WasI

thatdistracted?Nqabastepsback,winksand

beginshiswalkbacktothebedroom,I’mleftto

nursemyegoandthecravinghehasleftmewith.

“You’reacheaterBiyase.”Ihopeheheardthat.

“Twocanplaythatgame.”Heyellsback,hisvoice

disappearingintothenextroom.

BULELWA…



Ihadtospendafewmoredaysatthehospital,each

dayIwouldsitwithmyeyesgluedtothedoor,

thinkingZizwewillwalkthrough.Disappointment

laughedinmyfacewhensomeoneelseshowedup.

Ithurtsthathehasn’tbeentoseeme.Liliansays

shedroppedthechargesandhasnocluewhere

Zizweis,Ididn’tthinkhimtobethiskindofa

person.Doesn’thecareaboutmeanymore?

IhadtobebedriddenfortwodaysafterIwas

releasedfromthehospital,todaymyheartisheavy.

We’reburyingmyfatherandIneedZizwethemost.

Mysiblingstrytobethereformeknowingmy

historywithNdlondlo,butnothinghassoothedmy

heartyet.Zizweshould,seeinghimandbeinginhis

arms.

Thehouseisawfullyquiet,auntDeliweandsis

Bettyhavebeenhardatworktakingcareof

everything.Lilianisboundonthemattress,itisher

dutyasawidow.Shehastogrieveherhusband,my



sistersarenottakingthedeathwell.Lindiweseems

tobelosingmoreweightthansheshould,Thobekile

isawfullyquiet.

HerhusbandarrivedfromMozambique,hedidn’t

bringtheothergirls,saidtheyaretooyoungto

attendafuneral.Thobekilewasn’thappyaboutit,

shewantedthemtobidtheirgrandfatherfarewell.

AtleastAuroraishere,sheistheoldestapparently.

Ilookandfeellikeacorpse,thethoughtcomesto

mindwhenIstandinfrontofthelengthymirrorin

myroom.WhenIboughtthissuitamonthago,it

wasn’tthisloose.Iworeitoncetoaneventanditfit

perfectly,nowIhatehowitlooksonme.

“You’resosexyButtercup.”Iswivelonmyheelat

thesoundofthewhisper,tofindnooneinthe

spaciousbedroom.I’mlosingmymind,he’s

everywhere,inmyhead,myskin…mylips.Myheart

stopsandskipsallinthespaceofamillisecond,

howamItosurvivewithsuchacommotion.

“Youshouldbeherewithme,Zizwe.Ican’texpress

howmuchIneedyou.”



There’sasuddenknockatthedoor,theperson

knocksoncemoreandtoddlesin.Myeyesfallon

theskinniestpregnantwomanIhaveeverseen.

Lonwaboisstressingmysister,thereisnodoubt

aboutthat.She’sdressedupforthefuneral,her

bloodshotredeyesarepuffy.

Lindiwebreaksoutinpainfulsobsalmostevery

minute,itcouldbethatshe’sthemiddlechild,they

tendtobebabieswhengivenachance.Ihave

confinedmyselfinmybedroom,Ican’tmeet

depressingfaceseverytimeIwalkout,theyaddto

mydepression.

“YouneedaplateofMorvite,youcan’tbethisthin

Bubuorelseyou’llbreak.”Noticingmyweight,she

mocksme.Ifailtogivemysisterapaltrysmile,she

patsmycheekwithherlipsandgivesmeabrief

hug.

“Youlookworsethanme.”Iretort,compellingherto

emitasoftlaugh.



“Youlookbeautiful.”MaybeIcansmileatthis

statement."We’regoingtobeokayBubu,you’ll

see.”Shecradlesmycheeks,itdoesn’ttakelongfor

hertoplaywiththem.

“Imisshim.”Idon’twanttocry.

“Metoo,everyonedoes.”Atthisremark,Lindiwe

movesawayandhertiredpregnantbodyfindsa

chairtositon.

“Howismom?”Ihavebeenavoidingheraswell,

shecriesalot.

“YouknowLilian,she’sastrongwoman.Ican’t

evenbegintoimaginehowshefeels,losingyour

husband,yoursoulmate.Theyspentalmosttheir

wholelivestogetherandsuddenlyhe’sgone.”

Lindiwesays,hervoicebreakingwitheachword.

“Iknow,likeyousaidshe’sastrongwoman.”She

nods,blinkinghertearsaway.

“Bettyworriesmethough,don’tyouthinkshe’s

sheddingtoomanytearsforsomeonewhocleaned

andmadeteafordad?”Lindiweisright,just

yesterdayBettycollapsedaftercryingariver.Lilian



wassoangry,theyhaven’tstoppedarguing.Deliwe

suggestedtheystayawayfromeachother.

“Sheprobablyhadacrushonthegorilla.”Ididn’t

meanforthattocomeout,Lindiweglancesatme

asherlipspursetosubdueapressinglaughter.It

escapesintoaburst,it’scontagiousthatIburstout

laughingaswell.Theemotionstemsfromthedepth

ofmystomach,mysisterhasstoppedlaughingbut

Ican’t…Suddenly,Ifeeltearsswellinmyeyes,their

warmthkissmyskinastheypassdownmyface.

Thesoundofmylaughtertransitionsintoaweepy

sound,Ipositionmyselfonthebedincasemy

kneesgiveuponme.

“OhBubu,it’sokaymylove.”Idon’tknowwhenshe

gottome,butshe’sembracingmeinherarms.

“I’m…I’msorry…Idon’tknowwhat’s…wrongwith

me.Ifeelsooverwhelmedbytheseemotions

targetingme,sometimesit’shardtobreathesis.”I

paintmyheartout.

“Iknowbaby,I’mhereforyou.Weallare,don’tkeep



thingstoyourself.Wedon’twanttoloseyoutoo.

Whoisgoingtoannoyusifyoufollowthegorilla?”I

appreciatehersmileandefforttomakemejoinin.

“I’mnotgoinganywhere,heavenisnotreadyfor

me.”Slightly,shethumpsmyarmwithherbonny

elbow.“Careful,that’sasword,notanelbow.”

Hergigglesareinterruptedbyaloudscream,I

couldswearthatwasBetty’svoice.

“Betty?”Lindiweconfirms,wide-eyed.

“Ihateyou,Lilian.Ihateyou.”Yep!That’sdefinitely

Betty.Panicpullsmetomyfeetandleadsmeout

thedoorinsearchofthetwowomen.

Tobecontinued…
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BULELWA...

Igettomymother’sbedroomandfindBetty

straddlingher,handsgrippedonherhair.She’s

screaminghatefulwords,whileLilianistryingto

fightheroff,tonoavail.AsmuchasIaminpain,I

pullBettykickingandscreaming,herelbow

puncturesmywoundthatithasmewincingand

movingbackfromher.Worriedaboutmymother

whoistryingtobringherselfup,Iignorethepain

andrushtoheraid.

“Iwantthiswomanoutofmyhousenow.”Lilian

barks,pointingatBettywithherforefinger.

“I’mnotleavingthishouse,Ihaveeveryrighttobe

here.”Bettythrowsback,chargingatmymother.

Thobekilewhowasquietlywatchingthetwowomen

fightlikebulls,pushesBettyback,shestumblestill

herbackhitsthewall.Lindiwewalksin

accompaniedbyDeliweandQaphela,thelookson

theirfacesareofshockandconcern.



“What’sgoingon?”Deliwequestions,Ithoughtshe

waskeepinganeyeonthesetwo.Howdidshelet

themoutofhersight?

“Bubu,baby.Didyouseethat?Didyouseehowshe

wasattackingme?”Liliantakestherollofa

tattletale,Iinstinctivelyholdherclose.ViciousBetty

isglaringatherwithsomuchhateinhereyes,I

don’tknowwhattomakeofthis,butIamtroubled

bywhatIsawwhenIwalkedinhere.Mymother

beinghelddownlikethat.Nochildlikestoseetheir

motherinsuchadistastefulposition.

“SisBetty,what’sgoingon?”Ideserveanswers,my

fatherjustdiedandhishouseisturnedintoamad

houseonthedayofhisburial.IhopeBettyhasa

goodexplanationastowhysheissobenton

attackingLilianotherwiseIdonottolerateany

insultsagainstmymother.

“LilianisevilBubu.”Bettysizzlessuddenlybreaking

intoaloudcry,shityouseeonthoseover

exaggeratedNollywoodfilms.Alittletoodramaticif

youaskme,hadhersobsnotbeenheartbreaking,I

wouldcallheroutonherpretence.Thobekileisthe



leastbothered,neverthelessLindiwecaresenough

tocomforther.

“MamakaBubu,pleaseexplainwhathappened

here.WhyisBettycryinglikethis?Whydidshe

attackyou?”Hereyesleisurelyrollup,followedbya

spitefulsnort.WhatdoImakeofLilian’ssilence?

“Yourmotherhatesme,shehatesmebecauseIhad

yourfatherfirst.”Motherofallmothers,whatinthe

Lord’snamedidthiswomanjustspitoutofher

mouth?

“Betty!!!”It’stoolateforLiliantointerject,thecat

hasbeenletoutofthebag.

MygazefindsLindiwe,thankGodI’mnottheonly

onewhosebreathhasbeenknockedoutoftheir

chestbythisrevelation.WhatIcan’tpintogetheris

Thobekile’sdemeanour,theladyisascoolasa

cucumber.Shereallydoesn’tsaymuch,wehaven’t

conversedsinceIcameto.Justyournormal

greetingsandsendoffs.

“She’slyingson,don’tlistentoher.Sheistheone



filledwithhate.Thiswomanisjealousofme,she’s

manipulativeandconniving.Shewantedtotakemy

husbandfrommeandnowshe’sheretogrievehim

likehebelongedtoher.Iwillneverallowthat.”Lilian

addshersideofthestory,Idon’tunderstandwhat’s

goingon.BettyclaimstohavehadMandlafirst,

howisthatpossible?

“WhyareyoulyingLilian?Tellthemthetruth,tell

themhowyoutookmymananddaughterfromme.”

Bettyyellsfortheneighbourstohearaswell,the

confusionbuildsup.LindiweandIexchange

glancesagain,myeyeschaseThobekiletofindher

glaringatBettywithhateinhereyes.Hersilenceis

startingtogettome.

“Whatmanareyoutalkingabout?”Ihavetohold

mymotherasshebarksatBetty,thisis

embarrassing.Todayismyfather’sfuneral,the

disrespecttheyareshowcasingisdisgusting.

“Mandlawasmine…”

“Hey!!!”Lilianshoutssoloudthatshestartles



everyoneintheroom,“Don’tyoudareclaimmy

husbandasyourown.Youhavenoright,norightto

talkabouthimlikethat.”

“MamakaBubu,whatissisBettytalkingabout?

Whatdoesshemeanyoutookmyfatherfromher?”

Liliansniffsassheturnstolookupatme,thisisa

differentsidetomymother,oneIhaveneverseen.

“YouseewhyIsayshe’sevil,thiswomanisoutto

destroymyfamily.Thishasbeenherplanall

along.”Liliandisputes.

Anargumentcommencesbetweenthetwowomen,

wehavetoholdthembackastheychargeateach

other.I’mtired,drainedandinpain.

“Canwepleasecalmdown,fightinglikecatsand

dogswillnothelp.We’reburyingmybrothertoday

forcryingoutloud,respecthismemory.”Deliweis

makingsense,howeverwehavetofinishthis.

“Idon’twanttensionduringtheburial,thevisitors

willsurelysenseit.Soyoutwoaregoingtocalm

downandtellmewhatthisisabout.”Mymother



snortsdisapprovingtowhatIhavelaidonthetable.

“Iamnotachildthatyouhavelayrulesforme

Bulelwa,Ibirthedyouand…”

“Momplease,you’reclearlyawarethatyoutwowill

takethisoutsideinfrontofthefamilyifwedon’t

sortitoutnow.”LindiweandDeliweagreewithme,

Qaphelahasbeenquiet.Ineedalittlehelphere,the

woundisthrobbingpainfullyandIfeeldribletsof

sweatbuildinguponmyforehead.Bettydida

numberonme.

“I’mnotstayingforthis.”Thobekileangrilystates,

shestormsoutofthebedroom,bangingthedoor

behindher.

“Bulelwathereisnotime,peoplearewaitingoutside,

let’sburyunclefirst,thenwewilldealwithfamily

issuesaftertheburial.”ItisonlynowthatQhaphela

decidestobemanenoughtohelp.

“Iagree,Mandlaisnotsixfeetunderyetand

alreadyawarhasbrokenoutinhishouse.”Deliwe

adds,sheseemstoholdacertaindetestationfor

Betty,mylongtimenannyclickshertongueasshe



burstsoutoftheroom.

ItrailLilianwithmygaze,mymotherisgoing

throughalot.Shelostherhusbandandnowthis

happens.Iwanttocomforther,butshemightnot

acceptthehug.Iknownevertocrowdherwhenshe

isupset.

“Willyoubeokay?”Poker-facedshenods,tyingthe

blackheadwrapbackonherhead.I’dbedamned,

whateverisgoingonbetweenthosetwoisheavier

thanIthink.CouldMandlahaveplayedthesetwo

ladies?

THANDIWE…

“Won’tyouanswerthatphone?”Hedoesn’twant

metoanswerit,sowhyisheasking?Ichooseto

ignorehim,hegivesmeabrieflookthensendsit

backtotheroadahead.We’reonourwaytothe

Msibiresidence,Ithinkwe’rerunninglate.

“Thandiwe.”



“GeezNqaba,ifyouwanttotalktohimthenyou

takethecall.”Ididn’tmeantosnap,heglaresfora

briefmoment.It’sawarning,Iknowthatlook,not

thathewoulddoanythingtome.Ihavenothingto

saytoNtuthuko,hewilljustaggravateme.Ihavea

crazynumberofmissedcallsfromhim.

“UlakaThandiwe?”Nqabausesanuncommon

reprimandingtone,Ilookawayashebriefly

scrutinisesmewithanicyglare.“Isthisyoutalking

orthehormones?Ithinkwe’remakingitahabitto

disrespecteachother.”

“YouwantmetotakehiscallswhenIdon’twantto

talktohim.”MylastencounterwithNtuthukowas

notpleasant,hethreatenedtoseparateus.HowdoI

movepastthat?Nqabahasnoknowledgeofwhat

happenedthatdayandIfinditbesttonotlethimin

onit.

“Ngakushoninilokhu?Imerelyaskedifyou’re

goingtoansweryourphone.Isthatareasonto

throwafit?”(WhendidIsaythat?)

Whyishebeinghardonme?



“OkayNqaba,let’sforgetaboutit.Drivefaster

please,theceremonyisabouttostart.”Thetoneof

myvoiceisinitiallynottheonethatplayedinmy

head,IbitemytongueafterhearinghowrudeIam

andprayhewon’tchideme.Notlookinginhis

directionshouldworkinmyfavouraswell,or

perhapsIshouldcry,Ihearthatworks.He’llthink

he’satfault.Iwilljumpoutofthiswindowifhe

continuestoglareatmelikethat.

“I’mnotinthemoodtoteachagrownwoman

respect.”Hegrunts,nonchalantly.Sure,Iletmy

mouthrunthere,butitwasn’tonpurpose.

“Sorry,”thatwhat’sIcanoffer,Iwouldgivehim

morebut…Nqaba’sheftysighstateshowupsethe

is,itreallyisnotthatdeep.Thenagain,mymind

takesmeonalittletriptomemorylane.Howhe

hateditwhenIpractisedmysmartmouthonhim,I

don’tknowwhat’swrongwithme.Probablymy

hormonesareactingup,somethinghasswitched

inside.Thereisadeepurgetostartafightwithhim.



“I’mnotgoingtoacceptthatlousyapology

Thandiwe,notwhenyousayitsocoldly.”

“Whatdoyouwantfromme?”Thereitis,theurgeto

fighthim.Itcompelsmetosnapandpracticemy

rudenessonhim.

“Okaystoprightthere,it’sbetterwedriveinsilence

becauseI’mnotgoingtofightyou.”I’vealways

cringedwhenhereferredtomeasTshabalala,but

rightnowIneedtohearitorIwillgocrazy.Nqaba

takesasuddenrigidposture,fistswithwhite

knucklesclenchedonthesteeringwheel.Onhis

facadeisatiredness,creasedbrowsandatensed

face.Icanheavilysensehisabruptwithdrawalfrom

theconversation.Hisdemeanourgetsmethinking

ifI’mpushinghisbuttonsthathard,Ineedto

evaluatemyself.Whatisitthat’spushingmeto

snapatthismanwhoholdsmyheart,Ihavetofight

againstit.

“It’sZulu’sbirthdayintwodays.”Thisshoulddoit,it



doesn’ttakelongforafaintsmiletoswitchonhis

lips.

“Iknow,Iwasthinkingofdoingsomethingsmallfor

him,asmallgatheringhewillenjoywithhis

friends.”I’mnotagainstitandI’mnotforiteither.

“Ithinkweshouldaskhimwhathewants,he’sa

smartboy.Hewon’taskforsomethingcrazylikea

triptothemoon.”Ibringoutmythoughtsthat

slightlyticklehim,aquickchucklethatpullsmy

mouthintoasmile.

“Kidswillsurpriseyou.”Hiscomment.

“Iknow,whenhewassixhesaidhewanteda

girlfriendforhisbirthday.”Irememberthedaylikeit

wasyesterday,Ntuthukoputthechildontimeout

fortwohoursstraight.WhenIdisputed,heaccused

meofrefereeinghisparentingskills.Kidsareso

innocent,bythegraceofGodtheyforgivewithin

seconds.

“He’satrueBiyase,”Nqaba’stoneiscasualand

light.Iscowlathimandhopehewillturnandsee

thisdispleasedlookonmyface.



“ShouldIbeworried?”Ihavetoaskbecausethe

manisdrivingasifhe’snotcarryingapassenger,

hecontinuesdriving,seriousfaced.

“Aboutwhat?”Really?Ishouldkeeptomyself,

betterthatthanholdingaconversationwitha

cluelessman.IgetatextmessagefromBulelwa

sayingtheyareleavingforthechurchservice,we

shoulddrivethere.

“Drivetothechurch.”Hisfacecrumplesfora

reasononlyheknows,he’sgrumpytoday.

“Whathappenedtotheothercar?”Ihaven’tseenit

anywhere,Nqabaclearshisthroatasaresponse.I

needaproperanswer,hishandfliestoscratchhis

headashefeelsmygazeonhim.

“Whydoyouworryyourselfaboutthingsyoucan’t

change.”Whydoesheansweraquestionwitha

question?EnoughThandiweMshengu,youwill

causetroublewithyourprobing.Isupposewe’re

goingtodriveinsilence.

IFEANYI…



Iappreciatemybrother’seffortstohelpme,butI

don’twanttoseeashrink.HowwillIbringmyselfto

talkaboutwhathappenedtome?Shamemocksme

withoutfaileverysecondthoughtsofthatawfulday

flickerinmyhead.

“R.Jissospoiled,I’vebeentryingtogethimtoeat

hisporridgebutallhewantsistorunafterLiyana.”

Mymothergrumbles,walkingintomyroomwitha

bowlofwhatIpresumeisporridge.Shefeedsme

moreofthatasifIwereasickling.

“Thatwhiteman’swifeishere,”shemeansSethu,

mymotherisnotfondofStyles.Iseethewayshe

looksathimwhenhecomesaroundtoseeme.

RandallisnotbotheredbyitneitherisStyles.Sethu

walksinasmymotherplacestheplateonthe

bedsidetable,herfeaturescreasetoshowher

dislikeforStyles’wife.

“Hibaby.”Sethusaluteswithasmile,shelooks

differenteverytimeIseeher.Likeshe’shappier



thanthelasttime,Iflinchwhensheplacesakisson

mycheek.NormallyIwouldreturnit,butIhave

becomeverysensitiveanditgetsworsewithtime.

“I’llgiveyouspace,”mymothersays.“Pleaseeat

yourfood.”

SheknowsIwon’ttouchtheplate,Ifeelabit

relievedwhenshewalksout.Ifeelmore

comfortablewithSethu,Amaratoldmethatshehas

beenthroughthesame.

“Doyouwantmetofeedyou?”Shetakestheplate

andputsitbackasIgesturewithaheadshake.

“Perhapsweshouldtakeawalkinthegarden.”

“No.”Shesmilesatthesoundofmyvoice,itdoesn’t

lastnonetheless.

“Amaratellsme,youdon’twanttoseeadoctor?”

Nice,nowthewholeworldknows.Idon’tjustifyher

questionwithananswer.

“Iknowhowdifficultopeningupis,I’vebeenthere.”

Shesitsonthebedwithherlegscrossed.



“Iwasonceinlovewiththismanwhotreatedme

withsomuchaffection.IthoughtIwasoneofthe

luckyfewwhofoundtheirsoulmates,buthe

changed.Becameobsessiveandverycontrolling.

Hewouldabusemementallyandphysically,Iwent

backtohimeachtimehecamebegging.WhenI

finallyputastopittoitafterhecheatedwithmy

cousin,hebrokeintomyhouse,beatmetoapulp

andrapedme.Thedevilwasatworkthatday,he

attemptedtocutmychestopensohecanremove

myheart.GodknowshowIsurvivedthatattack.”

Sethuspeakswithsomuchpeaceinhereyes,I

can’thelpbutwonderhowlongittookforherto

heal.

“IknowyourpainIfe,everyinchofit.Iknowhowit

istonotfeelprotected,thinkingeverymanoutthere

isouttogetyou.WhenIcameoutofthecomma,I

prayedfordeath,evenmyfathercouldn’tmakeme

feelsafe.IcametoapointwhereIhadtodigahole

andburythememories,thepainandhateIhad

towardsthemanwhorapedandleftmefordead.



Thatdidn’thelpbecausetheholewouldopenup

andtakemebacktothatday.Youneedtohealmy

love,onlyadoctorcanhelpyou.”

“I’mashamedSethu,I’mstillbleeding.Ican’ttalkto

astrangeraboutthis.”

Shetakesmyhandsintohersasshemovescloser

tillherkneesaretouchingmine.

“IknowIfe,Iknow.Itwillbehardatfirst,butyou’ll

getusedtoit.Doitforyoubaby,doitforyourloved

ones.Doitforthatlittlegirlwhowasrapedatthe

Drosrestaurant.DoitforUyineneMrwetyana,for

theyoungschoolboysfromCerewhowererapedby

olderboysattheschool’slibrary.You’renotalone,I

willbetheretoholdyourhand,Amaratoo.Your

motherisalsohere.”

“Willyoucomewithme?”

“Ofcoursemylove,”herarmscuddlemeintoasoft

hug.Shefeelslikecomfort,homeandpeace.

BULELWA…



“Here,”Lilianhandsmeahandkerchief.“You’re

sweating,areyouokay?”

Inod,althoughIdon’tfeelokay.Itmustbethe

medicationItookbeforeweleftthehouse,mybody

feelsweak.

Iknewmyfather’sfuneralwouldbepacked,the

numberofpeoplewehaveisridiculous.Howwell

knownwasNdlondlo?Hisbusinessassociatesand

partners,Mr.OkolieandMr.Sishiareheresitting

rightatthefrontrow.

“You’renotstrongyetmybaby,youjustgotoutof

thehospital.Itoldyouthatyouneededmoredays,

butyou’resostubborn.”IstandthelectureforIam

innomoodtoargue.

“I’mfinemamakaBubu,letmetakeasit,I’llbe

okay.”Igetakissonthecheekanddashtosit

downbeforeshebabiesmesomemore.Thandiwe

andNqabaarehere,myseatisreservedbetween

ThandiweandLindiwe.Lonwaboclearshisthroat

uponseeingme,mysexualitystillmakeshim



uncomfortable.Thobekileandherhusbandareon

theotherrowwithmymother.

“What’sthat?”That’sthefriendenquiring,herhand

ispointedatthefloor.I’mstumpedbytheblood

spotsonmybrownshoes.

“Dammit,thestitchesmusthaveripped.”That’s

whyI’minsomuchpain,Thandiwe’seyeswiden.

Myfriendisforeverpanickingevenwhenit’snot

necessary,Isendmyhandtoinspecttheamountof

damage.Awarmthofthickliquidsmudgesmy

fingers,Thandiwegaspswhenhereyesfallonthe

bloodsmearedonmyhand.

“OhmygodBubu,you’rebleeding.”Lindiwe

whispersbesideme,Ididn’tthinkshewaspaying

attention.JustassheandThandiwefussoverme,

thepastortakesthestage.Itsaysontheobituary

thatIwillgofirst,Ihaveafewwordstosayabout

myfather.

“I’mfineTwiggy,”Ilieandsheknowsit.Thepastor

callsmeforward,Lindiwegrabsmyhandtostop



me.ThesternlookIgiveherclogsthethoughts

swirlinginhermind,sheleansbackonherfiancé’s

shoulder.

IfeelmyselfgettingweakerasImovetothe

podium,onehandpressedontheattentionseeking

wound.Myeyeswanderaroundthechurchin

searchfortheonlymanwhomakesmyheartrace

andstopatthesametime,frustrationwashesover

mewhenIrealisethathe’snowheretobeseenand

Imightneverseehimagain.There’salumponmy

throat,I’mafraidifIopenmymouthIwilltearup.

“My…”Wordsfailme…RelaxBubu,youcandothis.

Instinctively,myeyesruntothechurchentrance

andmyheartjumpsatthesightofhim.Zizweis

here,standingatthedoor,browsingthecapacious

building.Iguesslookingforaplacetosit.Inthis

crampedgathering,hedoesn’tappeartotruly

belonghere.It’slikehe’sbeentransportedfroma

differentdimension,hegivesoffthatkindof



mysteriousimpression.Zizwelooksstrikingly

handsomeandpowerfulinablacktux,ithighlights

thefrownplaceduponhisfaceandsomehow

makeshimseemmoreauthoritativethanhisaura

suggests.Ibecomelostinhim,mythoughts…

mind…heart…screamouttohimandlikehehears

themhismahoganyeyesrushtome.

Ican’tlookanywhereelseashemakeshiswayto

thefront,eyesstillwidenedandunblinking.Ashe

venturesclose,theyhungrilyenvelopmineand

suddenlypullmyfeettowardshim.It’snothinghe

didprecisely,itfairlylookslikeheholdsasecretI

wouldenjoyhearingabout.Thismustlookstrange

topeople,probablythecrowdthatcrucifiedmy

uncleandIfalakhe.Isawabunchofoldieslurking

about,thehypocrisy…theycametoburytheman

whosebrothertheyburnttodeath.

Itmattersnotanymore,onlyhematters.Theman

whoislookingintomyeyeslikeit’sthefirsttime

seeingme,hiseyesglimmerwithwaterytears.In

themidstofit,Ifailtorecitehisfacialexpression.



“You-you’rehere?”It’salmostasifhecan’tbelieve

it.

“I’mhere,”aconfirmationfromme,hesniffsquietly

andtearsarereadytospill.Theunexpected

happens,Zizwedropsdownonhisknees,hisgaze

stillonme.Lordhe’sgoingtocry,Idon’twantthat.

Themanistoostrongtoallowtearstobullyhim,I

shouldbetheoneintearsandascrazyasitsounds

IwouldtakehisplaceandnotoncewouldIhesitate.

Hisshouldersbegintoconvulseashesilentlycries,

Iwanttokneelinfrontofhimandholdhim.He

beatsmetoit,myeyesshutashisarmsenfold

aroundmywaist.Heburieshisfaceonmystomach

andtheneedtoholdhimbackisstrongerthanme,

strongerthantheeyesstabbingusandtheaudible

whispersinthebackground.Iusemyvacanthand

tosnakemyhandoverhisshoulders.

“Bulelwa!!!”Lilian’svoiceeruptsintoaloudshout,

it’sstartlingthatitforcesmetojoltback.

Tobecontinued…
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THANDIWE...

Ihavebeencalledbadbefore…badchildbymy

motherwhenIfailedgradethree…thedayIletapot

ofbeansburnaftersheaskedmetokeepaclose

watch…whenIstartedmyfirstperiodandkeptit

fromherbecauseIwasashamedanddidn’t

understandwhyIwasbleeding.

Ihavebeencalledbad…badgirlfriendwhenIforgot

tomeetupwithNqabaafterschoollikeIhad

promised…thetimeIfoughtwithhimfornotgiving

meenoughattentionwhenIwasneedy...

BadfriendbymyprimaryschoolbestfriendwhenI

refusedtolethercopyfrommywork...whenIwoke

uptoadozenmissedcallsfromBulelwaafterhe

wasdrunkataclubandhadnoonetodrivehim



home…BadwifewhenItoldmyhusbandthatIwas

stillinlovewithhisbrother…

TodayI’mbackonthebad-train,Bulelwaisina

crossfirebetweenhismotherandthemanheloves.

Everyonehasgottenafreeshow.Imean,who

doesn’tlovedramaatafuneral?Ishouldbe

excusingthepeople,theserviceisnowherefrom

over,butthisshowthat’sunfoldingisnotfor

everyone.

“Hlalaphansi.”(Sitdown.)

NqabacommandsasIstandonmyfeet,heknows

whereI’mgoing.

“Myfriendneedsme.”I’mtiredofbeinguseless.

“Whatwillyoudowhenyougetthere?”WhatwillI

reallydowhenIgetthere?“Thesepeopleshouldsit

downsowegetthisoutoftheway,wecan’tspend

thewholedayhere.”Nqabagrumbles.Whatisthis

manannoyedabout?



“Whatareyoudoing?”IturnduetoBulelwa’s

whispers,hismotherhashimbythehand,lugging

himawayfromZizwewhoisnowstanding.Hisface

welcomesascowlashewatchesthemanheloves

beingdraggedlikehe’safirstgrader.Zizweisnot

goingtofighther.Iknewhewasn’tabadperson,

whatworriesmeistheamountofshockdraped

aroundhim.Hewon’tstopsheddingtears,hishand

workstirelesslytowipethemaway.

Lilianmoveshergranddaughtertomakespacefor

Bulelwa.Hefrownsather,shakeshisheadand

makeshiswaytowherehewassittingbefore,

leavingLilianbreathingfire.Shewilllive.

“Areyouokay?”Iask.

He’snotlookingatme,hiseyesareengrossedon

Zizwe.Thattallmanshouldfindaseatsomewhere,

theywillkisslater.ZizwenodsatwhateverBulelwa

gesturesandfinallywalkstothebackwherethere’s

probablyaseatortwo.Tothinkthedramaisover,

JacobwalksinjustwhenZizweisstridingtothe



lastrow.

Bulelwareleasesanincredulousgasp,Iwouldtoo

consideringthehistorybetweenthem.Zizwegives

himonelookandeasespasthimlikeheisnothing

butadoorpost,muchtoBulelwa’srelief.Myfriend

settlesdownafterJacobfindsaseat.

Theservicecontinues,thankfully.Thisonebeside

meisbreathinglikehe’srunningoutofbreath,I

havetopleadwithhimthatwetakehimtothe

hospital.IknowI’mwastingmytime,thereisno

wayinhellBulelwaisleavingthisplacebeforehe

burieshisfather.

Godisgood,wemakeittothecemeterywithout

anyhassles.Thedevilmusthavebeenplayinghere

beforewearrived,it’shotashell.Peoplearestill

cominginsowehavetowaitforeveryonetogather

around.LilianhasnotleftBulelwa’sside,she’s

keepinghimunderherwatch.I’msurprisedshe

hasn’tnoticedhowsweatyheisandthathandkept



underthejacket.

“What’swrongwithyourfriend?”Iknowwhat

Nqabameans,henoticeshowpaleBulelwalooks.

“Hiswoundisbleeding,herefusestogotothe

hospital.”

“Idon’tblamehim,Iwouldalsodieburyingmy

father.Thisisamomentthatwillneverberepeated,

it’snotabirthdayparty.”Okay…Iwanttomovemy

chairalittlefurtherfromhis,buthehashisarm

aroundmyshoulders.Ican’tseeZizweanymore,

he’sprobablylostinthecrowd.

“Herecomesdumbanddumber,”Nqabaproclaims,

DumbandDumberhearhimandStylesisamused

bytheslur,butRandallhardlysmiles.I’myettosee

himsmilingandIdon’tknowifthisishisfuneral

outfitoraneverydayattire.

ThelasttimeIsawhimwithNqaba,hewasinblack.

You’dthinkhe’sreadytorobabankorsomething,

hisaurakindofscaresmeabit.It’ssomethingI

can’tputmyfingerto,likehewouldn’thesitateto



killapersonandgoonabouthisdayasifitnever

happened.Randallraisesaneyebrow,addsa

dauntingscowlwhenhecatchesmestaring.

“RelaxRandall,you’rescaringTshabalala.”Stylesis

forward,he’slikeNeo.Theyjokearoundtoomuch,

howaretheyfriendswiththisintimidatingblack

wearingfreak.Randall’seyesaredarkaswell,notin

colour,buttoomanysecretsarelaidinthem.

Secretsthatwouldsendyoutoanearlygraveifyou

findoutaboutthem.Randalldoesn’trespond,but

positionshimselfnexttoNqabawithoutaword.

Idon’tknowwhymyeyesarefollowinghim,he

crosseshislegovertheotherandfishesforhis

phoneinhispocket.Everythingaroundhimfalls

awaywhenhebeginstypingwithaghostofasmile

playingonhislips.

“IwouldstopstaringifIwereyou,hebites.”Styles

again,snappingmeoutofthetranceIhavebeen

reluctantlyputin.Nqaba’shandsqueezesmy

shoulder.



“Areyouokay?”Hisrumblingvoicebringslightthat

coversthedarknessIseeinRandall.Myeyesagain

disobeyme,theyfindthelonewalker.Somethingis

pullingmetowardshim,andIseeitorhimrather.

Theelderlymanwhowasdesperatetofindhisson,

he’sstandingrightinfrontofRandall.Wearing

traditionalAfricanclothing,buttheyarestained

withbloodanddirt,tornonthesleeves.

“What’swrongwithyou?”Nqaba.

I’mfamiliarwiththattone,butit’snothingreally.I

havenointerestinRandall,theoldmanthough,

nowI’mcurioustoknowwhyhe’shere.

“Gethimoutofhere,now.”Awhisperinmyear,it

bringsaboutchillsonmybody…unsettlingand

bone-chilling.Ithoughtit’stheoldman,untilthe

voicesashaysinmyearagain…demanding…

urgent…panicking.

“Gethimtosafetynow.”Turningmyhead,myeyes

meetMandla.Lordoflostsouls!Twoghostsatthe

sametime?Iamnomedium,neitheramIaghost



whisperer.Idon’tappreciatetheambush,oneghost

atatimeplease.

“Youlooklikeyou’veseenaghost.”That’sStyles,

stillstandinginfrontofus.Ihavenoticedthathe’s

anobserver.

“Ihave,there’samanwho…”Hisfocusmovesfrom

metotheback,I’mstilllookingathim.Mymindcan

beslowsometimes,Ican’tbelieveit’sbufferingata

timelikethis.IshouldbeaskingMandlawhohasto

leavethisplace.

“Gethimtosafetynow.”Mandlarepeatsjustwhen

Stylesdeclares…

“SOS.”WiththesameurgencyMandlaused.

“Shit.”Nqabacusses,shovingmeunderaseat.In

thisslowconfusingmomentmysensessharpen

withadrenalineasdeafeningsoundsofgunshots

filltheair.

Screamsandshoutsfollowinadistanceofa

second,Idon’tseeNqabaanymore.Stylesisstill



hereshootingatwhatever,likehe’sbeentrainedin

themilitary.Randallisnotwherehewasseated,my

eyesscanthegraveyard.Iseehimusingachairas

ashieldwhileshootinglikehisfriendhere.

ButwhereisNqaba?TearsknockandlikeafoolIlet

themout.I’mlyingonmystomachunderachair,

themanIloveisnowhereinsight.Peopleare

scatteredeverywhere,runningaroundlikeheadless

chickens.Thecleveroneshavefoundshelterunder

chairslikeme,ifNqabawasnothereIwouldbe

lyingdeadlikethepastoroverthere.Thelistof

peoplegoingtohellisaddingup.Whokillsapastor,

really?

“WhereisNqaba,Styles?”HelooksatmelikeI’ma

crazyfreak.

“Staythere,Nqabaisfine.”Ididn’tsayIwillmove

fromherenordidIaskifhe’sokay.Iaskedwhere

thefatherofthebabyI’mcarryingis,Nqababetter

notdothistome.Thisismessedup,Idon’tsee

Bulelwaeither.AnangryLilianiscurledupundera

chairaswell,herdaughtersareclosebywith

Lindiwelookinglikeshe’sgoingtogivebirthany



secondfromnow.

IhavetolookforthepeopleIlove.Arandomman

runspast,buthedoesn’tgetfar.Abulletspatfrom

thebackhitshiminthechest,propellinghimto

movebackwardinanawkwardcartwheel.Hefalls

nexttothecoffin,Ismashmyhandonmymouthto

clogmyscreams.SomehowIfindcomfortinseeing

Styleshere,althoughhe’slikeakillingmachinewith

noemotionsorremorse.

“Sir,givemeagun.”Whendidhegethere?What

doesheknowaboutguns?

ZizweiscrouchingbesideStyles,tryingnottoget

himselfkilled.Stylesreachesforhisankle,pullsout

a23calibregun.Iknowguns,thankstothecrime

channel.

Zizweisnotpleasedwiththesizeoftheweapon,

judgingbythewayhelooksatit.Eitherway,he

beginsshooting.Andtherehegoesrunningwithhis

backhuddled,tothedirectionIlastsawBulelwa.

Bulelwa?Mandlawastalkingabouthim.Whereis



he?OhGodlethimbeokay.

STYLES...

“Randall,gohelpMzi.He’salone.”Nqabayomzihas

movedtoasecludedplace,he’sunbotheredbythe

bulletssenthisway.Insteadaimstokill,Iknowhe’s

goodathittingatarget.I’vegonegunshootingwith

him,he’sbetterthanNeowhoisterrifiedofthe

soundofgunshots.

“Mziisokay,wehavetogetthesepeopleoutof

here.”Randallshoutsback,engrossedonthe

shooting.

“Damn,Iwisheveryonewouldjustlaylow.They’ll

getthemselveskillediftheycontinuerunninglike

this.”Thestampedeiscrazy,afewpeoplehave

beenhit.Someareleftwithinjuriesandasmall

numberleftfordead.Thereareaboutmorethanten

menshootingatus,ifIhadn’tseenthemanpullout

agunthisplacewouldhaveturnedintoamassacre.

Noneofuswouldbealive,theirplanwastoattack



fromtheback.Bloodycowardsarehidingbehind

bigtreesandthatmakesthejobeasierforthem.

“StylespleasefindNqaba.”Thandiweshoutsfrom

underthetable,she’scrying.Itoldhernottoworry,

thiswoman’sstubbornnessremindsmeofSethu.I

ignoreher,Iwanttomovefromhere,thenI

rememberNqabayomziistrustingmetokeepan

eyeonherandbecauseofthatIhavetoputher

mindatease.

“He’sfineThandiwe.”

“Thenwhereishe?Whycan’tIseehim?”She’s

startingtogivemeaheadache,hereyes

desperatelybeginsearchingforhim.Relieftakes

overwhenshespotshimyardsaway,thenagain

sheletsshockandpanictakeoverherwholebeing.

Itmustbetheguninhishand,thedeadpan

expressiononhisfaceasheshootsatthemen

firingatus.There’sactuallythree,fourwithZondo

againstmorethantenmen.

“Styleslook.”Thandiwescreamspointingtowards



Nqabayomzi’sdirection,heisheadedthiswaywith

alimpingBulelwaandthere’samanwithagun

behindthem.IpushThandiwebackwhenshe

attemptstoescapefromunderthechair,shewill

onlymakemattersworse.

“Stop.”Themandemands,thebastardwears

confidencelikeatailoredsuit.Nqabayomzistopsat

thecommand,hiseyesfindRandallfirstthenme.

Gradually,heturns.Bulelwaisholdingontohim,

theboyisweakandpaleasaghost.Theshooting

stops,afewhavemanagedtoescapethegrisly

scene.

BHEKIZIZWE...

IknewJacobwasheretostirtrouble,Ihaveno

doubtsthatthisishim.He’sbehindthis,Iwas

standingrightattheback,carefullywatchingmy

stubbornButtercupjustincasehefellandIwould

betheretocatchhim.He’sinjured,Inoticedthe

bloodonmyshirtaftertheintimatemomentwe



shared.Hesaidhewillgotothehospitalafterthe

funeral.

Itwasn’tlongaftereveryonegatheredaroundwhen

ablackToyotavanemptiedaboutten…twelvemen

dressedinblack,atfirstIthoughttheywereherefor

thefuneral.Buttheirshiftyeyesgavethemaway,I

wassurrounded,standinginthemidstofthestorm.

ThenInoticedonehadagunonthebeltofhis

buckle,Styleswasstrangelystaringatthemand

that’swhenIknewthatitwashappening.He

shoutedSOS,Idon’tknowwhatthatmeans,butI

tookitasawarning.Myfirstinstinctwastorunto

Bulelwatoensurehissafety.Theshoutseemedto

givethestrangemenagoahead,that’swhenthey

startedshooting.

NowI’mwatchingthismanpointingagunat

BulelwaandNqaba.Carefully,Imanoeuvrecloser,

rightwhereStylesisstanding.

“Givehimover.”Themandemands,pointingagun

atBulelwaandIrecognisethatvoice,theaccent.



“No.”Nqabagrunts,hisarmaroundBulelwa’swaist.

“IsaidhandhimoverorIwillkillher.”Oureyes

followhishand,itleadsustofindLindiweheldat

gunpointbyoneofthegoons.Sheistrembling,

cryingandinpain.MyeyesfindLilianonherknees

afewstepsawayfromthem,pleadingforher

daughter’slife.

“Nowhandhimover.”Thearrogantbastard

continueswithhisdemandandmymindfinishes

thepuzzle…

“Jacob,yousonofabitch.”Iyellfromacrossthe

yard,Bulelwaturnstomewitheyeswideasgolf

balls.Hisdrylipsmovetouttersomething,nothing

comesout.Hisheadspinsbacktothemanwitha

gun.

“Beastie?”Hisvoicecracks…astonishment…

disbelief…heartbreak…Jacobpullsthemaskfrom

hishead,aslygrinliesonhisface.

“Yousickbastard.”Bulelwahisses,tooweakto

speak.

“I’msorryboo-boo,butIhavetodothis.Youwill



understandoneday.”Hethinksthatmakessense?

“Nowcomewithmeoryoursistergetsit.”

“No,notmyson.Notmyson.”Lilianshouts,tears

playingwithher.Themanignoresherlikeshe’snot

evenhere.

“Fine,I’llcomewithyou.Justlethergofirst.”What

ishedoing?

“Buttercup!”IgetaglarefromStyles,I’mnot

bothered.Iwon’tletBulelwaleavewiththatman.

BulelwaglancesatmeandIswearIhavenever

seenanyoneportraysuchstrength.

“I’msorry.”Awhisperthatpiercesthroughmyheart

andsinksitdowntomystomach.Ican’tlosehim

again.

“Youareinnopositiontocompromisebaby,I’mthe

manwiththeplan,agunandyoursister’slifeinthe

palmofmyhands.”Theidiotsingswithpride,left

withnochoice,Bulelwabeginstotoddletohim.I

justhavetoshootthatfoolwhohasLindiwe

hostage,thenitwillbeeasytogettoJacob.



RandallisslowlyploddingtoNqaba,gunpointedat

Jacob.Styleshasn’tdroppedhiseither,asBulelwa

getstoJacob,hegrabshiswaistandpullshim

closer.IneedtothinkfastsoIaimatLindiwe’s

gunman,hecan’tseemeashe’sfocusedonJacob.

KnowingIhavetheperfecttarget,Ishoottheman

rightonthesideofhisstomach.

IhearLilianscreaming,she’snottheonlyone.Her

andLindiwe’ssisterrushtothepregnantwoman’s

aid,asIspinbacktocheckonBulelwa,Jacobis

backingawaywithhim.Heknowsnevertoshowhis

enemieshisback.

HeshootsimmediatelywhenIpointthegunat

them,butBulelwahitshishandcompellingJacob

tomissthetarget.Jacobcontinuesshootingour

way,Stylestakescover,Nqabahasnotmovedan

inch.MeanwhileRandallisstridingtohim.

Jacobisbentonkillingme,hehatesthatI’mstill

standing,it’swrittenonhisface.

I’mnotfamiliarwithdodgingbullets,howeverthe



whitemanismissingdismally.Everythingfeelslike

slowmotion,theshooting,thescreams,suddenlyI

seeRandallpushNqabatothefloorwhenabullet

spewshisway.HelandsrightnexttoNqaba,none

ofthemaremoving.Ithinkthey’vebeenhit…

“Nqabano,no,no.”Thandiwescreamsherlungs

out…

“Randall,Mzi.”Stylesyells,takingcover.Hebegins

crawlingtowardsthem,Iknowifhecouldhewould

shootatthebastard.Thatwouldberisking

Bulelwa’slifethough.

MystubbornnesshasmefollowingBulelwaand

Jacob,myheartdropstomyfeetwhentheyreach

thecar.He’sgettingaway,heglareswitha

victorioussmug,winksandIdon’tknowwhyI

freezewhenheshoots.

“Watchout.”Afamiliarmasculinevoiceshouts,he

divesontopofmeasIturntoverifymysuspicions.

Welandonthefloorwithaloudthud.Amanwho



wasinfrontofme,runningtosafetyishitonthe

head,theshotsendshimstraighttohisdeath.

Ntsikaisstillontopofme,Ishiftmyeyestohim.I

thoughthewentbacktothecity,hesaidhehad

importantwork.Andwhyishewearingabalaclava?

Iknowit’smybrother,Iknowhowhesmells,Iknow

hisvoice,hisbuildandtheseeyesthatarelooking

atme.

“Getoffme,theyaregettingaway.”Ipushhimoff,

heholdsmebackwhenIattempttorunafterthe

carasitdriveawaywiththemanIlove.

“TheyaregoneZizwe,don’tthinkoffollowingthem.

Thosemenaredangerous.”Hesputters,removing

themaskfromhishead.

AllthemorereasonswhyIhavetorunafterthem.

“TheyhaveBulelwa,wehavetohelphimNtsika

please.”Whyishelookingatmelikethat?

“Wecan’tbafo,youwillneverfindhimagain.”He

mumbles,shameenvelopshim.Waitaminute…the

blackclothes…thebalaclava…theguiltinhiseyes.

“Uyinkabindoda?”(Areyouahitman?)



Isthishowhe’sabletoaffordthatflatinGoldReef?

He’sonlyamanageratapetrolgarage,hissalary

can’tbethatmuch.“Whathaveyoudone?”Iask.

“Ididn’tknowitwasyou,Iwashiredtokillsomeone.

Thewhitemansaidoneofhisguyswillshowme

thetargetatthefuneral,Iwasshockedwhenthey

pointedyouout.”Heexplains,hiseyesshamefully

castawayfromme.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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THANDIWE...

Iforgivemymother,I’mlettinghergo.I’mlettinggo

ofallthehate,thegrudgesandbitterness.Iforgive

myhusbandforeverythinghedidtome,Iforgive

myselfforthehurtIcausedhimandNqaba.Lord,

hearme.LetNqabaliveformysake,youcan’ttake



himawaytoo.

Frozen,heartinthepitofmystomachandbody

shuddering.Everythingaroundmeisstiff,myears

areringing.AnoiseIcan’tbear,yetmyhandsfindit

hardtoclogoutthesounds.Itmustbetheafter

effectsofthethunderousgunshotsorthatmy

worldiscrashingbeforemyeyesandthereis

nothingIcandoabout.

Iwanttocallouttohim,Nqaba,Imean.Myvoice

hasfailedme,I’mnotcompleteatthismoment.

Nothingworks.

Mandlaappearsrightbeforemyeyes,blockingmy

view,Ican’tseeNqabaanymore.Butthisghost

whoisglaringwithsomuchsorrowandtearsofa

lostsoul.

“I’msorry.”Unexpectedly,myvoicedecidesthatit’s

timetospeak.

“Tellmywifetorepent,Idon’twanthertogotothat



placewherethereisfire.”WhatdoessweetLilian

havetorepentfor?She’snotperfectandshe’snota

sainteither.Whatcouldshehavedonethathaslet

thismandippedinsadness?

“Tellhertobringmysonhome,”

Ehhh!BringBulelwahome?

“I’lltellher,theytookBulelwa.Willyouhelpfind

him?”ListentoyouThandiwe,suchaquestion

shouldchristenyoumad.

“Tellhertobringmysonhome,tellmywifeto

repent.”Likeabrokenrecord,herepeatsthewords.

TearsbreakoutandhedisappearsbeforeIbringa

questionforward.

STYLES…

Myheartstopsforawhile,seeingRandallstaticon

topofNqabayomzi.HowcomeIdidn’tseethis

coming?I’malwaysalertandontopofthings,I

refusetobelievethattheyhavebeenshot.



Gradually,Iambletothem,Icanliterallyfeelmy

heartthuddingagainstmyribcageasifitwantsto

explode.

“Randall!”Sethuprayseverynight,I’mstillforeign

toit,it’snoteasytoeaseuptoaGodIdonotknow.

Likethesaying‘there’safirsttimeforeverything;

myheartandtheloveIhaveformybrotherleadme

totheentity’sdomain.

“Godofmywife,you’reprobablyshockedtohear

fromme.Canwetalkaboutthatlater?RightnowI

needyoutoletmybrotherbeokayandMzi,butmy

brotherfirst.”Isayalittleprayer,maybeI’mtoo

dramaticorexaggeratingthingsbecauseRandall

groansasInearthem.Hoperisesinme,Irushto

helphimup.

“AhhhRandall,you’reheavyman.Getoffme.”

Nqabayomzigrumblesfromunderhim,theygave

meafrightfornothing.

“You’reinjuredMzi!”It’smoreofanobservation,

Nqabayomzipatshimselftocheckforwounds,the



inspectionsitshimup.

“I’mokay.”Hearticulates,acceptingthehelping

handIofferafterassistingRandall.Hiseyesare

keptonRandallashepusheshimselftohisfeet,I

shiftminetoseewhathe’sglancingat.There’sa

holeonthesleeveofRandall’sshirt.

“Letmesee,”Iwanttocheckhowbadtheinjuryis,

Randallrejectsmebysteppingbackwithholdinga

grumble.Heinsertstwofingersthroughthebullet

holeandripsthesleeveopen,itonlygrazedhis

biceps...leftadeepscratchthatwillneedafew

stitches.“Youluckybastard.”

Heshakeshisheadatmydeclaration,worry

paintedonhispuckeredbrowandoglingat

Nqabayomziwhoisnowmarchingtohisdramatic

woman.

“He’sokayRandy.”Henods,hisjawclenchingand

unclenching.Heisinfuriatedbysomething,Icould

beridingthewrongbus,butRandallseemstohave

anewcareforBiyase.“What’sgoingon?”



He’sglaringatthecouplewhoarelostineach

other’sarms,Iwaitawhileforananswer.

“Ithoughthewasdead.”Hemurmurs,Iknow

Randall,hewantsmetoguesstherest.I’mnotthat

cleverthistime.Ifailtoseetherelationship

betweenthem.

Likeacontrolledrobot,Randalltakesslowsteps

towardsthecouple.Theybreaktheirintimatehugat

ourexpense,Thandiwewipesherstubborntearsas

shecontinuestoholdontothemanwhoselife

flashedbeforehimminutesago.ThistimeNqaba

acknowledgesRandall.

“You’renotgoingtocryfromalittlescratchare

you?”Nqabayomziteases,unlikemanyhefindsit

easytomockthegrumpyman.Randallplacesa

handonNqabayomzi’sshoulder,atightsqueeze

andtakesupasighofrelief.Iseehisworries,Iwas

onthesameboatwhenIthoughttheyhaddied.

Nowordsaresaidbetweenthetwoforagood

minute,actuallynothingwillbesaid.Theyare



gratefultobealive,gratefultheotherisokay.Iam

too.

“Canwepleasegetthatsonofabitch,weoweitto

Mandlatosavehisson.”Surely,wecan’tlettheboy

betakenlikethat.

“Yeah,hehasafathertobury.”Randallletshis

voicebeheard.WeshouldgetAmaratotravelwith

him,themanbecomesmutewhenshe’snotaround.

“I’lltakeThandiwehome,”thisoneislikemybrother

here.Ilovemywife,butthesetwoareoverdoingit.

Thepolicewillstarthoveringaround,weshould

leave.Ibrowsthegraveyard,deathatafuneralis

notwhatIexpected.IdialNeoaswemovetothe

car,hewouldbeabletogetmeinformationonthat

Jacobdimwit.

BHEKIZIZWE...

“You’retakingmetothatmannow.”I’mpullingmy

brotherbyhandtowardsthecars,Idon’tknow



whichonewe’lltake.Heshouldknowhowtobreak

intoacarsincehe’sfullofsecrets.There’sa

commotioninthisplace,wails,shouts,mourning.

Peoplehavedied,it’sunderstandable.

Bulelwa’sfatherliesinhiscoffinwaitingtobe

buried,Iwoulddieifanythinglikethiswereto

happenatmyfather’sfuneral.Ican’tevenbeginto

imaginehowBulelwamustbefeeling,Iamwell

awarethatheneedsme.

“Idon’tknowwheretheyaretakinghim,don’tdo

thisZizwe.Heisnotworthyourtime.”Ntsikadid

notjustsaythistomeaftereverythingItoldhim,he

liedwhenhesaidhewasokaywithmeloving

Bulelwa.

“Don’tpissmeoffNtsika,you’remybrotherandI

don’twanttofightyou.”

Ishouldn’tbetalkingtohimlikethis,infactI’ve

neverspokentohimwithsuchdisrespect.He

claimshishandback,clencheshisjawandflares

hisnose.Theexpressionillustratesanger,butnot

withmybrother.He’saspecialcase,hedoesthis



whenhe’sindeepthought.Ntsikabetterbehaving

goodthoughtsorIsweartoGod,Iwilldisregard

himasmybrother.

“You!”Ohgreat,herecomestrouble.Idon’tneed

anyofthis,IhavetofindBulelwa.Sheisfuriously

treadingourway,herhandisreadytosmashmy

facelikeitalwaysdone.Ntsikaismysavinggrace,

hepushesherbackbeforesheeventouchesme,

thisactaggravatesher.

“You’reacurseBhekizizwe,lookwhatyouhave

done.”TypicalLilian,alwaysfindingsomeoneto

blamewhenthingsdon’tgothewayshewants.

“Please,Iwon’tbesurprisedifyouplannedthis.”

“You’reinsane.WhywouldIdothat?”Theshiftiness

inhereyesgiveananswertoherquestion.

“Ifyouwerecapableoflyingaboutyourson’sdeath

thenyou’recapableofanything.I’mgoingtofind

BulelwaandIwilltellhimeverything,theaffair,the

lies,everythingLilian.”GodIhavebeenanidiot,to

getmyselfentangledwiththisevilwoman.Isaw



thepossessiveness,howsheclaimedme.Her

obsessiontoownsomethingandnotwanttoshare

it.Lifeshouldcomewithamanual,howdoesone

getthemselvesoutofthismess?

“Youwouldn’tdare.”Throughclampedteeth,she

seethes,challengingmeandboydoIlovea

challenge.I’mnotfazedbyherunnervingaspect.

“Trymeanddoyourselfafavour,willyou?Beareal

wifetoyourhusbandforonceandfocuson

arrangingthesecondfuneralsincethisonedidn’t

workout.IwantButtercuptoburyhisfatherwithout

anyhassles.”Ileavehergrowlingliketheanimal

sheis.ConfessingisariskIamwillingtotake,

Bulelwawillhateme.HoweverIcan’tlivewiththis

secretmywholelife,wewillhavetostartafresh

andhewilllearntoforgivemeandhopefullygive

meachance.

AnSUVlurchesinfrontofusaswewalkawayfrom

thechaosatthecemetery,Ntsikaislikeatrained

machine,hedrawsoutagunandwithnohesitation



aimsitatthecar.Theblacktintedwindowrolls

down,Stylesappearsonthedriver’sseatwithan

icysmirkplayingathislips.

“Carefulwiththattoyboy,you’llhurtyourself.”

Ntsikaclickshistongue,motioninghishateforthe

downgradinginsult.Ihavetoshovehishandtoget

himtobackdown.

“He’smyboss,”Itellthestubbornbrother.Randall

isonthepassenger’sseat,lostinaphonecall.Ican

onlyhearundertonesofsoftwords.

“Getin,yourloveriswaiting.”Styles.

Idon’tknowifIshouldsmileaboutthatorsimply

frownatthedeclaration,thesecondoptionseems

tobethebest.Ntsikaissurprisinglycautious,or

thishitmanshithasgottenintohishead.Hefollows

meintothecar,trustingthatIwillneverleadhimto

adeathtrap.

“Whoisthisfool?”StylesisreferringtoNtsika,the

bigbrotherscowlsatme.



“Mybrothersir.”

“It’snotatrainsmasherthatheisyourbrother,I

wanttoknowifhewaswiththebanditswho

vandalisedmyfriend’sfuneral.”Ntsikaraisesan

eyebrow,oglesatme,undauntedbythemenacing

tonetwirlinginStyles’voice.

“I’mnotmute,neitheramIachild.”Ihavean

aggressivebrotherpeople,orisitbecausehe

almostkilledhisownfleshandblood?Itthiswhere

hisaggravationstemsfrom?

Styleschortles,findingNtsika’ssallyamusing.My

gazechasesRandallwhojustslightlytitledhis

headtotheback,hegivesNtsikaafleetingglare

andhe’sbacktotypingonhisphone.Thephone

callendedwhenwejumpedintothevehiclewiththe

words“Iloveyou.”Musthavebeentalkingtohis

wife,bytheaffectionusedattimeofthedeclaration.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”WhenRandallspeaks,

hedemandstobeheardwiththewayhecarries

himselfandit’snotdecisive,youwouldthinkhe



wasbornwithit.

“Icameformybrother,”tokillyourbrother,you

mean.ImentallywritecorrectionsonNtsika’s

response.Waitasecond…

“HowdoyouknowMr.Okolie?”Themanin

questionfrowns,Stylesgracesuswithafrozen

snicker.

“He’saftermysister.”Randallanswersmuchto

Styles’amusement.Ntsikadoesn’tknowwhohe’s

dealingwithandanalysingtheboss’response,the

waythesyllablessoaredoutofhismouth,heisnot

happyaboutNtsikachasinghissister.Whatever

thatmeans.Thisisgoingtobeoneawkwardride.

NEO…

“Mme,pleasesitthisside.Iwillbringbiscuitsand

Orosforyou.”Mymotherjustarrived,Zeeneedsall

thehelpshecanget.Threemonkeysthatcrythe

wholenightisnojoke.



“WhatwillIdowithOrosNeo?Givemeteawithhalf

acupofmilkandfiveteaspoonsofsugar.”The

ambulanceshouldbeonstandbyforthisone,I

don’tseehersurvivinganotherthickcupoftea.

“HuhOusieNtsoaki!You’rereadytomeetyour

creator?”Shenarrowshereyesinannoyance,

leaningbackonthecouch.Iamright,she’stooold

forsugarygoods.

“Otloswaba,stlaelakeuena.”(Don’ttestme,idiot.)

“I’mstatingthetruthmme,gugo-thandayoeaeng?

GugilegugileousieNtsoaki,thereisnoturningback.

Youhavetotakecareofyourheart,thebatteryis

low,anytimeitwillstop.”(Youhaveaged.)

“Baba,whoisit?”Zeeyellsfromthecorridor,her

footfallsfollowthesoundofhervoice.Iletherget

tothelivingroomwithoutprovidingananswer,let

herbesurprisedand…surprisedsheis.Shefrowns

atme,Iwillforgivethefakesmileofferedandthose

eyesthathaveturnedhard.



“Baba,tellmmethatMamSontoeatstheLord’s

supperforbreakfast,that’swhyshe’ssostrong

physicallyandmentally.”ItisbetterIavoidthe

questionsthataredanglinginhermind,Icanjust

hearhershootingmewithquestionafterquestion.

“What?”Zeeisconfused,butmymothergetsit.The

tongueclickisevidence.

“Thismotherofminewantsmilkwithteaanda

mountainofsugar.”

“YoumeanteawithmilkNeo?”Missknow-it-all.

“Notthismother,she’sdifferentfromothermothers.

Minewantsmoremilkthanwater.”OusieNtsoaki

throwsacushionmyway,I’mattackedbothsides

asZeesmacksmeonthehead.Theyshareahug

whileIrushtothekitchentogetthefood.

I’mworriedaboutStylosandRandall,theywillnever

beabletoescapethislifeofguns.IspoketoStylos,

therewasashootingatthefuneral.Hadtheynot

beenthere,Idoubtitwould’vehavehappened.

Chaii!!!Wecan’tlivelikethis,somethingmustbe



done.

Afterservingmymother,IcallZeetothebedroom.

Thebabiesaresleepingintheircots.Iwouldhave

theminthebabyroomIprepared,butZeeinsists

thattheysleephere.It’struethatthedevilcomesin

manyforms,theselittledemonssleepduringthe

dayanddecidetoscreamallnight,deprivingusof

oursleep.

“Whydidn’tyoutellme,yourmotherwascoming?”I

sawthisquestion.Shesitsonthebed,scrutinises

mewithadeadlystare.IshouldjumpbeforeI’m

eatenbysharks.

“Ihavesomethingforyoubaba.”Ifindtheparcelin

thetopdrawerofthedressingtable,ZeefrownsasI

handheranenvelope.

“Here”

“What’sthis?”

“Yourpassport.”

“Okay?”Herfacelightsupwithconfusion.“Thisisa



pictureofme,butthat’snotmyname.ItsaysUdoka

Ugezu.”

“YesZee,you’resoslow.”Shetiltsherheadtothe

sideandglancesatmelikeIhavesproutedanextra

head.

“What’sgoingonNeo?”

“IfoundusalittlevillageinNigeria,it’sinAnambra

state.We’removingthere,allofus.”Ihavethought

thisthrough,ourlivesshouldbeperfectoverthere.

Nocrimeorpeoplebayingforourblood.Zee’s

featurescrumple,shehesitateswitharesponse,

buteventuallyletsitout.

“MayIaskwhy?Andwhydoweneedtochangeour

identity?”

“ThevillageIfounddoesn’thaveachief,soIwillbe

theonetorule.WeneedNigeriannamesforthator

thevillagerswillneverallowit.Whowantstobe

ruledbysomeonecalledNeoMaake?Mamela,it

doesn’tfit.NooffencetoousieNtsoaki,

ChukwudoroUgezusoundsperfect.”I’magenius,

noreally.Ishouldhavethoughtofthisbeforethe



babieswereborn.

“Areyougoingtotellmewhywe’redoingallthis?Is

Ramaclosingthecountryalready?”Shelovesthe

idea,Ijustknowit.We’realwaysinsync.

“Uzewasshotbaba,heescapedwithascratch.He

won’tbeluckynexttime,I’mdonewiththiscountry.

Ramacankeepit.”Shelaughsattheshortreply,her

fingersfiddleonthepaperssplatteredonthebed.

Kagisoandthemonkey’spassportsarethere.

AsmilecrawlsupmylipsasIwatchZeeopenthem

oneatatime.NowI’mconfused,issheokaywith

thisornot.

“Ihaven’tevennamedmybabiesyetandthey

alreadygobythenamesofTaiwo,Etaokoand

Idowu.”Ismileatherasshereadsoutthebeautiful

namesfromthepassports,thesmiletransitions

intoafrownwhenshescowlsatme.

“Theyareperfect,don’tyouthink?”Ienquire,

holdingmybreath.Idon’texpecthertothrowthe

documentsatme.



“NeoMaake,youwillburnthesedocuments.Doyou

hearme?YouneedhelpwenaMsothondini…”

(StupidSothoman.)

Whatiswiththeanger?I’mtryingtosecureour

futurehere.

“ButZee…”Thecoldglareshutsmeup,Ifollowher

withmygazewhenshescampersoffthebedto

checkonthemonkeys.

“Mypoorbabieshaveanidiotforafather,”I’m

offendedbyherdeclaration.

“Zeelistentome…”sheinterposesmyspeechagain,

witharaisedhandthesecondtimearound.

“Getout,you’remakingmyheadspin.Tellyour

mothershecancomeseethekids,Iwanttoaskher

ifshegavebirthtoyouatahospitaloratthemental

asylum.”

I’mnotgivenachancetoargueanyfurther,thelady

hasspoken.Iwilladdressthisissueagainonceshe

iscalm.



Tobecontinued…
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NQABA...

Thandiwerefusestospeaktome,shehasnot

utteredawordsinceweleftthegraveyard.Making

smalltalkinthecarmademelookstupid,shewon’t

tellmewhattheproblemisnordoesshegiveoff

anysignsofwhatcouldbethematter.

IwatchherdashoutofthecarafterIpullupinthe

drivewayandrushintothehouse,thereisangerin

hersteps.

“Tan-tan!”Sheoverlooksmycallandstrideson,

womencanbeunpredictable.

Thereisnooneinthelivingroomorkitchen,soI



figuresheisinthebedroom.

Myhouseisnotthatbig,it’saspaciousabodethat

couldaccommodateafamilyofsix.Afivebedroom

singlestoryhouse,Ihaditbuiltmorethantwo

yearsago.Idon’tknowwhattheplanwas,Iguess

inthemidstofmyheartacheIstillbelievedinlove.

ThatonedayImightfindawomanformyself,

althoughImightnotloveherlikeIdidThandiwe.

ThesamereasonIhadthathouseinXavierReef

built,ReboanaandOfentseliveinitnow.ButIknow

onedayshewillfindsomeonewhowillwantto

marryher,soIplanongiftingthehousetomysister

Veronica.Ibelievethatonedayshewillbenormal

again.

Onceeverythinghassettleddown,Iwillhaveto

informmyparentsaboutthewealthIaccumulated

formyself.Barbraandmydearbrotherwillnot

jumpforjoy,Ifitperfectlywiththemasapetrol

attendant.Ihaveinvestedinamajorcompanyasa

silentpartner,themoneygoestoanaccountI



openedundermyfatherandVeronica’snames.If

anythingweretohappentome,theywillbetaken

careof.ThandiweandZulubasicallyown

everythingIhave.

Thewaterisrunninginthebathroom,she’sinthere.

Icontemplatebetweenjoiningandwaitingouthere

forher,myheartisstubborn,henceittakesmeto

thebathroom.Iwalkintofindhernakedand

jumpinginthebathtubfilledwithsteaminghot

water.

Thandiwedoesnotbathwithnormalwarmwater,it

hastobeextrahot.Oureyesmeet,afrownbuilds

uponherfeatures.Shetakeshergazeawayand

slidesdownintothebathtub,thebubbledwater

coversherform,leavingnothingexposed.

“CanIjoinyou?”I’mignored,that’salright.Ittakes

solittletimetoappeasethiswomanofmine.Istrip

nakedandslideinbehindher.”

“Thewaterisnotsobadtoday.”Thisismeantto



makeherlaugh,herbrowsfurrowasanalternative.

“SondelaphelaNkanyeziyam.”(Comeclosermy

love.)

Awhisperinherear,sheleansbackonmychest

andemanatesanoverlongsigh.Itfeelsgoodto

haveherinmyarms.Ihaveonearmoverher

abdomenandtheotherjustunderherbreasts.She

moanssosweetlywhenIpressmylipsonthe

delicatepartofherneck.

“Howlongdoyouplanonholdingontothatanger?”

“YouscaredmetodayNqaba,Ithoughtyoudied.”

Thandiwesayswithatonethatholdsmein

contemptandrevealsthecauseofherresentment.

“Whatdidyouhavemedo?Wehadtoactfastor

elseeveryonewasgoingtodie.”Isay,tryingto

makesenseoftheriskItooktoday.“Besides,I

didn’tthinkthatmanwouldshootatmeaftertaking

yourfriend.”

“IfRandallwasn’tthere,you…youwouldhave…”Her

voicecracks,shesighsasshefailstocompletethe



statement.

“Nothingwould’vehappenedtome.”ItellherwhatI

thinkshewantstohear.

“IsawBulelwa’sfather,hewantsustofindhim.”

Thandiweisslowlyacceptinghergift,Iamgladina

way.Shewillnotliveinconstantfearanymore.

“He’snotburiedyetandalreadymakingdemands?”

Shegigglesandtwizzlesaroundinmyarms,Igeta

genuinesmile,buthereyeskeeptheworried

expression.Herbodypressesintomineandmy

armsencirclearoundherwaist.Thandiwepuckers

up,Ismileattheadorablesightbeforeaccepting

thepeckofferedtome.Afewsoftbusseslater,her

headfindsapillowonmychest.

“SomethingisgoingonwithLilian,Mandlasaidto

tellhertorepentandbringhissonhome.”Shesays,

hervoicelacedwithconcern.

“That’ssimple,Lilianhadsomethingtodowithher

son’skidnappingandtheshooting.”Ivoiceoutmy

thoughts,it’snotreallyhardtoguess.Thandiwe



bringsherheadup,oureyesmeet.Hersare

searchingmine,sheseeksvalidationofwhatIsaid.

“Lilian?”Awhisperedquestion.

“JustathoughtTshabalala,I’mnotsayinggowith

it.”Herfriendwouldbedevastated.

“Yeah,butLilian?”Hernosescrunchesupin

confusion,I’mtemptedtokissherpoutedplump

lipsandsoIindulge.

“Nqaba!”Shegrumbles,tryingtobreakthekiss.

“NgilambileTshabalala,letmefeast.”(I’mhungry.)

Ifeelhersmileagainstmylips,thisiswhatIneed

aftertheexperienceatthecemetery…tobeinthe

armsofthewomanIlove.

BULELWA...

LifehaschangedformeorratherIhavematured,

I’mnolongerthatloudmouthwhofeltaneedto

expresshimselfevenwhenitwasnotnecessary.



Themanwhojumpedfromonemantoanother,the

manwhowastoohyperandhadnicelifeproblems.

Itallchangedwhenmyfatherforcedmeintoajob,

whenIrealisedthatIwasfallingandhardforaman

Ihardlyknew.Ihadtobehumbledandcomposed,I

hadtogrowupwithinaspaceofamonth.

“Wherearewegoing?”IaskJacob,he’sdriving

casuallyasifhedidnotforcemetogowithhim.I

wouldn’tbeinthiscar,honestlyIhadnochoice.It

waseitherLindiweormeandnowthatMandlais

gone,Ihavetotakeresponsibility,takecareofmy

familythebestwayIcan.

“Farawayfromthisplace.”Ialwaysknewhewasn’t

smart,whatkindofanansweristhat?

“Whereareyoutakingme,Jacob?”Ittakeshalfmy

strengthtoutterthesewords,mybodyissoakedin

heatthathasmeremovingmyblazer.Thepain

shootsrightthroughmyentirebodyasIstretchmy

armstosliptheblazeroff.Jacobstealsaglance,I

don’twanttobelievetheworryinhiseyes.It’san



illusion.

“Whatisit?”Careglazeshisvoice.

“Takemetothehospital.”I’mnotabouttogrovel.

“I’lltakeyouoncewegettoJoburg,it’stoorisky

here.”Isheserious?

“Lookatme,Jacob,”Isnap,breathlessandfrail.“I’ll

bedeadbeforewegetthere.”

“RelaxBoo-boo.”Gosh,Ihavealwayshatedhis

pronunciationofmyname.“Iwillneverletanything

happentoyou,Iloveyou.”

“Ihateyou,you’reasickbastard.Doyouknow

that?”Hehuffsanddetainshisanswer.“Whatdo

youwantfromme?”

“You’remineBoo-boo,allofyou.Doyouknowhow

harditisformetoloveyouandnotbeabletobe

withyou?”Hewantstobewithme,hencethecrazy

stunt?Argh!Iamnotanidiot.

“JacobMason,”asmileonhisface,heflasheshis

greeneyesatme.Theyarestillbeautifulandhe…



WhatthehellamIdoing?“Listentome,Idon’tlove

you.IneverhaveandIneverwill,ItoldyouthatI

don’tdorelationships.”

“Bullshit!”Heroars,clenchinghishandsonthe

steeringwheel.I’mstartledbytheoutburst,this

manisnotokayinthehead.“Youdon’tdo

relationships,butyou’vebeenfuckingthatboy.”

“He’sdifferent,”heis-different.Thereisapull

betweenus,theforceisstrongerthanus.

Somethingwecan’trunawayfrom,Iwouldn’tsayI

woulddiewithoutZizwe.However,hehasbecome

abigpartofmylife.SometimesIcanonlybreathe

whenhe’snexttome,Ican’texplainthefeeling.I

thinkabouthimmorethanIshould…

IhaveseenhowZizwelooksatme,likeIholdhis

verybeinginthepalmsofmyhands.Itscaresme

thatIwillnotbeabletoreturnthesameamountof

love,Ilovehimsure…ImeanIriskedmylifeforhim.

“Isitbecausehe’sblackand…”Whatonearth?

“That’sbullshitandyouknowit.”Isnapbackathis

racistassumptions.



“Then,whatBoo-boo?”Anotherroar,thismanis

insane.SuchawasteofBeauty.

“Thisobsessionisonlygoingtodestroyyou,Jacob.

Yousimplycan’tforcesomeonetobewithyou.”I

tellhim,betweengrittedteeth.I’mtiredoftalking,

I’mtooweaktobeholdingaconversation,

especiallywithastubbornpersonlikehim.

Jacobsuddenlythrowshisheadbehindtoleerat

thebackseat,hiseyesarewideandwild.His

mouthisslightlyopenandbeadsofsweatbeginto

formonhispaleforehead.

“Heywatchout,”Iyell,warninghimoftheaccidentI

foreseeashedrivesstraighttowardsatruck.He

quicklygainscontrolofthewheel,gasping.Idon’t

knowhowpalehecanget,buthelookslikehehas

justseenaghost.“Whatiswrongwithyou?Areyou

tryingtogetuskilled?”

“Didn’tyouseethat?”Hequeries,horrorcoatedin

hisvoice.“Therewasanoldmanintheback.”

Heisdefinitelyondrugs,nowIseewhyhe’sacting



likealunatic.Ambushingmyfather’sfunerallike

that,Iwillneverforgivehimforit.

Irunmyeyestotheback,it’sasemptyasthatbrain

ofhis.

VERONICA...

It’saSunday,afewdaysafterVeronica’sdream.

Sheislostinhermindandcan’tfindawayout,

imagesofhermotherandheraccompliceshaunt

herlikeaghostinthewoods.Veronicahasrefused

tosleepaloneinherroom,nordoesshewantto

sharearoomwithherparents,knowingthather

motherisaladyofthenight.

ThefamilyisseatedintheTVroom,silencetaking

thecentrestage.Barbrakeepsstealingglancesat

herdaughterwhohasn’tutteredawordtoherin

days,norlookinherdirection.Dumaisperched

besideVeronica,aphoneinhand.Theplanistocall

thebrothers,theyhavetodiscussawayforward.

Helphisdaughterwhohasgonemute,notthatshe



can’tspeak.Traumapreventsherfromdoingso.

“Veronicagetmeaglassofwater.”Barbra

demands,shewantsachancetobealonewithher.

DumahasbeenhoveringaroundVeronica,giving

Barbranoroomtoambushthechild.

“She’snotfeelingwellBarbra,won’tyougetit

yourself?”Dumarescueshisdaughterwiththese

wordsandoh,dearBarbraisoneunhappywitch.

Veronicahardlymovesamuscleorevenblink.She

isengrossedontheTVscreen,ifyouweretoask

herwhat’splaying,youwouldsurelybewasting

yourtime.Thegirlislostsomewhereinhermind,

sotheTViswatchingherrather.

“Thereisnothingwrongwiththischild,Duma.”

Barbrafailstohidethebitternessinherwords,the

hatredshehasforherdaughterseemstoshow

itselfonewayortheother.

“I’mnotstupid,soIsuggestyoustop.WhenMzi

getsbackfromDurban,we’regoingtofindawayto



helpthisgirl.Somethingishappeninginthishouse

andit’saffectingmychild.”

“Notthatagain,’Barbrarollshereyes,it’snotthe

firsttimeherhusbandhasmentionedthis.

“IhopeyouhavenothingtodowithitBarbra,ifI

findoutyoudo,IsuggestyourunbecauseIwillnot

bekindtoyou.”Duma’sthreathitsanerve,the

witchisnotafraidofanyone,butthismanseated

acrossher.Itcouldbethatheknowsherwhen

she’sweakandpowerlessunderhim,althoughPule

herloverticklessomepartsonherbodyandmakes

herscreamoutofpleasure.

Dumaistheonlymanresponsiblefortheeuphoria

thatconsumeshercompletely,thetoecurling

momentsandmanyorgasmsthatleaveherwiththe

realizationthatsheisonlyhumannotapowerful

witchshethinksherselftobe.

Theintimidatingdemeanourofherhusbandtakes

herbacktoherson’swords,Ntuthukohad

concludedinhismindthathisfatherisaweakling



andnotmanenoughtokeepastrongwomanlike

Barbra.UnbeknownsttohimthatDuma’sonly

weaknessistolovehisfamilybeyondlimits.

“Don’tberidiculousDuma.Whatdoyouthinkofme?

Veronicaismychild,Icarriedherforninemonths

andpushedherintolife.WhatharmcouldIpossibly

dotomyonlybabygirl.”Toomanywordssaidat

once,hervoicetriggerssomethinginVeronicaand

sosheleansinonherfatherandhidesunderhis

wing.Dumacircleshisarmaroundhisdaughter’s

shouldersandpullshercloser.Clampinghisjaw,he

placesakissontopofherheadandwhiledoing

thatscrutinisesBarbraunderhisgaze.

“Igaveyouthischild,youdidn’tbuyheratashop.

You’reactingliketheworld’s…”

“Usaqhubeka”(You’recontinuing?)

Heasksinadeadpanvoice,givingheravery

uncannylook.Barbranearlybiteshertongue,she

goesforaclick.AnormDumaisawareofandthe

maniscounting.Onedayhewillcallheroutonthat



disrespectfultongueclick.Heletsherleavethe

room,perhapssheisgoingtocooldown.Hethinks

tohimself.

BULELWA.

Bulelwahaslosttrackoftime,weakandfallingin

andoutofconsciousness…secondshavebecome

minutes,minuteshoursandhours…wellstrangely,

theyareinactive.Jacobhasgrownworried,he

lovesthismanandwouldn’twantanythingbadto

happentohim.

Morethanthat,hedoesn’twanttolosehimto

BhekizizweZondo,notbyalongshot.Everythingis

set,ahouseinMpumalangaintheoutskirtsofhis

father’sfarm,acabinliesinwaitforthemtostart

theirlivestogether.

Theyaregoingtogetmarried,adoptababygirland

maybeadogandacat.Acompletefamilywith



BulelwaiswhatJacobdreamsof,fromthetimehe

laininbedwithhim.

Thereisaforcethoughthatisouttodestroyhis

plans,hethinkshe’slosinghismindor

hallucinating.Inhishead,whatistranspiringis

impossible.Outoftheordinary,hereallycan’t

explaintheeyesfilledwithragethatkeepappearing

intherear-viewmirror.Neithercanheexplainthe

oldmanhethinkshe’sseeinginthebackseat.

Jacobhasgrownanxious,hisbodyissweltering,

hisclothessoakedinhisownsweat.Thefourlane

highwayisnotpacked,it’saftermidday.Time

stating13:47pm.

Theyhavedrivensofarandhehasn’tnoticedany

carsfollowingthem,itisarelieftoJacob.Nowhe

needstostopatagarageandgethimselfanenergy

drink,fatiguecouldbethecauseofthe

daydreaming.

Thecreepyeyesflashintherear-viewmirroragain,

staggeringadementedJacob.Helurchesthecarto



thesideandmanagestogaincontrolofit.It’snot

overasecondwhenafrogjumpsonhislap,he’s

notfrightenedbyitinsteadfindsitadorableand

thereforegentlepushesthefrogdown.

Thepoorthingmusthavegotteninthecarwhenhe

wasvisitinghisfather,hedoesliveonafarmafter

all.Tryingtogethisacttogether,Jacobcontinues

driving.

Thereseemstobepeaceinthecarandhismind

takesthischancetomanoeuvrebacktoBulelwa

andhowbadlyhe’sinjureduntilatightslaponhis

rightcheekpullshimbackintotheworldof

craziness.Panicvisitshim,terrorcloudshisheart.

Helooksaroundthecartofindnothing,buta

consciousBulelwa.Anditcouldn’thavebeenthe

sickman,theslapcamefromhisright.Thewindow

isclosed,plusthecarismoving.Whocouldhave

slappedhim?

“Is…Isanybodythere?”Jacobshoutstonoonein

particular,hehasheardoftheparanormaland



believesitisreal.Hismindconcludestheworst;

perhapsBulelwahasjustdiedandbecomeaghost.

Thisthoughthashimcheckingtheman’spulse,

reliefbefriendshimwhenhecatchesaweakpulse.

Heseesthefrogagain,butthistimethere’stwoof

themonhislap.

“Whatthe?”Heblasphemesunderhisbreath,

unbelievingofwhathiseyesareseeing.Two

becomethree,thenfour,thenmorefrogsjoinin.

Theyarealljumpingfromtheback,thecarisnow

filledwithaplagueoffrogs.

“Boo-boowakeup,wakeup.”Jacobscreams,

needingcompany,butBulelwadoesn’tmovean

inch.

Theman’smindisdrowninginconfusion,hisheart

thumpinghardagainsthischest.Thefrogsare

corrupt,theyjumponhimmorethanoneatatime.

Jacobfeelsafewmoresquattingonhisheadand

worksdiligentlytoshovethemoff,buthisworkis



fruitless.

Therearetoomanyofthem,suddenlyhisvision

blurs.Betweenthatandtryingtofightoffthefrogs,

Jacoblosescontrolofthecar,hehurtlesoverthe

roaduntilhecomestoastop.

Screamingandshakinglikealeaf,herushesoutof

thevehicle,leavingasickBulelwabehind.Some

frogsarestillstuckonhispantsandshirt,he

growlsasheslapsthemoff.

Jacobseestheoldmanagain,he’sstandingright

beforehim,fiercelystabbinghimwithhisenraged

eyesandaforefingerispointedatthemanBulelwa

nicknamed“Beastie.”

“Whoareyou?Whatdoyouwantfromme?”Jacob

screams,pointingbackattheoldmanwhoappears

undisturbed.

Passingcarsareattentivetothecrazywhiteman

ontheroadside,theycan’tseewhathe’sfighting

though.



AnSUVslowlyparksontheside,Jacobcan’tseeit

ashe’sbusyshoutingattheunknown.Zizweisthe

firsttojumpoutofthecar,hisfirstinstinctisto

attackacrazyJacob.Theyhitthefloorwitha

terrificthud,Zizweisquickonhishandsashe

punchesJacobtooblivion.

Randallremainsinthecarunbotheredbywhat’s

happening,thewoundonhisarmhasbeguntoitch.

Itneedstobecleanedandstitchedbeforeitis

infected.Fromthiswound,therageofhisancestors

wasaroused.

Ntsikascuttlesouttocheckonhisbrother.Styles

hasfoundapassed-outBulelwa,hispulseisweak

andhelooksaspaleasaghost.Hislipshave

turnedpurple,blackcirclesaroundhiseyes.Styles

immediatelydialsanambulanceashedoesthat,a

panickyZizweleavesJacobunconsciousand

rushestocheckonhisbeloved.

“Buttercup,”withgentlefingershecradlesBulelwa’s



coldcheeks.Akissisplacedonhislips,Styles

frownsatthemaninlove.Healmostremindshim

ofthelovehisbrotherRandallhasforhiswife

Amara,it’sanobsessionkindoflove,abeautiful

one.Sureit’snotperfect,butalovewheretwo

peoplecanmakeitworkiftheyworkhardatit.

“He’llbefine,”StylesassuresZizwewhohearshis

boss’words,butnotonesyllableisabletocomfort

hisbrokenheart.Hewantsittostop,allofit…the

suffering…thefighting…theunwantedvisitstothe

hospital.HewantstoloveBulelwainpeace.

Thereisnosignofthefrogsortheoldman.The

Okolieancestorshaven’ttastedthebloodoftheir

oppressor,theyhavegonetofindmore.Jacobhas

abigfamilyandtheyarewillingtoavengetheirown

blood.Youspilltheirblood,theyletyoursrain.

Tobecontinued…
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Barbra…

“Iwantnothing,butgoodnewsSgwili,”Isaytothe

catasitstridesintomycave.Hemeowsand

scuttlesupthechair.

“Ifoundtheboy,butthere’saproblem.”Ileavethe

potionsteamingonthestove,Ihavebeenworking

onitthewholeday.Thisbabyrightherewillmake

Veronicaforgeteverything,justonescoopofitinto

herfoodandmybabywillbetheZombieIwanther

tobe.

“IsaidIwantgoodnewsSgwili,notproblems.”

“Ican’tenterthepremises,it’sprotected.”Thiscat

isfullofexcuses.

“Protectedbywhat?Youneverhaveahardtime

enteringpeople’spremises.”

“It’sdifferentthistime,Ifelttheenergyfromthe

gate.NotevenMakhafulacanenterthathouse.”



Thesoundofthatwitch’snamemakesmyblood

boil,Ihatehim.

“WhereisZulu?”

“WiththeOkolies.”Hesays,ifthat’sthecasethen

wehaveabigproblem.“Youwillhavetogothere

yourselfandgethim.Iwon’tmakeitoutalive.”

Sgwilicontinues.

“AslongasIdon’tusedarkpowerswhileinthere,

myjobshouldbeeasy.”Itellhim.“Mzihasmade

friendswiththatboy,Ididn’tthinktheirpartswould

meet.Howisapauperlikehimfriendswiththehigh

andmighty?”

“Youknowhowambitiousyoursonhasalways

beenNdlovukazi,youkepthimfromgoingafterhis

dreamsasayoungman.Nowhe’sfreetodo

whateverhewants.”Sgwiliisright,thetruthisset

tocomeout.Wecan’thidefromitforever,Ikept

NqabainthevillagewhileNtuthukowenttostudyin

thecity.NotbecauseIhatedhim,butIhadto

protecthimfromhispeople.I’mgoingtohaveto



paymysweetsisteravisit.

RANDALL…

Randallwhenareyoucominghome?”Amara

soundsanxiousoverthephonewithahintofpanic.

“Idon’tknow,mehemma,maybeonWednesday.”

(Myqueen.)

“Youneedtocomehomenow,Ifeismissing.”My

headspinsatthebreakingnews.

“Whatdoyoumean?”Isitupfromthechair,I

thoughtIleftmysisteringoodhands.

“Wecan’tfindher,welookedeverywhereRandall.”

Shemumbles,hervoiceistrembling.Isensefearin

it,althoughIcan’tstraightenitout,whetherit’sfear

oflosingIfeanyiorfearofme.Myoutburstshave

madeAmaraalittleuneasy,sheismorecautious

aroundmeandIhatethatIhaveinstilledfearinher.



“Wereyounotkeepinganeyeonher,Amara?I

askedyoutodoasimpletaskandyoufail.”Idon’t

meantosnapather,butincompetencegetstome.

Ifeisfragile,shecan’tbeexposedtotheworldyet.

Whatifsomeguyhasgottenhishandsonher?

Whatifthesame…Nodon’tthinklikethatRandall…

Iscoldmyselffortheterriblethoughtsclawingat

me.

“I’msorry,yourmotherwenttolookforher.”Asif

that’sgoingtomakemefeelbetter.

“I’mcominghome,”Styleswalksintomyroom,

instantworrycloakshim.Iguessheseesthe

irritationonmyface,Ishakemyheadathis

shouldershrug.

“Today?”

“YesAmara,today.Mysisterneedsme,Ihavetogo

bye.”IgetaglarefromStyleswhenIhangupand

throwthephoneonthebed.



“Isthathowyoutalktohernow?”hemakesmefeel

worsethanIalreadydowiththatlookhe’sgiving

me.

“IfeismissingagainStyles.”Isputter,annoyance

crawlingundermyskin.Shockvisitshisfacefora

meresecond,hebrushesitoffwithadeeperscowl.

“Ifeisfine,ifanythinghappenedtoherwewould

know.”Heexclaims,comfortablythrowinghimself

onthebed.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Hescrutinisesme

fromheadtotoe,thelookonhisfacegivesan

assurancethatheisnotpleasedwithme.

“Iputatrackeronher.”Casually,herevealslikehe

didwithAmarayearsago.

“HowdoInotknowaboutthis?”Iaskandhis

eyebrowcurves,Ifeelabitinsultedbyitasit

reckonsmestupid.

“IthoughtItoldyou,Ididitwhenshewasatthe

hospital.”Heramshishandintothepocketofhis



jeansandrevealsacellphone,impatientlyIwaitas

hescrollsonitwithoutaword.“Justonetouchand

itshowsmewheretheprincessis.”Hegulpsashis

eyeswidenatthescreen,IhaveafeelingIamnot

goingtolikewhatheisgoingtotellme.

“Whereisshe?”Anxietyistuggingatme,myheart

haschosenapathofitsownandwantstoescape

throughmythroat.

“SummitClubinHillbrow.”DammitIfeanyi!Whatis

shedoingthere?

“I’mgoingback,”Iscuttletothewardrobetogetmy

bag.

“I’mcomingwithyou,onethingbeforewego.”

Stylesgetsup,slowlyplodsmydirection.Theeye

contactmakesmeabitedgy,it’stheseriousface

that’sgettingtome.“Don’tmakethemistakeof

disrespectingyourwife,Amaraisnotachildand

she’snotgoingtoletyouuseherasapaintbrush

topaintyouranger.WeallcareaboutIfebelieveit

ornot.Lashingyourangeroutonthepeopleyou

lovewillonlypushthemaway.”



“ThanksforthelengthyspeechStyles.”Imeanthis

sarcastically,hehuffsandturnstogethisluggage.

“Don’tsayIdidn’ttellyou,”that’sawarning,I

believe.“I’llgetNeotofetchIfe,Isawthiscoming.

It’sthebeginningofalongroadforher.”

Stylesfinishes,inthatcaseIfeanyiisgoingtoneed

aguard.

BHEKIZIZWE…

Bulelwawillbeokay,he’llbedischargedinafew

days.IspoketohissisterLindiwe,shesaidthe

funeralwillbeonWednesday.Bulelwawillbeoutof

thehospitalbythen,thistimetheyarekeepingthe

funeralwithinthefamily.

Manypeoplelosttheirlivesthatday,Jacobwas

arrestedfortheshooting.Thecaseisunder

investigation.I’mworriedaboutmybrother,buthe

sayshe’scovered,nothingwillleadhimtothe



shooting.

It’spast5pm,Ihaven’tleftthehospitalsince

yesterday.LilianandItrytostayawayfromeach

other.SheknowsI’mnotgoinganywhere,likethe

devil’swifeIknowhertobe,shecontinuestodish

outthreatsthatdonotfazeme.

IwalkintoBulelwa’shospitalroomtofindhissister

Thobekile,shedirectsasmilemyway.Ireturnwith

anod.

“Mybrothersurehastaste.”Hereyesrunthrough

mybody,puttingmeinanuncomfortableseat.The

deepstarehasmefoldingmyarmsacrossmy

chest.

“I’mZizwe.”Thesmileagain.

“Iknow,Lindiwetoldme.Iwascuriousabout

Romeowhohugsmybrotherinpubliclikeit’sthe

lasttimeandshootspeopleforhim.”Sheappears

tobehumouredbyit.“He’sluckytohaveyou.”



“I’mtheluckyone.”Isizzleconfidently,Thobekile

remindsmeofBulelwa.Shehashissmile,thepoise

andIknowgivenachance,shewouldbeas

talkative.

“Youdon’treallylook…”Shepausesandbitesher

lowerlipjustlikeBulelwa.

“Gay?”Iinterpose,stridingtoachair.Hereyesare

onmethewholetime,shedoesn’thaveashybone

inher.IpullachairtowardBulelwa’sbedandcatch

herstaringwhenIraisemyeyes.

“Yes.”Bluntaren’twe?

“I’mnotgay,”theresponseleapsoutofmymouth.

I’mnotreallysurewhatIam,stilltryingtofind

myself.IenjoysexwithwomenandhellIenjoyedit

withBulelwa.Theconfusionisgreaternowbecause

BulelwaismyfirstgayexperienceandfromwhatI

feltwhilewithhimismorepowerfulthananythingI

haveeverfeltwithFikileandLilian.

Thiskidgaveadifferentmeaningtosex,Idon’tsee

myselffillinganyoneelsebuthim.



“Soyou’rebisexual?”Thobekileisoneinquisitive

woman,noonehaseverbeeninterestedinmy

sexuality.Itactuallyfeelsgoodtohavesomeoneto

ventto,althoughsheisabittoomuchintomylife.

“It’snotreallyaboutgender,ifitwereIwouldhavea

lineofexescussingatmefrombothgenders.”Her

eyeswiden,shewantstohearmore.

“Idon’tunderstand.”

“Idon’tknowhowtoexplainit,butIdon’tlookat

gender.ThefirsttimeIsawBulelwamyheartdida

littleflipandmyhandsstartedsweating.Therewas

somethingaboutthewayhecarriedhimself,even

whenhewasquiet,hewasdressedinconfidence.

SomeonewouldwalkintotheroomandBulelwa

wouldpaythemnoattention,hiseyesdonot

wander.He’sgenuine,hard-headedandstraight

forward.Ilikethatinapartnerandheisnotso

clingy.ThattooisabonusformebecauseIcanbe

asclingyasfuck.”Achucklevolunteerstodropout

ofmymouth.



“Soit’sthepersonality,notthegender?”Ihave

neverlookedatitthatway.

“Youcouldsaythat.”Ianswer,mymindtryingto

gathereverythingIsaid.

“Andmymother?Whatisitaboutherpersonality

thatattractedyoutoher?”Thobekile’squestionhas

meshiftingunnervinglyonthechair,myeyesrun

fromhersandfallonBulelwa.“You’reprobably

askingyourselfhowIknow,right?”

Idrowninnervesashereyesdemandananswer,

shehasalittleMandlainher.

“Didshetellyou?”Iask,thetruthwillcomeout

anyway.

“No,”shemovestothewindow,turnsandgestures

thatIfollow.Leadershiprightthere,theladywould

makeameanpresident.Beingadominant,Idon’t

wanttosubmit,yetmyfeetchidemeandfollowthe

woman.

“I’veseenhowshelooksatyou,it’showsheusedto



lookatmyfatheronceuponatime.”Amurmuris

whatsheoffers.“I’veseenhowmuchyoulovemy

brotherandifyouwanttokeephim,makesurehe

doesn’tfindout.”

“No,Ican’tcontinuelyingtohim.”Mystomach

sinks,suddenlythere’snotenoughaircominginmy

lungs.Shit!Whomademesoweak?Ididn’taskfor

thiskindoflove,Idon’twantit.It’stoomuch,andI

amconvincedthatIwilldiewithoutBulelwa.

“Bulelwaisunderstanding,butIknowmybrother,

Zizwe.Hewillneverforgiveyouforsleepingwith

hismother.”Anotherwhisper,hergazedartsto

Bulelwa.Shesplattershimwithconcerninhereyes,

she’sbacktoleeringatmeinajiffy.“Yousayyou

lovehim,thenlistentome.Keepthissecretforas

longasyoucan,itwilldestroyyouifitevercomes

out.”

Whatthehelldoesshemean?Secretshaveaway

ofcomingout,evenifittakesforever,Bulelwawill

findoutoneday.



“Mybrotherdeservestobehappy,he’sbeen

throughenoughandIwillpersonallymakesurethat

he’shappynomatterwhat.Idon’tknowifhehas

evertoldyouthathewasbulliedatschoolbecause

ofhissexuality.”

Myheartfalters,mypalmsbegintosweat.

Everythingistoomuchtoprocess,keepingasecret

Iwaswillingtoletout…theunforgivingBulelwa…

thebullying…

“Bubuhidesbehindasmile,yetheholdsangerin

hisheart.It’swaitingforadaywhenitwillunleash

andIbelievethatdayiswhenhefindsoutthat,the

manheloveshashadatasteofhismother.My

uncleGcinumzicouldn’thavehislove,theywere

killedbyanangrymobforbeinggay.Iwon’tletmy

brothersufferbecauseoflovelikemyuncledid.”

Thobekile’sexclamationhasmestaggeringaninch

back,somanythingsareknockinginmyhead.Irub

itvigorouslytoridofthem,IneedtobreathesoI

popthewindowopen.Barelyacrack.



“Areyouokay?”Icanhearhervocalsound,butitis

backgroundnoises.

Ineedtogetoutofhere,Ican’tbreathe.Myfeet

takecontrolandleadmeoutsidetheroom,the

corridorisspinning,orisitmyhead?Somany

voicesatonce…somanypeople…theyare

crowdingme,suffocatingme.Myhandsmoveto

blockmyears.Someonebumpsintome,Idon’tget

asecondlookatthem,Ihavetoleavethishospital.

Air,Ineedair.

Mykneesfeelweak,theyrefusetolistentome.I

usethewallasacrutch,thecorridorlookslonger

thanusual.Myfeetfeelheavy,it’slikeI’mina

nightmare.

“Gcinumzihelpme.”Ahorrificscreamfillsmyears,

fireflashesbeforemyeyeslikeanexplosion.The

imagedropsmetothefloorwithaloudgroan,

escapingfrommytongue.Tightly,Iclosemyeyes.

I’mburningsuddenly.SoIremovemyshirt,it’snot



enough,removingmyshoesdoesn’thelpeither.

“Babulale,Babulale.”(Killthem,killthem.)

Thesoundofmanyvoicesevademyhead,screams,

bottlesbreaking,criesofagony.I’moblivioustomy

surroundings,butIcanfeelthecoldnessonmyfeet.

Therearevisions,images,vividimagesofacrowd

carryingtorches,tyres,bricks…

“Holdontome,Ifalakhe,don’tletgo.”Adeep

masculinevoicerumbles,there’sacrackinhis

voice…hopelessness…

“Bhutiareyouokay?”Afemalevoicebreaksmeout

ofthenightmare,Iopenmyeyestofindanurse

squattinginfrontofmeandafewpeoplegathered

around,somelookterrified.

Thescreamsandridiculesarestillinmyhead,I’m

abletogetuptomyfeetandheavethroughthe

peopletogetoutside.



“Idon’twanttodieGcinumzi,don’tletthemkillme.”

IhearthevoiceinmyheadagainasIwalkoutof

thehospitalbuilding.Myeyesshuttightlyatthe

paininhisvoice.Thepersoniscrying,painfully.

Theyaredesperateandterrified,Iwanttohelphim.

ButIfeelhelplessandanangerIhaveneverfelt

beforesurgesinsideme,Iwanttoscreamand

shout.

Iwanttoburnthecrowd.Getthemtostopthe

uproar,getthemtodroptheirweapons.

Theyaresurroundingme.Icanseethemnow,and

him.Ithinkthat’sIfalakhe.He’sholdingmyhand,

thegripistight.Hisfaceisbruised,bloodoozing

fromhismouth.Hecan’tcomecloser,thetyreson

hisneckandminepreventusfromgettingcloser.I

can’tstandthetearsinhiseyes,Iwanttowipe

themaway.Iwanttoholdhiminmyarmsandhide

himfromtheworld.

“Ifalakhedon’tletgo,”thedeepvoicesaysagain.I

canfamiliarisewiththevoicethistime,itsounds

likemine.Itismyvoice.



“Bhekizizwe.”Aloudshoutstartlesme,Iopenmy

eyestofindThobekilestandingbeforeme.The

angrymobisnolongerhere,myeyesscanthe

emptyparkinglot.

“Areyouokay?”ThobekileasksandIdon’tknow.

Whatjusthappenedtome?IthinkIhadavisionor

aremembrance.

THANDIWE...

I’monthephonewithZulu,heissohappytohear

fromme.

“Whenareyoucomingbackmama?”Heasks,I

thoughthewouldbesaddenedbymydeparture.He

soundsmoreatpeacethanever.

“Tomorrowmybaby,doyoumissme?”

“Iguess,”hemumblesasifhe’snotsureaboutthe



answer.

“Youguess?Okayoutwithit,whohastakenmy

place?”

“Liyana,”Icanheartheprideinhisvoice.Thisisa

differentsidetoZulu,hedoesn’tsoundlikethe

reservedboyIknow.

“Who’sLiyana?”Ihavetoentertainhim,I’m

interestedinknowingwhoisbehindmysonleaving

hisshell.

“Myfuturewife,IalreadytolduncleRandallaboutit.

Hehasn’tgivenmeanansweryet.CanuncleNqaba

speaktohimforme?”WhatamIhearing?Nqaba

walksinattherighttime,henodswithwhat

appearstobeasmile.

“He’shere,askhimyourself.”Iputthephoneon

speakerandinformaconfusedNqabathathisson

isontheline.Heattentivelygrabsthephonefrom

me,suddenlyIceasetoexistashemovestositon

thebedwithaninquisitivelookonhisface.



“Peanut.”Hewhispers,hisvoicerumblingthrough

themobile.

“UncleNqaba,”Nqabashutshiseyes,apeculiar

expressionliesonhisface,ithideshisfeelings.

“Pleasetalkto…”

“Khathini,don’twegreeteachotheranymore?”

Nqabaasks.

Hiseyesareglossywithtears,nowhe’sbecominga

littletransparent,Icanseeaglimpseofhisfeelings.

“Hellouncle.”

“Unjanimfanawam?”(Howareyou,myboy?)

“Fine…unclecanyoupleasetalktouncleRandall

forme?”Zuluiseagertosendthismessage,he

speakswithoutcatchingabreak.Nqabaregardsme

withaconfusedstare,waittillhehearswhathis

sonisrequesting.

“Whatabout,Peanut?”Nqaba.

“Liyana,Iwanttomarryher.”Zuluexclaims,

Nqaba’sfacewrinklesintoafrown.Helooksatme

withaworriedexpression,Ishrugmyshoulders.I



havenocluewhatishappeningwiththatboy.

“YouwanttomarryLiyanaOkolie.”Hisvoiceis

deadpan,hefindsnohumourinZulu’sinnocence.

“SoontobeBiyase,uncleRandallhasbeen

avoidingme.”There’saglintofpaininhisvoice,I

can’tbelievehetakesthisseriously.

“IwillseewhatIcando.”Lookatthisgrownman

makingemptypromises,hisbrowsfurrowasI

shakemyhead.IknowZulu,hewon’tletthisgo.

“Thankyouuncle,IknewIcancountonyou.Also…

Ineedmoneyforlobola.Idon’thaveenoughonmy

piggybank.”Zulusays,asmilepullsatNqaba’slips.

Itdisappearsbeforeitgetscomfortable.

“Let’stalkwhenwegetthere,”Biyasestates,Ihope

he’snotplanningoninvolvingme.

“Whenareyoucomingback?It’smybirthday

tomorrow.”Andwehavenothingplannedyet.

“IknowPeanut,we’llarrivetoday.”Nqabatellsan

overexcitedlad.



“Awesome.”Zuluexpresses,joysizzlinginhisvoice.

“Onemorething,dogirlslikeStumboJumboor

Yogueta?”

“Thisisahardone,”That’sNqaba,Ican’tdealwith

thesetwo.

“Iknowuncle.”

“GoforStumboJumbo,girlsarealwayschewing

bubblegum.Youwillsurelywinherheartwiththis

one.”NqabaanswersthechildandIwanttowalk

outofthisroom,menareidiots,nomatterwhatage.

“Theregoesmyfather’scows,atleastwestillhave

goatsandchickens.”Zulu.

Theseriousnessinmyson’svoicethrowsmeintoa

fitoflaughter.Nqabaishumouredtoo,butonly

emanatesalowchortle.

“Whosechildareyou?WhereismyZulu?”Ican’t

controlthetickle,Nqabasendshishandtorubat

hisneck.Aghostofasmilesitsonhismouth.

“TakecareofyourselfPeanut,we’llseeyoulater.”

“Iloveyouuncle,”Myheartswells,sternBiyase



dropsatearafteraminute.Hiseyeshidefrommy

gaze,Isettlenexttohimtocomforthim.

“Uthandwayimndodana.”(Iloveyoutooson.)

Awhisperreturns,Zuluhangsup,forgettingabout

mypresence.Nqabastillhashisheadbowed,I

thinkhe’scrying.Heclearshisthroatsuddenlyand

looksatme.Hiseyesareplainwhite,Ithoughthe

wascrying.

“Thatchildhashadtoomanypromisesbroken,I

don’tthinkhewillbeabletotakeanotherone.”

“Don’tworryTshabalala,thosedaysareover.”Does

hehearhimself?

“Wendoda,youcan’tpossiblytellmethatyou’re

grantinghiswish.”(Heyman.)

Itboardersonridiculous,honestlyspeaking.

“Wendoda?”(Heyman?)

Histoneislaid-back,butstillgivesoffademandto

surrender.Ichasemyeyesawayfromhisglare,

can’thebenormal?



“I’monlysaying,youshouldhavetoldZuluthe

truth.”Idon’twantmysontobetooexpectantonly

tohavehisheartbroken.

“He’sjustakidThandiwe,”heargues.“He’llbeover

herbeforetheendoftheweek,kidsgetbored

easily.”Thestubbornmanleavesakissonmy

cheekandslipsoutofthebedroom.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

59...

BARBRA…

TheUberdropsmeatthegate,justasthesunis

setting.I’minthenorthofJohannesburg.Agated

community,youcan’tseethenexthousewithhow

bigthewallsare.TheenergySgwilispokeofishere,



heavierthananythingIhadeverfelt.Ihavetobe

carefulgoinginthere,there’saguardanda

menacingexpressionsitsonhisface.

Heeyesmeupanddownashetakeshisdevil-given

timetoapproachme,theslownessonhisfeet

birthsadeepfrustrationinme.

SadlyIcan’tusemypowershere,Iwouldcripple

theidiotsincehedoesn’tusehisstupidlegsthe

wayheshould.

“Whoareyou?”Hisvoiceishusky,couldintimidate

anyoneandhavethemthinkingtwiceabout

enteringthepremises.

“Mysisterlivesinthisplace,SandraOkolie.”Idon’t

strainmywords,unlikehimIdon’thavetimeonmy

hands.Heshouldbuythisinnocentfaçade,I’m

growinganxious.

Thingscan’tgowrong,I’vegonethusfarandIcan’t

turnback.Wheredotheyfindthesepeoplewho

lookatuslikewe’reathreattothehumanrace?



Igivehimagratefulsmileasheopensthegate,it’s

notreciprocated.Idon’tcare,I’min.Hetellsmeto

followthelollipoptrees,theywillleadmetothe

mainhouse.Mainhouse?Howmanyhousesarein

thisplace?

ChillsripplethroughmeasItoddledownthe

driveway,theenergyisactuallystrongerthanI

thought.Thereisnodeterminedpersonlikeawitch,

daringandwillingtopushjusttogetwhatwewant.

Mysisterislivingthelife,notoncedidshethinkof

mewhileswimminginriches.Thisplaceis

beautiful,fitforaqueenlikeme.Thebigwhite

housestandsbeforeme,it’sbreathtakingly

beautiful.Icanonlydreamoflivinginsuchluxury…

Sandra,youhavealwaysbeenago-getter.Lookat

youtoday…

HeatswallowsmeasIneartheentrance,myhead

throbspainfullyandmystomachchurns.Igrindmy

teethtopushbackthebileclawingatme.



Headlightsofacarblastonthebigbrowndoor,I

turntoseeasmallblackcarwithtintedwindows.It

couldbetheresidents,mymindworksovertime

thinkinghecouldbethere.ThelasttimeIsawhim,I

couldn’tstandinhispresenceandranlikeacoward.

Steppingaside,Iwaitforthepeopletoexit.Atall

lightskinnedmanpipesoutofthecar,hisbrows

furrowashisangryeyesslapme.Herushestothe

otherside,opensthedoorandaskinnygirldressed

intheshortestleatherskirtboltsout.Herclothes

aretoorevealing,Ican’ttellifshe’swearingat-shirt

orabra.

“Don’ttouchme.”She…thegirlsnapsrudelyatthe

manwhenheattemptstotakeherhand.Heletsher

beandfollowsbehindher…timetofakeasmile

again.

Theydon’tacknowledgeme,butboltinsidethe

houseandIdon’tgettotakeagoodlookatthem

either.Thedevilisonmyside,theyleftthedoor

opensoIslipin.Thehouseismoremajesticinside,



ithasaroyaltouchtoit.

Barbra!Barbra!Youwereanidiot.Thisshouldbe

yourlife.

“Ifeanyi,comebackhere.”That’smysisterchiding

thegirlwhoangrilymarchesupthestaircase,

there’sayoungwomanwithher.Themanwho

camewiththegirlinblackisalsothere.I’m

standinginthecorridorandsurprisedtheycan’tsee

mefromthelounge.

“Don’tworrymagriza,Uzeisonhiswayhome.”The

tallmansays,settlingdownonthecouch.Heputs

hisfeetonthetableandreachesfortheremote

wherehe’sseated.Theyoungwomanshakesher

headconsideringhimwithawarmsmile.

“CanIgetyouanythingNeo?”Sheaskstheman,

whoreturnswithabiggrin.

“EgusiSoup,mehemmaandpoundedyam.”(My

queen.)

Theguy…Neoreplies,hishypereyesmoveto



SandrawhoI’mastoundedhasn’tsensedmy

presence.“Mama,youmadepoundedyam,abi?I

wanchop.”(Didyoumakepoundedyam?I’m

hungry.)

HisaccentsuddenlychangestoNigerian,Sandra

articulatesbyrollinghereyes.

“I’msureChiomacanmakesomeforyou.”The

youngladyputshimoutofhismisery,herremark

fillsthemanwithjoy.

“Mehemma,mywoman-oo.You’redefinitely

marriedtothewrongking.”Hestates,channel

searching.Sandrafreezes,sheraisesherheadand

inasecondhergazeswooshestome.Hereyes

widenandmouthfallsajar,Iwouldbeshockedtoo,

seeingmysisterclosetothesecretwepromisedto

gotothegravewith.

SoonerthanIcancount,theyoungladyisoglingat

measwell,Iseeherdrowninginmuddle.Her

featuresarestillsoftandwelcoming.Ittakesabout

fivetosevenstepsforhertogettothecorridor.My



dearsisterisfrozeninfear.

“Hi,canIhelpyou?”Theladysays,she’sprettyup

close.Smellsandlookslikeroyalty,thewitchinme

sensestheinnocenceinher.Atasteofherblood

wouldbedelicious.Sheislikeachild,unblemished

andblameless.Asmiletakesovermyfrontage.

“I’mBarbra,Icamehereformygrandson.”Itellher,

throwingmyeyesbacktomysisterSandratosee

hershakinglikealeaf.

“Yourgrandson?”Theyoungladyfurrows.

“ZuluBiyase,mysontoldmethathe’shere.”Ilie

throughmyteeth,sheflasheshersasafullsmile

pullsatherlips.

“Nicetomeetyou,"shesmiles."I'mAmara,come

in.”Sheshowsmethewaytothelivingroomand

walksawayafterannouncingthatshewillbringthe

boy.Ifindaseatrightwheremysisterisstanding.

“Mme.”(Ma)Themangreets,Icome-backwitha

headnod.HelooksbetweenmeandSandra.“Yoh,

yoh,yoh.Leatshwanamaan,youlooktogether.”

(Youtwolook-alike.)



ThisiswhenSandrasnapsoutofit,sheblinksa

fewtimes.Hereyeswideassaucers.

“That’sridiculous,Ilooknothinglikeher.Idon’t

evenknowthiswoman.”Mysweetinnocentsister

lies.

“Mmmhh.”Themanhums,hisinquisitiveeyes

probingourresemblance.

“Ifthat’sokaywithyou,wecangowaitintheback

yard.AmarawillbringZulu.”Shetakesmyhand

andpullsmeoutside.Thishouseshocksmewith

eachroom.

STYLES…

TheflighttoJoburgisabitdelayed,Randallhas

grownanxious.IthoughtthenewsthatIfeanyihas

beenfoundwillmakehimhappy,themanremains

grumpy.Nqabatookhimtogetsomecoffee,

leavingmewithThandiweatthewaitingarea.She

islostinabook,it’sbeenfifteenminutesandnot



oncehassheraisedherheadtoresthereyes.I

don’tknowifshe’sstillreadingthebookorthebook

isreadingher.

“Thathastoberomanceforyoutobesoengrossed

initoratypicalmoderndayRomeoandJuliet.”I

start,sheraiseshereyes.Iseedisarraymingling

withinquisitivenessinthem.“Youknow?Boymeets

girl,theygothroughtrials,theirloveistestedbefore

theygetmarriedandlivehappilyeverafter.”

“Idon’tknow,Ijustgotthebook.I’monpage

sixteen.”Sheflipsthebooktoshowmethecover.

“TheBelovedMashenge.”Ireadthroughthecover,

interesting.

“NellyPageMagwaza,Iheardofherandhadtoget

thebook.I’mlovingitsofar.”Thegrinonherface

saysso.

“Mindlendingmeonceyou’redone,mywifeisafan.

She’lldefinitelyloveit.”Sethuhasbecomeareader

overtheyears,itcameaboutwhenshehadtotake

leavefromworktolookafterourdaughterSihle.



Beingahousehusbanddidn’tworkoutforme,the

businesswasgrowingandIwasneededatthe

office.

“Sure.”Thandiweagrees,nonchalantly.Ashoulder

shrugtakesherbacktothepagesofthebook,I

guessshe’snotintotalking.

“Howisyourfriend…Bulelwaright?”Hereyesfind

meagain,shegivesamessagethatshedoesn’t

wanttoengageinaconversation.

“I’msorry,who?”IthoughtIgotthenameright.

“Theguywhowasstabbed,hisnameisBulelwa,

right?”Myquestionappearstobecausing

confusioninherhead.

“Idon’tknowanyonebythatname,”hervoiceleaps

outinwonderandastonishment.“I’msorry,whoare

you?”

Okay…Nqabayomzididn’tsayanythingabout

Thandiwehavingamnesia.

“Styles,Mzi’sfriend.”LetherrememberwhoMziis,



please.

“LookIdon’tknowwhatyouwantfromme,butI’m

married.Myhusbandisaroundsomewhereandhe

won’tlikeitwhenhefindsmeentertaininganother

man.”Sheisdefinitelylosingit,Thandiwewasfine

whenwegothere.Goggle-eyed,Ibrowstheairport

forthosetwofoolswholeftmewiththiswoman.

Whereoneartharethey?Theyhavebeengonefor

fartoolong,Imoveawayfromtheladywhois

losingtouchwithrealityanddialforRandall.

“TellMzitocomegethiswoman,crazywomen

freakmeout.”IwhispertoRandalloverthephone

assoonasheanswers.Hechucklesforsome

reasonandtellsmetheyarecoming.Theidiots

wereactuallysittingatacoffeeshopcatchingup

whileIhadtoentertainher.

Icountthesecondstilltheycomebackandmeet

themhalfway.

“NiceoneMzi,youdon’ttellmeThandiweislosing

touchwithreality.”



“Ithoughtshe’spastthat.”Distressglazesoverhim

ashiseyestraceThandiwe,helurchespastmeto

reachher.

“What’sgoingon?”Randallquestions,handingmea

cupofcoffee.He’snotlookingatme,butatthe

couplethatisengagedinwhatappearstobeadeep

conversation.

“Chillingatacoffeeshop,huh?”Igethisfull

attentionwiththisquestion,welockeyesforjusta

moment,justenoughforhimtoconfirmhisloyalty

tome.Graduallyhetiltshisheadtotheside,the

furrowedbrowtightens.

“Wewerewaitingforourorderandlosttrackof

time.”It’sacasualresponse,asifit’snotabigdeal

andIhavenothingtoworrytoabout.

“Yeahright,it’snotenoughthatIhavetoworry

aboutthedarncomparisonsbetweenyoutwoand

nowthisconnection.”Don’tgivemethatlook,I

jumpwhenIfeelthreatened.Asmugsmirkpullsat

hislips,heraisesabrowandbashfullyrubsthe

backofhisneck.



“I’mflatteredStyles,you’rejealous.”Idiot.

“I’mnot,I’mjustsayingI’myourbrotherfirstand

you’remine.”Aneedtoremindhimarises,henods

once…twice…andtriesforasmilethatfailsto

completeitscourse.

“AndIwillneverforgetthat.”Hesaysandhebetter

not,thissuddencarehehasforNqabayomzimakes

mefeelsecondinhislife.Idon’twanttobepacked

inashelf,Iwon’tbecomfortablethere.

“Yeahonlywhenyoutwoarehavingcoffeewithout

meandbringmeacoldone,youknowIdon’tdrink

coldcoffee.”Itellhimandhechuckles,butafrown

remainsonhisface.

“AreyouseriouslyactinglikeLiyanarightnow?”

“Idon’tcareRandall,”Ihandhimthecoffeeback.

“GivethistoMzi,heprobablytakesitcold.”The

soundofhisdrychucklefollowsmetomyseat.

“Babycomeon,I’msorry.”He’steasingme,Ihear

thehumourinhisvoice.AsIturntositdown,Imeet



amockingsmileonhisface.Heraiseshishandsin

questionandoffersanapologeticsmilebefore

stridingtojoinmeonthesilverbench.

“Kissandmakeup?”Thequestionmeetsmyearsin

awhisper.

“Fuckyou.”Isputter,nudginghimawaywithan

elbowandI’mhonouredwithachortle.

NQABA…

“Wherehaveyoubeen?”Thandiwecontinuestoask

methesamequestion,sheappearstobeconfused.

Myanswerdoesn’tseemtobereachingher,she

can’tbelostagain.Idon’tknowwhattosaytoher

anymore.

“Thatmanisstrange,”herheadpointstowards

Styles.“Ithinkhewashittingonme.”

“Stylesismyfriend,Thandiwe.”Iutter,caressing

hercheek.Mystifiedbytheanswerprovided,her

featurescrumple.



“He’syourfriend?”Sheshakesherheadfrantically,

renouncingmyclaim.“Idon’tknowhim,Iknowall

yourfriendsandthatmanisnotoneofthem.”

“Thandiwe.”Igriphercheekstokeepherbusyeyes

onme,thedistantlookinthemisthere.TheoneI

sawwhenIchasedheroutsideherfather’syard

afterhermother’sconfession.“DoyouknowwhoI

am?”

Shegivesmeanod,itraisesthelittlehopeIhave

upanotch.

“You’remyhusband,Ntuthuko.”Shelooksatme

withloveinhereyes,theyarealmostsmiling.I

positionmyselfnexttoher,myeyesmeetRandall’s.

There’sasilentconversationbetweenusforabrief

moment.Myheadshakesinvoluntarily,Iseehisjaw

clenchprobablyattheworryinmyeyes.

“Canwegohome?OurhomeinOrlando.”Thandiwe

says,restingherheadonmyshoulderandsnaking

herarmovermine.“Idon’twanttoliveinthatbig

houseNtuthuko,it’sscaryanddark.”



Adeepsighflingsoutfrommynostrils,Ienfoldmy

armaroundhershoulderandbringherclosetome.

There’safluencyinthewaysheleansintome,like

myarmsandchestareherrightfulplace.Onlythis

partcomfortsmyshatteringheart.

“Promisewewon’tgobackthere,promisewe’re

goingbacktoourhomeinOrlando.”Shegrabsmy

attentionbackasmymindwasbeginningto

wander.HowdoIpermanentlyfixthis?Fortydays

istoolongforMamSontotobegone.

“You’regoingtobeokayTan-tan,”achuckleisher

comeback.

“That’sfunny,younevercallmeTan-tan.Your

brotherMziusedtocallmethat.”

Itfeelslikemyhearthasbeenthrownintoalakeof

fire,herwordsmakemeuncomfortable,butmore

thanthattheyevokeangerinme.I’mangryat

myselfthatIcan’thelpher,I’vetried.IfthisGod

thingworks,thenIhavetoputmyallinit.Neosays

you’restrongerwhenyouareonyourknees.Iwill



havetogodowninordertofightthisdemon.

“Where’syourbrother?Ihaven’tseenhimineight

years,didItellyouhewasmyfirstlove?Istilllove

himthough,Nqabaisagoodman.SometimesI

wishthatZuluwashisson,IrobbedhimNtuthuko.

Heaskedmetowaitforhim,butIcheatedonhim

withyou.”Herwordsfalter,syllableaftersyllable

whilehervoicequavers.Itdoesn’ttakelongforher

tostartsobbing.

“I’msuchabadperson,Ihavetoapologiseto

Nqaba.”Shecontinueswithurgencyinhervoice.

Mystomachstaples,heatrainsdownmybody.I

don’thavewordsforThandiwe.

“Don’tspeakanymore,that’senoughNkanyezi

yam.”Icomfortherwithwhisperedversesand

kissesatthetopofherhead.

BARBRA…

Sandrabroughtmeoutheretoonlyglareatme,no



wordshavebeenspokenbetweenus.Norhasshe

offeredmesomethingtodrink,wekeeplocking

eyes.Ican’tignoretheanxietythathasswallowed

her,ithasherlegbouncingandthegrownwoman

hasresortedtobitinghernails.

“I’mnothereforwhatyouthink?”Iputheroutofher

despair,myremarkisnotappreciated.Hernose

flaresandeyesnarrow,herleghasn’tstopped

shakingthough.

“HowdidyoumanagetowalkinhereBarbra?The

eldersofthisplacearemorepowerfulthanyouand

thatuglycatofyours.”Herstatementevokesaloud

guffawoutofme,Sandraisnothumoured.She’s

toogrumpyformyliking.

“IcomeinpeaceSandra,relax.Theywon’tdo

anythingtome.”I’mnotreallyconfidentaboutthat.

“Comingfromanevilfamily,howdidyoumanageto

marryintosuchapowerfulone?”

“I’mnotevil,neitherwasourmother.Youwereno

differenttooBarbrauntilyouacceptedthestupid

powers.”That’sbecauseIwantedtobettermyself



andIhavenoregretsaboutit.

“I’mthewisesister,remember?Andbeingthe

eldest,Ihadtomakeadecisionforbothofus,but

youdecidedtorunfromyourdestiny.”DeepdownI

ammadatherforabandoningme.

“Beingawitchisnotmydestiny,”sheseethes

throughherteeth,hereyesdarttocheckthe

backgrounds.

“Youdon’twantpeopletoknowwhoyoureallyare,

thetruthwillcomeoutonedaylikehowweshared

aman.”Iremindher.

Sandrajoltsupfromherchair,withanger

controllingher,shestridestome.I’mthinkingshe

wantstositcloser,butmyeyeswidenwhenshe

slapsmehardthatIfallbackonthechair.

“Howdareyou?”Shehisses,eyesstonecoldand

faceholdingascowl.

“Youhitme,Sandra?”Noonehaseverdaredtolay



afingeronme.

“YesandIwilldoitagainifyou…”

“Grandma,grandma.”Zulu’svoiceinterferesmy

sister’sthreats,webothturntotheboywhois

enthusiasticallyrunningtomewithabigsmileon

hisface.Istandtomyfeettowelcomehim,I’mover

theslap.Seeingmygrandsonhashealedmyheart,

Iamwinningthisone.That’sitZulu,cometo

grandma,justonemorestepandIwilltakeyou

awayfromhere.

Ikneeldownwithmyarmswideopenforhimtofall

intothemthesecondhenearsme.Alittlegirlabout

theagesofTwelvetothirteensuddenlyslidesin

frontofZulu,herarmsarestretchedout,creatinga

bridgebetweenZuluandme.Hereyesare

piercing…fiery…toomuchangerforasmallchild.

She’slooksreadytoattack.

“What’sgoingon?”IaskSandra,she’sasshocked

asIam.

“Liyanamove,lettheboymeethisgrandmother.”



Sandrainstructsthechild,Liyanarejectsherorder

bystandingstill.

Sgwilishouldseethis,theamountofpowerthis

childhas.

Shehasaspiritualgift,apowerfulone.More

powerfulthanmeandMakhafulaputtogether,I

wantit.Iwanthergift.IfIcouldgetheronmyside,

Iwillbeabletouseher.Shewillmakemethemost

powerfulwitch.

Withancestorsthere’salwaysthegoodonesand

thebadones.IfonlyIcouldconnectwiththebad

onesthroughher,it’snothingnew,thishasbeen

doneforgenerations,peoplebuyingamathonga

amabi(badancestors)thatdonotbelongintheir

dynasty.

“Zulucometome,mybaby.”Myeyesmanoeuvre

pastLiyanatolocateZulu,I’vebeentryingtoavoid

theheatgrowingonmybody.Thereisapowerful

ancestorlivinginsideher,hewillneverletmehave

herpowers.He’sangryattheworld,angryatme



andmypresencemakeshimmorelivid.

“Ican’tmovegrandma.”Zuludeclaresbehind

Liyanawhocontinuestostabdaggersatme.

“Firihoko.”(Getoutofhere.)

Liyanashoutsinaforeignlanguage,herheadis

strangelytiltedtothesideandslightlybowed.Her

eyesareraisedandwidened,probinganddigging

deepintomysoul.It’sacreepysightforachildto

takeandofcoursebeingawitchIcanseewhatthe

otherscan’tsee.Theancestorbehindthisanger,

mysecretsarelainoutforhim,makingmefeel

exposed.HeseemstobeclaimingZuluashisown.

WhatrightdoeshehaveoveraBiyase?

“Liyanastopit.”Sandralashesoutatthechild,I’ma

greatwitchandIdon’tbowdownsoeasily.This

realizationhasmemarchingtothechild,Isee

myselfgrabbingZulufromLiyana.

“Movelittlegirl,Iwantmygrandson.”Itellher,her

eyesarerigid.Herdemeanourstandoffish.



“Gyae…me!”(Don’ttouchme.)

SheroarswhenIreachforherarm,hervoice

almostsoundsstrange,itisblood-curdling…

threatening…it’stheancestor.Sgwilididn’tsay

anythingaboutgoingheadtoheadwiththe

departed,neitherdidhementionthatthere’sa

giftedchildinthisplace.

“Ko.”(Go.)Liyanagrowlslikeananimal,Ihear

Sandragaspbehindme.“Firihoko.”(Getoutof

here.)

“Barbra,whathaveyoudone?Areyouusingblack

magicinmyson’shouse?”Sandramumbles

accusationsbehindme,Ishrugatherquestions.

“Thischilddoesnotjustactlikethis.”

Maybethiswasabadidea.Ishouldn’thavecome

here.

“I’mgoingtogetmygrandsonandleave.”JustasI

tellmysister,Liyana’sanimalgrowlpeaks.Shefalls

onherkneeswithaninhumanescreamerupting

fromhermouth.Zuludropsbehindherandstarts



convulsingvigorously.

Thestubbornnessoftheancestoraggravatesme

asherefusestomovethislittlegirlwhoisnow

shakinghershouldersaggressively,herhead

movesrhythmicallytoandfroasifdancingto

spiritualdrums.

“Liyana!”Theyoungwomanwhohadwelcomedme

intothehouserunsoutwiththesewords...Yes,her

nameisAmara...Behindheristhetallman.Thisis

myqueuetoleavethehouse,Iwillneverwin.

LiyanacrossesherarmsinaformofanXonher

chestasshecontinuesthespiritualdance,the

drumsresonateinmyhead.Theystartoffasa

distantsounduntil,theyaredeafeninglyloud.

Lookingateveryone’sfaces,theycan’thearathing.

“Whatkindofwitchcraftisthis?”Theman…Neo

questions,Icansmellthefearemanatingfromhim.

Butthereisapowerstrongerthanfear,surrounding

him,Iseeredsmearedonhim.Blood,notjustblood.

Thesacrificialblood,thebloodthatthreatensthe



existenceofallwitches…allthingsevil.Theblood

thatdeemsuspowerless,thissameblood,Iseeon

mydaughterlately.

Iwon’tmentionwhoseblooditis,justthemention

ofthatnamewillsendmetoanearlygrave.

Theyoungwomannexttohimisterrifiedtoherwits,

IseeloveforLiyanaemanatingfromher.Thelove

ofamother,shemustbehermother.

“NsamanfoOkolie,kotiametamfo.”(Okolie

ancestors,fightagainstmyenemy.)

WhateverLiyanaissayingisnotgoodbecauseIam

burning.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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NTUTHUKO...



“Whereisshe?”Iaskmyfatherthemomenthe

peeksthroughthecrackofthedoor,helookslikehe

hasagedafewdaysolder.Ifthereissuchathing.

Exhaustionhaskepthimprisoner.

Heopensthedoorfullytoletmein,I’mwelcomed

withahugandaheftysigh.

“She’ssleepingonthecouch.”Heanswers,shutting

thedoor.“Shedoesn’tsleepinherroomanymore,

saysthereissomeonewho…”Hismouththinswith

displeasure.“Idon’tknowifit’sacreatureorwhat,

butwhateverthatthingisclaimsthatit’smarriedto

herandwantstosleepwithher.”

“Thatsoundslikewitchcraftdad.”Shockboltsout

ofme,Veronicaistooinnocenttobegoingthrough

somethinglikethis.“Veronicawasgivenaspiritual

husband.”

Spasmofirritationcrosseshisface,hisheaddrops

asheemanatesasilentgrumble.



“Whowoulddothistoher?Whowouldwantto

destroymydaughter’slifelikethis?”

“IwishIknew,wehavetoconsultdad.”Spiritual

husbandarenoteasilycastaway,theyclaimyouas

theirownandholdontoyouforeternityifthey

could.Onlyaspirituallygiftedpersoncansend

thembacktowheretheycamefrom.

“Mziisonhisway,let’shearwhathehastosay.”I

nodmyhead,althoughthementionofmybrother

fillsmewithanger.Dumaraiseshiseyebrowsand

gestureswegointhelivingroom,Ifollowbehind.

Veronicaispeacefulsleepingonthethreeseater

couch,alittlegrimacehassettledonherfeatures.

Iperchmyselfbesideherandbegintostrokeher

hair,thisshouldfeelpeaceful.

“Iwanttoknowwhoisbehindthis,Iwantthem

exposedforeveryonetosee.”Itellmyfatherwhois

standingwithhisarmsfoldedacrosshischest.He

nods,hiseyesfixatedonVeronica.Sheisnotalone,

we’regoingtohelpher.



BARBRA…

Thepaintakesoveraportionofmybody,itisthe

sortofpainthatburns,asifsomeinvisibleflame

wereheldagainstmyskin.Itburnsanddribsof

sweathavecoveredmyforehead,yetIamresolved

toremaintruetowhoIam…agreatwitchwhois

fearedbymanywitches.

“Barbra.”Sandrafuriouslygripsmyarm.“Getoutof

here,now.”Hervoicecommands,I’molderbutshe

orderslikeabigsisterwould.I’mtoostubborn,I

wouldheedtoheradvice,butIneedthatboyonthe

floor.

“No,I’mnotleavingwithoutZulu.”Ifthatgirlis

lookingforafightthenafightshewillget.Ibattle

theurgetofanmyself,Ishouldbestrippingnaked

becauseIamonfire.

“Gettheboy,now.”Myheartsinkstomystomach

asMakhafula’svoiceswooshesintomyears,the

bastardiswatchingeverythingfromwhereverheis.



Heshouldbeherehelpingme.“Don’tleavethat

placewithoutthatboy.”

Bloodywitch!!!

“No”Ascreameruptsfrommymouthlikea

volcanicexplosion.It’stheheat,Iwanttojumpand

screamsomemore.ForyearsIhavekeptthis

secretandnow,Iamclosetobeingexposed.Ihave

alwaysknownMakhafulawillbethedeathofme.

“You.”Neotakesmyattention,Idon’tliketheway

he’sglaringatme.HiseyesseemtoknowwhatI

amandmyintentionsarerevealedtohim.“You’re

notwantedhere.”

Henodstowardsme,hisfrontagescrunchedupin

accusation.Idon’tknowwhathe’saccusingmeof,

butthisisbad.Exposuremeansdeathforwitches,

althoughitwon’tbeinstant.

“Look,Idon’tknowwhat’sgoinghere,butthatboy

ismygrandson.ZuluBiyase.”



“Daabi!”(No.)

Liyana’sbarksendsvenomousshiversthroughout

mybody.TheshudderisvisiblethatSandra

catchesit,hencethequestionshesendsme.

“Youwanttokillthatboy,don’tyouBarbra?”

Idon’tgettimetoanswerbecauseNeoshouts.“Get

out.”I’mstartledbytheoutburst,soisAmara

besidehim.

“Neo,what’sgoingon?”Shequestionshimasshe

considershimwithamixedupexpression.

“Youdon’tpray,that’swhat’sgoingon.”He

exclaims,ramminghishandintothepocketofhis

pants.Hisintenseeyesarefixatedonme,probing

andsurfingmyinnermostsecrets.Liyana’sdance

ceases,herhandsarestillcrossedonherchest.

She,tooisstabbingdaggersatme.

“Sandra,”awhispercallsmysister.“Stopthemnow,

orelseIwillbeexposed.”

“Itoldyoutoleave,gonowBarbra.”Sandrasnaps,a

warningliesinhertone.Desperateandangryas



hell,Iturntomygrandsononthefloor.Makhafula

isgoingtokillme,stillIwilldieifIstayhere.

Neo:“Wedon’taccommodatedemonsinthis

house,”Neodeclares,myeyesdarttothesmall

bottleonhishands.Godsofwitches,letthatnotbe

whatIthinkitis.

“Thatholywaterwilldefinitelyexposeyou.”Sandra

givesanotherwarning,I’malreadyburning.My

mindpauses,thoughtsofdeathevadeinit.Fear

clingsontome,causingmybodytotremblewith

terror.

“Whatisthis?”Ismashmymouthtoclogthe

screamthatforceditswayout.

Sgwili,ifyoucanhearmehelpme.I’mburning,they

won’thavemercyonme.Iknowhecan’thearme,

maybehecansensemypain,theagony.

“Controlyourself.”Sandrareproacheswithastern

undertone.



“Ican’t,I’monfire.”Iwhisperback,desperately.

Gradually,Neostartstoapproachme,hisdeepgaze

holdingmeinplace.Usingmypowersherewillget

mekilledbytheentitythatdwellsinthishouse.I

opttostepback,myhandfindsSandra’s.She

tightensthegripsandstepsinfrontofme.Myheart

stopsandraceswhenmysistershieldsmefrom

thewaterthatNeosplashestowardsme.

“Mamaaahaah,wetindeyhappen?Comotfor

road.”(What’sgoingon?Makeway?”

ThereisauthorityinNeo’stone,hespeakslikea

manwhohasbeengivenauthorityandheknows

thepowerhehasthroughtheGodheworships.

“Neostop,werespectourguestsinthishouse.”

Sandrawillbemysavinggrace,Ithoughtmysister

hatedme.

“IthinkIshouldleave,mysonwillfetchZulu.”

Makhafulawillhavetodothis,orelseIwillleave

thisplaceinashes.Zuluisnowseated,Liyanahas

herarmswrappedaroundhim…possessive…

claimingandowning.Thisgetsmethinking,Could



ZulubeMzi’sson?Liyana’sintenseblazinggaze

findsme,theglarecompelsmetolookaway.

“Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingonhere,butIthinkit

wouldbebestifyouleave.”Amarasays,stridingto

standbesideNeo.“Everythingwasokayuntilyou

camehereandLiyana’swrathseemstobedirected

toyou.”

Onlynowsheseesit,eventhisNeowhothinkshe

canstandagainstme.Humansarestupid.

“I’mleaving,butIhavenothingtodowithanyofthis.

I’monlyhereformygrandson.”Withtheselast

words,Ibeginmystepsoutofthehouse.Without

somuchasabackturn,Ineedtoleavethisplace.

NQABA…

“Willyoutwobedrivingwithus?”Randallasksas

wewalkoutofO.RTamboairport.Thandiweis

strappedonmyarm,shewassleepingthroughout



theflightandhasn’tutteredawordsinceshewoke

up.Ihaveavoidedspeakingtoher,notwantingmy

hearttobreakduetoheramnesia.

“We’regoingtomyfather’shouse.”

“You’rewelcometospendthenightatmyhouse,

sinceZuluisthere.”Randalloffers,I’meagerto

meetmyson.

“Idon’tmind,Iwanttoseemyson.Isitokay

Nqaba?”Shocknudgesme,shecalledmebymy

name?“Nqaba.”ShecallswhenIogleather,mouth

ajar.

“Youremember?”Stylespipesin,casually.

“Rememberwhat?”Itappearsshehasno

recollectionofwhathappenedthepastfewhours.

“Nothing,”Idon’twanttoworryher.“We’lldrivewith

you.”ItellRandall.

Thandiwe’sgriptightenswiththisannouncement,

there’sadriverwaitingforus.Randalltakesthe

frontseat,Stylessitswithusattheback.Thandiwe

perchescloser,myarmssnakearoundher.I



squeezeandhold.Hergentlehandsettlesonmy

chest,thetouchisbarelythere.

“Howareyoufeeling?”Imurmur,it’sinaudible.

“Justtired.”Ifeelhershrughershoulders.

“Tshabalala!”Anothermurmur.“Saymyname.”

IhearStylesclearhisthroat,thathasmesearching

forhimtillmyeyesfindanamusedidiotseated

nexttoThandiwe,laughteristicklinghim.Iterupts

insidehimcausinghisshoulderstoconvulse,it

takesasecondforthemtostop.Heraisesabrowin

question,“Loverboy.”Helipsyncs,derisively.I’m

notbotheredbyhischildishdeportment,Ineedto

confirmthatThandiweremembersme.

“Tan-tan!”Icallher,bringingherheadtofaceme.I

settlemyhandonthesmallofherbackandcupher

cheekwiththeother.Hereyesarefirsttoassureme

thatsheremembersmeasshereachesoutwith

themasachildreacheswithopenarms.They

illuminatemysoul.



“IseeyouNqabayomzi,myZuluman.”Herrandom

declarationhasadeepimpactonmethatmybody

shiverswithpleasureandcomfort.“Ido.”

Mylipsstretchintoasubtlesmile.

“Youdo?”Iask.

Shenodsundoubtedlyandcradlesmyfacewiththe

palmsofherhandssothatI’mlookingather.

“Youhavebeautifuleyes,”asmilewalksthis

exclamationoutofhermouth.“Iseedoubtinthem,

butyouhavenothingtoworryaboutbecauseyour

eyesaremyhomeandtheywillalwaysfindme.”

“Soyourememberwhathappened?”Sheshakes

herheadatmyquestion.

“No,Ilostafewhours.ThelastthingIrememberis

yousayingyou’regoingtogetsomecoffee,thenext

thingIwasinaplaneandwewerelanding.Imust

havesacredyou,Biyase.”Iwouldn’tadmittoher,

butshedidscareme.

“Idon’twanttoloseyou.”ThisIhavenoproblem



admitting.

“Youwon’tloseme,Nqaba.Itrustyou,Itrustinour

love.”There’sfearinhervoice,butthewordshintat

confidence.Shekissesmylips,aquickbrush.

Whenshecomesforthesecondpeck,Igentlygrip

hercheektoholdherinplaceanddeepenthekiss.

Itakeinthedeliciousfeelingofhersoftlips

minglingwithmine,myheartfluttersandatingle

flowsdownmyspine.Ikissherhard,myhand

drawingcirclesonherbackasIpullhercloserinto

me,leavingnospacebetweenus.

“Maybeweshoulddropyoutwoatahotelor

something.”TrustStylestointerrupt,wepullout

withaneedtobreathe.Abashfulsmiletakesform

onThandiwe’slips.“Getaroomyoutwo.”

“Don’tmindStylesMzi,he’sbeenawayfromhome

fortoolongandmisseshiswoman.”Randallchirps

in,Iwonderwhatitishealwaysdoesonthatphone.

Heisconstantlygluedonit.

Idon’tmissStyles’huff.Thandiwe’sbodyisstill



mouldedtomyown,herhandsmovearoundmy

middle,warmandsoft.Ourforeheadsmeet,her

breathwhiffsmyface,justasminedoeshers.I

couldneverletanyoneclosetomelikethis,but

Thandiweissodifferent,fromthedayImether.

Sheismylifeline,withoutthesetouches,this

connection,Iwouldbealostsoul.

BARBRA…

“Barbrawaitforme.”Sandra’svoicechasesmeout

thedoor,IstopthemomentIstepoutside.Shepulls

thedooralittle,closingusoutside.

“Didyouhearhowtheyspoketome,Sandra?”Iam

angry,thosepeoplearegoingtopay.

“That’snotmyproblemBarbra,youcamehere

knowingverywellabouttheOkolies.”Thosedamn

Okoliesareungrateful.

“Sowhat?SowhatSandra?”Iseethe,slightly

pushingher.Shepushesmeback,harder.I’m



remindedofdayswhenwewouldfightoverclothes.

“ThosedamnOkoliesshouldbekissingthegroundI

walkon.”

“Barbra!”Hervocalcordvibratesandrollsoutofher

tonguetorebukeme.

“No,youknowI’mright.Igavethemwhatyou

couldn’t,Igavethemanheir.Akingwhowillsiton

theirthrone.IgavethemtwoheirsSandra.”Her

eyesnarrowatmyshouting,herchestmovesup

anddownwithdeepexasperation.

“Isawthisdaycoming,you’reevilafterallandit

wasonlyamatteroftimewhenyouwillrubthison

myface.”Herwordsarestainedwithpain.

“I’mnotrubbinganythingonyourface,Ihatehow

ungratefulthosepeopleare.”Thepainonher

surfacetakesmebacktothedayshecametomy

doorstepyearsago,cryingthatherhusband’s

familyhadcursedher.Sandraleansbackonthe

wall,hereyesvoid.

“DoyouthinkIlikewhatIdidBarbra?Mywomb



wascursedbecauseIhadachildoutsidemy

marriage,apparentlytheirfuturekingcouldn’tshare

awombwithanoutsider.IhadstainedtheKing’s

abodeandtheysaidIwastoneverbeartheman

heir.Iwillneverhaveaboychild.Ihadnochoice

buttocometoyou,Ihadtogivethemasonandthe

traditionalhealertoldmethatyouweretheonly

option.We’resisters,wesharethesamebloodand

onlyyoucouldsubstituteforme.”Sheexplains

throughtears.

“Andtheyknowaboutit,theOkolieancestorsknow

thatI,BarbragavethemtwokingsNqabayomziand

Thamsanqa.Thetwinsyoushouldhavenever

separated.”IremindmysisterofthesacrificeI

madeforherwhenIwasyoungandnaïve,thinkingI

wasprotectingher.

“Pleaseloweryourvoice.”Desperationlacesher

speechasshebrowsestheenvironmentforany

eavesdroppers.

“Whatfor?Afterwhathasbeendonetomeinthere



thentheworldshouldknowthatImotheredthe

KingoftheAshantiKingdom.”

“Barbraplease,Ihavealreadylostason.Ican’tlose

anotherone.”Idon’tcarewhatSandrasays,atthis

pointIcareaboutmyself.ItlookslikeIwillbedying

soonanyway,eitherbyMakhafula’shandorthat

littlegirlinthere.

“You’resonaïvemysister,you’vealwaysbeen

naïve.NqabayomziandThamsanqahavemet,”her

eyeswidenatmyannouncement.“Didn’tyouknow?

Thosetwoarefriendsandtheonlyreasontheyare

stilloblivioustothetruthisthattheyarefraternal

twins,noonecanguessThamsanqaisMzi’stwin.”

“Stopcallinghimthat.”Sheshouts,againbullying

mewithherhands.“HisnameisRandallUzeOkolie,

mysonBarbra,myson.”

“Igavebirthtohim,”Ipushherback,andascreech

surgesoutofhermouthasshestaggerstowardthe

door.MyheartdrownswhenshefallsintoAmara’s

arms,Sandraquicklypullsawayfromherand



glancesovertome.Oureyesmeet,shock,fearand

worry.Amaraisdrenchedintears,accusationand

judgementtwirlinginhereyes.Sheheardus,she

heardeverything.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

61…

“What’sgoingon?”Amaraquestionsthetwosisters.

“Amara,go…gobackinside.”Sandrastammers,

fearingthathersecrethasbeenexposed.Shecan’t

losehersonandsheknowsAmaratobeasloyalas

adogtoRandall.

“Whoisthis?”HereyesfallonBarbra,sureshe

heardeverything,butwantstohearitfromSandra.

“Thatisnon-ofyourbusiness.”Sandrasnapsather

son’swifesuddenlyannoyedbyherinsistence.“Go

awayfromhere.”Shecommandsfirmly,butAmara

isjustasstubborn.Herhusbandwasmentioned,



hencesheisbentonfindingoutthetruth.

“No,I’mnotgoinganywheretillIknowwhythis

womansayssheisthemotherofRandall.”

“Thatisrubbish”Barbrapipesin,Sandraisnotthe

onlyonewhohassomethingtolose.Dumahasno

cluethatNqabayomziisnothisbiologicalsonand

themanfellinlovewithhissocalledsonfromthe

momenthelaideyesonhim.

Barbragripshersister’shandandbeginstolugher

downthedriveway,Sandraisoblivioustowhere

theyaregoing,butfollowsstill.AndAmara?There

isnowaysheisgoingtoletthemleavewithoutan

explanation.

“Whatiswrongwithyou?Isaidmindyourown

business,youshouldbetakingcareofLiyanain

there.”Itcan’tbesoeasyforSandratolieherway

outofthisone,sheknowsithencetheangerthat

hasriseninsideher.

“IwilltellRandallaboutthis,lethimbetheone

askingquestions.”Duetotheirrudeness,Amara



findsaneedtothrowinathreat.

“Youwouldn’t.”OhSandra,whytheshocked

expression?You’retalkingtoRandall’smuse.

Amarafoldsherarmsacrossherchest,boldly

glaringatthetwistedsisters.Barbradoesn’ttake

threatslightly,sheisawitchanddoesnotbow

downtoanyone.

Thewitchstepsback,crouchesdownontheground.

Herhandfindssoilinthemidstofthegrass,she

drawsacircleandatriangleinthemiddle.Amara

observeswithwonder,hermindignorantofthe

supernatural.

“Creaturesofthenightariseand…”Sandranudges

hersisterwhensherealizeswhatsheisabouttodo.

ThiswillnotonlykillBarbra,butherentirefamily.

EveryonewhohasBarbra’sbloodrunningthrough

theirveins,thatincludeshersecondOkolietwin

whohasn’tbeenintroducedtohisancestors.

NqabayomziBiyase...theOkolieancestorscanonly

reachhalfofhimbecauseofthetwinbondbetween



himandRandall,otherwiseheneedstobefully

introducedtohisancestors.

“Doyouknowwhosheis?Thefuturequeenof

Ashanti.”Sandrawhisperstohersister,Barbra

showsnocare.Theyhavebeenfoundoutandthey

hadpromisedtokeepthissecret.Hersistersaved

herinthereandshefeelsaneedtoreturnthe

favour.

“Whatisshedoing?”Amara’svoicequavers,a

smidgeonoffearfindingher,sheturnsbacktothe

houseasshethinksofcallingNeo.“What’sgoing

on?Whoareyoureally?”

“Icanmakeherdisappear,noonewillknowwhat

happenedtoher.”Barbraisasstubbornasthedevil,

thesistersignoreAmara’squestionsastheyare

engrossedonkeepingtheirsecretcovered.

“Areyoudeaf?She’sanOkolie,aqueenintheeyes

oftheancestors.Ifyou’rereadytodiethengo

ahead,butyouarenottakingmedownwithyou.”

Sandraargues,Amaraisglazedinconfusion.She



can’thearthewordsutteredbytheduo.Barbra

risestoherfeet,hatredfillshereyesassheoglesat

Amara.

“WhatexactlydidyouhearAmara?”Sandra.

Tryingtoseeiftheyaresafeornot.

“ThatyoutwohavebeenlyingtoRandallhiswhole

life,youarenothismother,thiswitchis...”Amara

pointsherheadtowardsBarbrawhohasbirtheda

newhatredforherdaughterin-law.

“Whoareyoucallingawitch?IamnotSandra,you

stupidbrat.Don’ttrymebecausewhenI’mdone

withyou,thisluxurywillseemlikeitwasalla

dream.”ThewitchthrowsathreatofwhichAmara

isnotfazedby.

“You’renotGod,youcan’ttouchme.”Dauntingand

daring,Amarastandsheadtoheadwith

Makhafula’sco-conspirator.

“Stopplease.”Sandraslipsinbetweenthem,she

knowshowthefightwillbeginandend.Amara

won’tevenliftafingerbecausetheOkoliesareat

herbeckandcall.“Amara,youcan’ttellRandall



aboutthis.”

“What?Youcan’texpectmetolietohim.”It’s

absurd,theydon’tkeepsecretsfromeachother.

“Ifyoulovehimlikeyouclaimthenyouwilltakethis

toyourgrave.Itwillbreakhisheart.”Desperation

liesinSandra’svoice.

Itonlysinksinnow,AmararealisesthatRandallwill

bedevastated.

“Hiswholelifehasbeenalie.”Amarawhispersloud

enoughforthemtohear.

“You’retheonlytruthinhislifeAmara,youandthe

familyyouhavegivenhim.”Motherin-lawisnota

fanoftheyoungwomanstandinginfrontofher,her

wordsdonotcomefromherheart,butavicious

plantosoftentheladyupsotheycankeeptheir

secret.

“Andyetyou’reaskingmetolietohim.”Sandrais

askingfortoomuch.

“You’renotlying,you’rejustnottellinghimthe



truth.”Sandratriestomakeit,makesense,butit’sa

crazythingtodoasfarasAmaraknows.

“Please,protecthimfromthistruth,itwilldestroy

him.Iknowmyson,familymeanstheworldtohim.

Godknowswhathewilldoifhefindsoutthetruth.

WehavekeptthisfromhimallhislifeandIcan’tlet

himfindoutnow.”

Amaracan’tbelievewhathermother-in-lawis

askingofher,shehasneverliedtoRandall.How

canshelivewithhimknowingshe’skeeping

somethingsobigfromhim?Ifhecomestoknow,

hewillneverforgiveher,shemightaswellhave

beentherewhenitallstarted.Nowsheknows

somethingshewishesshedidn’tknow.Howon

earthwillshekeepthetruthfromRandallandhow

willshetellhimthetruth?

“Ihaveheardandseenthingsinmylife,butthisone

takesthecake.”Anincredulouslaughsurgesoutof

Amara’smouth,notinhercraziestdreamsdidshe



thinksomethinglikethiscouldhappen.“Ithought

suchthingshappenonlyinmovies,butyoupeople

havehitthespot.Youdeserveanaward,Iam

disgustedbythetwoofyou.Iwillmakesure

Randallfindsoutaboutthis,ifyouthinkIwillkeep

secretsfromhimthenyoudon’tknowme.”

“Icanmakeherlosehermind,givemeasampleof

herhair.”AnannoyedBarbramurmurstoSandra,

herevileyeshavenotmovedaninchfromAmara.

“Anddigmyowngrave?Idon’tthinkso.Youneed

togetoutofhereBarbra,IwillhandleAmara.”It’s

notthateasytogetridofBarbra,Sandraknowsthat.

Thewitchchoosestoignoreherwisesister,afake

smiletakesformonherlipsassheslowlyslithers

toAmara.Onewouldadvisehertorun,but

Randall’sbetterhalfisboldforastrangereason.

Barbra’smaliciousplaniscutshortbyacardriving

intotheyard,knowingwhoitisAmaratakesastep

towelcomeherhusband.Agriponherarmstops

hertrip,sheturnstoSandrawhoregardsherwitha



desperatelook.

“Please,letmetellhimmyself.Ineedtime,Ilost

RavenandIcan’tloseRandallaswell.Youdo

realiseI’mgoingtolosemysonafterthesecrethas

beenrevealed?”Ifmanipulationdoesn’twork,why

nottryemotionalblackmail.

AmaraisnotgivenachancetoreplyasRandall

swoopsherintoasuffocatinghug,sheholdshim

backjustastight.

“I’msorry,”awhispersashaysintoherear,he’s

apologisingforhisstupidity.Thewayhespoketo

herbackinKZN.Amaraacceptstheapology,

thinkingifshekeepsthisbigsecretfromhershe

willhavealotofapologisingtodo.

Overlookingeveryone’spresence,Randalltakes

Amara’shandandleadsherintothehouse.The

newhatredBarbrahasforAmaragrowsintensely,

hersonhardlynoticedher.Hehardlynoticedeven

thewomanhethinksishismother…hisaunt.



NQABA.

I’msurprisedtoseemymother,shefeignsasmile

whenoureyesmeet.

“Mother!”Shenodsatmysalutation,hidingher

shiftyeyesfromme.“Whatbringsyouhere?”

“I-Icametoseemygrandson.”That’sstrange,no

oneknewaboutZulu’swhereabouts.Howdidshe

findout?

“Whotoldyouhewashere?”Iask,exchanging

glanceswithThandiwe.Barbraclearsherthroat

andshiftsherattentiontoRandall’smother.Where

thereisBarbra,thereisfire.

“Thisismyfriend,Icametovisither.”

“ButyoujustsaidyoucametovisitZulu.”Thandiwe

chirpsin,doubtvisibleinhervoice.

“Sheactuallycametoseemeandyoucanimagine

theshockwhenshesawZulu.Thisisasmall

world.”Randall’smothersays.

Thesetwolookreallynervous,Ihavenevertrusted



mymotherandsomethingisgoingon.Imeanthis

isthesamewomanwhohelpedNtuthukohideZulu.

“Thandiwe,Ihaven’tseenyouinalongtime.”

Barbra.

SheattacksThandiwewitharandomhug,

Thandiwedoesn’tgiveinreturn.Theyarenotthe

bestoffriends.

“Ouch.”Thandiweyelps,breakingherselffreefrom

mymother’sarms.

“What’swrong?”Worryglazesmyvoice,myeyes

searchhersforananswersheisyettoprovide.

“Somethingprickedmyneck,”hereyesarekepton

Barbraasshesaysthiswhileherhandworkstorub

awaythepain.Herforefingercomesbacksmeared

inblood.

“Tshabalala,you’rebleeding.”Anobviousalert.

“Sorry,that’smybracelet.It’sold,Ishouldgetanew

one.”Mymotherisnotsorry,Iknowandhaveseen

theanimosityshehasforThandiwe.



Thandiwetakesmyhandwithascowlonherface.

“Idon’tfeelgood,canwegoin?”

“Mother.”Inod,sendingmygoodbye.Shereplies

withasubtlesmilebeforeweleaveherstanding

withherfriend.

Neoishere,hesaysthekidshavegonetobed.I

waslookingforwardtoseeingZulu…Thandiwe

doesn’tlookokay,soAmaraofferstotakehertoa

roomwhereshecanrest.

THANDIWE…

“Youcanusethisroom,”Amarasays,showingme

thebedroomwe’regoingtosleepin.“You’llshoutif

youneedanything.”

“Thankyou.”Iwaitforhertoleave,shedoesn’t,but

sitsonthebed.Ihopeshe’snotthegossipingtype,

Iamnotinthemood.Myheadfeelslikeit’sgoingto

explode,Ineedtosleepthepainaway.

“Youlooktired.”I’mgladshenotices.



“Iamactually.”Thisshouldbehercuetoleave.

“Mzilooksdifferent,helookshappy.”Afluencylies

inhervoice,sheseesmyconfusedface.“Hewasn’t

likethisthefirsttimeIsawhim,heseemedtocarry

adarkcloudwithhim.IwasshockedwhenIsawa

smileonhisface,you’regoodforhim.”

“WhatmakesyouthinkI’mthereasonbehindhis

happiness?”Sheraisesherbrowsinconfusion.

“It’sobvious,thewayhiseyeslightupwhenhe

looksatyou.EvenRandalldoesn’tlookatmelike

thatanymore,he’sdifferentsincehissisterwas…”

Shedropsherhead,Isensethisisaheavytopic,so

Iwon’tdigin.

“Thankyouforaccommodatingus.”TimeIsendher

away,I’mtired.

“Noproblem,wehardlyhaveguestsover,Randall

hatesvisitors.”IgetafeelingRandallisher

favouritethingtotalkabout.“Thisonetimehe

wantedeveryonetomoveoutincludingLiyanaso

it’sjustustwointhehouse.”Herfacelightsupfor

thefirstsinceshebroughtherhusbandup.



“That’sinsane.”

“He’sinsane,buthewouldn’tbemyRandallifhe

wasn’t.Iwishwecouldbethewaywewere,lately

allhedoesissnapandwhenhe’snotsnappinghe’s

completelyquiet.”Sadnessfillshervoice.

“I’msorry.”WhatamIsorryfor?Idon’tevenknow

whatshe’stalkingabout.

“We’llbeokay,I’mcomfortedbythathelovesme

andthatmansureknowshowtoloveawoman.”

Thesmileisback,thisisoneconfusedwoman.“I

willleaveyoutoitthen.”

Amaraprobablysensesmyunapproachable

conduct.

“Thankyou,whereisZulu?”

“I’llsendhimtoyou,goodnight.”Andwiththat,she

walksout.Iamdeadbeattired,Idecidetoliedown

whileIwaitforNqabaandZulu.

RANDALL…



Randall’sscentwelcomesAmaraasshewalksinto

theirbedroom,herheartjumpsandgoosebumps

embraceherskin.Theroomisempty,he’sprobably

inthebathroom.Shefreezesonthedoorwayand

shutshereyes.

Randall’swholelifehasbeenabiglieandnowthat

sheknows,it’sherdutyashiswifetotellhimthe

truth.Buthowwillshelookintohiseyesandbreak

hisheart?

“It’sokay,you’reintherightroom.WelcomeMrs.

Okolie.”Randallsaysashewalkstohiswifefrom

thebathroom.Startledbyhisvoice,Amaraopens

hereyestofindhimsmilingather,handstuckedin

hispockets.

“Whathappened?”Hequestions,wonderingwhy

sheisstandinginthedoorway.Amarashakesher

headandwrapsherselfaroundhim.

“Didyoumissmethismuch?”Heteases,staring

downather.

“Ialwaysmissyou.”Awhisperedconfession,



usuallyshe’dchuckleandteasehimabouthowhe

isfullofhimself.

“Areyouokay?”Heknowsherwellenoughtosee

whensomethingiseatingherup.Meanwhile,

Amaraisbotheredbythesecretsheholds,ithas

herfeelingliketheworstpersonintheworldfor

knowingwhatsheknows.Hergazefallsawayfrom

his,shefindsithardtolookintohiseyes.Nowthat

heisinfrontofher,shecan’ttellhimanddeep

downsheknowsthatshewilllivetoregretit.

“Actually,there’s…”Hisphoneringsstoppingher

fromspillingthenewsandwastingnotimeRandall

searchesforitinthepocketofhisjeans.

“Hello.”Heanswers.“Ihavetotakethis.”He

whisperstoherandwalksoutandthedevilordersa

specialvisitfromhermotherin-law.

Amararollshereyesather,herhearthasnot

stoppedracingoutoffear.Fearoftheunknown,

Randalldoesn’trespondtothingslikenormal

individualsdo.Heshutsdownorgoesbeaston



generalpublics.SheofallpeopleknowsScarand

howhismindworkswhenheswitcheshishumanity

off.

“Whatdoyouwant?”Thequestionisdirectedto

Sandrawhotoddlesintothebedroom.

“Areyouokay?”Sandra.

Likeshecares,theonlythingshecaresaboutis

Randallnotfindingoutthetruth.“Getridofthat

guiltylookplease,beforehestartssuspecting

something.”

“WhosaidIfeelguiltyaboutthis?I’mnottheone

wholiedtohimallhislife.”Amarabecomes

defensiveonlybecausethesecretisclawingher

andshecan’tgatherupthecouragetotellher

husband.

“Iknow,Iknow”Sandrapushesawaythecourage

toslaphersenseless,shehatesthatAmaraknows

hersecret.Segunmighthavedied,butsheisstill

queenoftheAshantiandwhenRandallfindsout

thatSandraisonlyhisaunt,hewilloustherfrom



thekingdom.“Andyoubetternotmentionthisto

anyone,noteventoyourdog.Doyouhearme,

Amara?Iwilltalktomyson,Iwilltellhimeverything.

Thisisnotyoursecrettotell.”Thatfeelsmorelikea

threat.

Sandradoesn’twaitforAmaratothrowherout,she

leavesonherownaccord,confidentthatthe

annoyinggirlwillnotutteraword.

THANDIWE...

Morningcamefasterthanusual,Thandiwefeels

deadtired.Shehardlyslept,tossingandturningthe

wholenight.Hereyespopopenatthecreature

smilingdownather,atleastthat’swhatshesees.It

hastobeademon,hermindconcludes.Hereyes

searchforNqabayomzi,he’snotintheroom.

“Mama,”Zulucallshismotherwhoisglaringathim

likehe’sanalien,butThandiweonlyhearstheword

“mommy.”Shegaspsasifbreathhasbeenknocked

outofherlungs.



“Mama,you’rescaringme.”Zulutellsher,he

doesn’tseethathismotherisoutofit.Hersixth

sensetellshertotakedefenceandtheonlything

shecangrabisapillow,Zuluduckswhenhis

motherviolentlythrowsitather.Shefallsbuttfirst

fromthefloorandcoversherearswhenthelittle

boypleadswithhertostop.Herearsdonottakein

whatisbeingsaid,butmanyvoicesscreaming

“mommy”

“Getawayfromme,”Thandiweyelps,herbody

trembling.“Nqaba,Nqaba.”

Zuluisterrifiedbyherscreaming,hetakesoff

runningtowardsthedoorandbumpsintohisfather.

Nqabayomzi’sfirstthoughtistocomforthis

frightenedson,hescoopshimintohisarmstohold

himclose.ZuluclingsontoNqabayomzi,silent

snifflesemanatingfromhim.

“Uncle,mamaisscaringme.”Zulusnitchestothe

manheassumesishisuncle.Nqabayomzioffersa

backstroke,it’scomfortingandcalmsthelittleboy



downabit.

HiseyesareengrossedonThandiwewhois

perchedonthefloorbesidethebed,herweteyes

hiddenbehindhershakyhands.

Everyonecomesrunningtotheroomtoseewhat

thenoiseisaboutsoearlyinthemorning.

“What’sgoingon?”Amaraisthefirsttoquestion,

Randallstandsbesidehiswife.Theyhavejust

gottenoutofbed,anddidn’thavetimetofreshenup

whentheyheardscreamsofawoman.

“Idon’tknow.”NqabayomzirepliestoAmara’s

question,heturnstohandZulutoRandallwho

takeshimandplaceshimonthefloor.He’sabig

boyaccordingtoRandall.

LittleLiyanaheavesthroughthetallpeople

standinginthedoorwayandreachesforher

cousin’shand.Zulutrustsandfeelssafewithher,

especiallyafterwhathappenedlastnight,hefeelsa

muchstrongerbondwithher.



“Comewithme.”Liyana’svoicebringsasmileto

Zulu’sface,heisworriedabouthismother,butshe

isascarywomanrightnowandstayingawayfrom

herwouldn’tbesuchabadidea.Thetwosiblings

toddleawaytofindChioma.

“Thandiwe!”Worriedly,Nqabayomzicallsforhis

lady.Hereyesdartfromonecornertoanotherin

searchofthemonstershehadseensittingbeside

her.Nqabayomzistartstoslowlyapproachherand

justashedoes,voicesevadeThandiwe’shead.

Coveringherears,shekneelsandhidesherfacein

betweenherthighs.

“Stop,stop.”Screamsofterrorleapoutofher,it

doesn’ttakelongforNqabayomzitorushtoher.He

takesthewomaninquestioninhisarmsandpicks

herupasifsheweighsnothing.

“I’vegotyouTshabalala,I’vegotyou.”Hesitsonthe

bedwithheronhislap,rockingherbackandforth.

Jawclenchedandangersuffocatinghimsomuch

sothathefeelstheclenchonhisthroat,



Nqabayomzitakeshisgazetothebrotherhethinks

tobeafriendandfindshimstaringbackwitha

puckeredbrow.Worryandwonderplayingonhis

face,handsfoldedacrosshischest.

Nqabayomziwantsprivacy,hesilentlymotionsto

RandallandRandallseesit,heblinksonceand

takeshiswife’shandtoleadherout.Sandrafollows

pursuit.

“Iwon’tletanythinghappentoyouThandiwe,I

sweartoGod.EvenifIhavetofightthisdemon

myself.”Nqabayomzi’sdeclarationcomeswith

occasionalkissesonherforehead,thewoman

appearstobecalmingdown.Slowlybutsurely

takingbackhersanity.

Athoughtknocksintheman’shead…abible…he

needsabibleifhewantstoknowhowtheGodof

Mam’SontoworksandNeoisjusttherightguyto

connecthim.Nqabayomzifishesforhisphonein

hispocketsandsendsatexttoNeowhomhe

knowswillcomethroughforhim.



Tobecontinued…
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THANDIWE…

“Areyouokay?”Heasksashecupsmyfaceinto

hishands,Inoddroppingmygaze,ashamedof

whattranspired.Iscaredmyson.

Nqabastudiesmelongenoughformetosquirmon

hislap.HegripsmywaisttoholdmeinplaceasI

attempttohopup.Theholdcompelsmeto

comfortablyslumponhim,Itightenmyarms

aroundhimandburymyfaceonthecurveofhis

neck.Ifeelhishandsslipunderthegarmentofmy

nightwear,thewarmthofhishandsonmyskinhas

meshivering.

“Iwantyou.”Iwhisperintohisearandsuckonthe

sweetspotbelowhisearlobe.Thesoundofhis



appreciativemoanweakensmyknees.

“Here?Now?”Hequestions,hisvoicesounding

huskierthanitdidbefore.

“Please,Ineedyouinsideme.Ineedyoutoremind

methatI’mnotlosingmymind,Iwanttofeel

human.”Isounddesperate,butIdon’tcare.

Nqabastandswithmeinhisarms,heturnsand

lightlythrowsmedown.Agaspleapsoutofmy

mouthasIlandonthemattress,Iimpatientlybite

mylipashecrawlsovermeandhisweightpinsme

onthebed.

“Iloveyou,”Nqabahintsinmyear,causingmy

breathtohitch.Hislipsgrazemyjawlinetomy

collarbone.“You’reveryattractiveTshabalalaandI

wouldhaveyoueverysecondifIcould.”

Whydoesthissoundlikearejection?

“Rightnowisnotthetime,Zuluneedsyou.”He’s

lookingintomyeyes,ifIwasn’tsureofthelookof

loveIseeinhiseyes,Iwouldbeembarrassed.



Imovetositup,pushinghimoffintheprocess.His

browsfurrowinresponse.

“Iloveyou.”He’stryingtoconvinceme,Ihopoffthe

bed.

“I’mgoingtotakeabath.”Ishouldn’tbeupset,butI

am.Shootme…

“You’reangry?”Gee!Youreckon?“I’llmakeitupto

you.”Anaughtyboysmirktakesplayonhislips,his

eyeslustfullypaintmybody.

“Iwon’tbeinthemood.”He’sstandingbeforemein

ajiffy,hishandsnakesovermywaistandhedraws

meintohim.

“EvenifIpromisetofuckyousenseless?”He

growls,huskily.Thereisaheftyamountof

possessivedominancesoakedinhistongueand

twirlinginhiseyesthatithasmefeelinggiddy.

Irespondbysquirmingunderhistouch,Iclawathis

shirt.Mybodytremblingfromdeniedpleasure.

“You’remineThandiweandIcanhaveyouanytime

Iwant.”Nqabadeclaresthroughadeepcommand



andIshiveratit,leaninginforanexpectedkiss.He

disappointsbypullingaway.“It’syourson’s

birthday,getready.He’swaitingforus.”

Inod,submissivelyandwatchhimleavetheroom.

“Thandiwe?”IblinktoseeIfeanyi,standingbythe

door.ShelooksdifferentfromthelasttimeIsaw

her,she’snottheusualvibrantenergeticgirl.Her

bodyisscrawny,bagsaroundhereyesandshe’s

sackedinbaggyclothes.

“Ifeanyi?”Hermouthstretchesintoatinysmile,her

eyesareconfusedthough.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Thisisthereason

behindherconfusion.

“Longstory,howareyou?”Igiveherahug,she

flinchesandslightlypushesmeback.Her

demeanoursaysshe’suncomfortable.

“Wheredidyougo?”Idon’tunderstandherquestion

andthepaininhervoice,shecoversherhandswith

thesleevesofherjerseyandfoldsherarmsacross



herchest.

“WhatdoyoumeanIfe?”

“Youleftmealoneinthatplace,with…him.”My

heartjumps,mymindisquicktodiscerning.Lord,I

hopeit’snotwhatIthinkitis.

“Ife!DidCele…”Sheslamsherhandsonherearsto

clogmyvoicefromseepingintothem.“Ohmy

God.”

Tearsvoluntarilycascadedownhercheeks,I

should’veseenthis.WhatamIsaying?Ididseeit,

therewereredflagsandIdidnothingaboutit.

“Ifeanyi,I’msorry.”Wordswillnevergetbackwhat

Celestolefromher.

“Iaskedyounottoleavemealonethere,remember

thatdayThandiwe?Theday…hewantedyoutotake

abreak?”Myheartshattersatthesoundofher

sobs.Shesinksdowntoherknees,herbodyis

visiblytrembling.

“Hetookmeawayfrommyfamilyandlockedmeup



inadarkworld,Ican’tfindmywayout.Nomatter

howhardIscream,noonecanhearme.”Ifeanyi

lamentspainfully,herwordsshakeduetosobs

emanatingfromhermouth.

“I’msorryIfe.”ThisisallIcanofferher,it’sallI

have.

“Whyme?EverydayIaskmyselfwhyhechoseme,

Ihaveneverhurtanyoneinmylife.Onlythattime,I

datedthemanwhoworkedformybrother’senemy.

ButIrepentedformysins,didGodnothearme?”

“It’snotyourfaultIfe,Ce…”Irecallherfearforthis

name.“Thatmanisamonster…”sheusesthe

sleeveofherjerseytowipehertearsaway,butthey

arepersistent.Ifeanyijoltsupandrunsoutofthe

room,leavingmeshockedtothecore.Ihavetotell

Nqabaaboutthis?Doesherbrotherknow?Celehas

tobelockedup.

BULELWA…



Hulklooksridiculouslycutesleepingonthatchair,

withhisheadhangingontheside.Hemustfeelme

watchinghimbecauseheopenshiseyes,atfirsthe

isconfusedashiseyesbrowsehissurroundings.

Theyfindmeonthehospitalbedandasmileplays

onhisscrumptiouslips.

“Mubiza,you’reawake.”(Ugly.)

Ilaughathiscomment,he’sanidiot.

“Notasuglyasyou,Iknewpeoplewereuglywhile

sleeping,butIdidn’tthinkitwasthisbad.”My

ripostehashimsmiling,notfully,butenoughtolet

meknowthatheappreciatesthedryjoke.Welock

eyesashemovescloser,Iamstunnedbythe

randomhug.Ittakesaboutaminutetoholdhim

back,hesmellsthewayIrememberhim.Imissed

thisscent,thefeelofhisarmsandhisclingyarse.

“Godgavemeasecondchanceatlifeandyouwant

totakeitaway,Ican’tbreatheHulk.”Myheart

dancesatthesoundofhischucklethatpoursinto

myears,hedrawsbackwithhiseyessmilingdown

atme.Hisfacethoughisadeadpan.



“Youdon’thavetocry,I’mokay.”Iexclaim,taking

hislargehandintomine.

“Youcameback.”Hisstatementpuzzlesme,I

wasn’tdying.Ijustbledalittletoomuchandhadto

rechargemybatteries.“IthoughtIwouldneversee

youagainButtercup.”

“Well,aren’tyoualittletoodramaticforasadist?”

Hishandmeetswiththebackofhisneck,bashfully

herubsitwithachortledgroan.“DidyouthinkI

woulddiebeforeIcalledyououtonyourlies?”

“Whatlies?”Hequestionswithshiftyeyes.

“Thatyou’reabadassinbed,afteryourconfession

thatday,Iwentandinvestigated.Iwascurioushow

yourmindasasadistworksandIhavetosay,you

lotareevil.”Zizwecatchesthesarcasminmyvoice,

he’stickledbyit.Itakeinthesoundofhislaugh,it

findsitswayintomysoulcausingasenseof

serenityIhaveneverfelt.

“Waittillyourfirstexperience,you’regoingtobeg

meformore.”Imissedthispompousbastard.



“I’msorrytobreakthenewstoyouMr.butmy

fatherispartoftheundergroundgangnow,

knowingMandla,heisbossingeveryonearound.I

knowhewillbewatchingmelikeahawk,Ndlondlo

willnotletmeenjoysex.Thatmanwasanenemy

ofnicethings.”

Bhekizizweagaintakesdelightinmywords,Imight

justbecomehisBrookifhecontinuescharmingme

likeRichForester.

“StoplaughingbeforeIorgasmfromthatraspy

sound.”Iexpress,feelingsilly.Thisamuseshim

justaboveasubtlelaugh.

“God,whatwillIbewithoutyou,Buttercup?”His

voiceisontopofawhisper.

“NothingIhope,”Imeanit,hetakesmyhandinto

hisandplacesakiss.Iwhimperintoamess,he

appearstotakedelightinmymess.

“We’regoingtobeokay,Iknowit.”That’sarandom

statement.



“Weare,Ipromisetostayifyouincreaseyour

clinginess.”Itellhimandmentallyfacepalm,I

shouldrephrasethestatement.“Seriously,the

ZizweIknowwouldbesuffocatingmeinhisarms

rightnow.”

Iscoremyselfacuddlewiththesewordsashis

huge-selfperchesonthebedandhidesmeinhis

arms.Icanhearthesoundofhisheartincreasing

witheachbeat.

“TellmemoreaboutBulelwa,myButtercup.”His

voicesaddens,Ifinditodd.Hisboldchappyimage

isreinforcedbydespair.“HowdoesBulelwa

respondtolies?”

“Areyouplanningonlyingtome?”Thequestion

slipsout,it’sfirm.

“SayIdidlietoyouorkeepsomethingfromyou,

wouldyouforgivethat?”Hisquestionmakesme

lookathiminsurprise,hisarmsarestillholdingme.

Ifanyoneshiftsherethentheywouldfalloffthebed,

that’showsmallthebedis.



“Lyingtomewouldmeanyoudon’tlovemeas

muchasyousay,itmeansyoudon’ttrustme

enoughtoletmein.”Istateearnestly,heglaresat

mesharplyandgrindshisteeth.“What’sgoingon

Zizwe?Whythesuddenquestionsandtheworryon

yourface?Didsomethinghappen?”

“Iwouldneverhurtyoudeliberately,youknowthat

right?”Well,he’sshownmeonceandIhavetrusted

hisactions.Inodtohisquestion.“Pleasesayit,I

wanttohearyousayit.”

“Youwillneverhurtme,notonpurposeatleast.”I

repeathiswordsandaddalittlespicefortaste,he

grinssubtly.Ourlipsmeetintoaslowheatedkiss,

hishandcradlesmycheekwhiletheothermovesto

thesmallofmyback.

THANDIWE…

IfeanyiisnotatthebreakfasttablewhenIgetthere,

Ikeepsearchingforherhopingshewillwalkinafter

me.



“Tan-tan.”Nqaba’svoicecallsouttome,Iblinkto

findthatI’mstandinginthemiddleoftheroomand

alleyesareonme.Nqabacomestoleadmetoa

seatbesidehim,thisplaceisbeautiful.Chioma

calleditthefoyer,whenshecametotellme

breakfastwasready.Peoplearelivingcomfortably

outthere.

“GoodmorningThandiwe.”Amarasmilesatme

withthissalutation,Ireturnitbutnotasbig.Her

husbandisseatednexttoher,toocloseifImayadd.

Youwouldthinkheisstrappedtoherwaist.Randall

doesn’tgreet,letaloneacknowledgemypresence.

Themanhashiseyesgluedonhisplate,ifnoton

hiswife.

He’shavingahushedconversationwithher,

Amara’sresponsesaregiggles.Thisisthesame

Amarawhotoldme,herhusbandhardlygiveshera

minuteofhistimelately.Ihappentoseethe

opposite,Randallisengrossedonnothingelsebut

her.Themotherdoesn’tlooklikeahappywoman,

thedeadlylookdirectedatthemcouldkillanarmy.



“WhereisIfe?”Everyonestopsandglaresatmelike

Icursedthem,theireyesareshifty.

“Ifewenttotherapy.”Amaraanswers,hervoice

dismissive.Iguesstheyareinformedabouther

predicament.

“Youdidn’twishZuluahappybirthday.”Nqaba’s

undertonebringsmebacktohim,myeyessearch

formyson.He’ssettledbesideLiyana,sadnesshas

takenoverhisface.

“Zulu.”Icallhim,buthedoesn’tlookatme.

Nqaba’shandfindsmineunderthetable,Itake

comfortinthesqueeze.“Happybirthday.”

Zulushrugs,stillrefusingtoglanceatme.

“It’sokayZulu,youcantalktoher.Rememberwhat

Itoldyou?”Liyana’sinterferencejoltsmeintoshock,

evenmorewhenZulunodstoherwords.Hegazes

upatmeandtakesafaintsmile,goshhealmost

lookslikehisfather.

“Thankyou.”It’sformalandmelancholypours



insideme.

“Won’tyouhugme?”HelooksatLiyanafor

assurance,Idon’tthinkI’mokaywiththis.Zulu

standsandgivesmeabriefhug,histinyhandscup

mycheeks.

“Thankyoumama,”thistimeit’sagenuine

appreciation.Asmiletakesownershipofmylipsas

hekissesmycheeksandenfoldshisarmsaround

myneck.

“Iloveyoubaby.”

“Mamayou’reembarrassingme,mypotentialwife

ishere.”Thechildmumblesinmyear,Nqaba

catchesthephrasebecausehechortles.

Ihavetolethimgoasheinsistsongoingbackto

hisseat,nexttohis“potential.”

“You’redoinggood.”Nqabachecks,it’smoreofan

assurance.

“Liyanasaidwe’regoingtoGoldReefCitywithher



papa.”Zulu’sannouncementcatchesRandall’s

attention,helooksupatthelittleboywithafrown.

“Wherearewegoing?”Randallquestions,surprised

bythenews.Liyanaappearstofindhumourin

whateverishappening,shegigglesassheanswers

him.

“GoldReefCitypapa,yousaidyouwilltakeus

there.”

“WhendidIsaythat?”Thequestionisdirectedat

motherhenAmarawhoshrugswithasmile.

“Amarawillhavetotakeyouthere,I’mnotgoingto

babysit…”

“You’renotbabysittingbaby,you’retakingthekids

onanouting.”Amaraclears.

“LetMzitakethem,heseemstohavetimeinhis

hands.”Randall’svoiceisnervous,he’safraidof

beingalonewiththekids.

“Idon’tmind.”Nqabagladlystates,Zulu’sbirthday

wasnotplanned.Ihopethiswillmakehimhappy.

“IfRandallcomeswithme.”



RandallisnothappyaboutNqaba’ssuggestionand

seeingthetwomen,noneiswillingtolosethebattle.

“WhatwillIdothere?Ican’tbegoingonthoserides

likeachild,Itisstup…”AmarapinchesRandall’s

armtostophimfromexpressinghimself.

“Youalwayshaveexcuseswhenyouhavetobe

alonewiththekids.”Amararecallshimofwhat

appearstobehislifestyle.

“Kids?Youmeandemons?”Randallgetsanother

pinch,onhischeekthistime.“Ouch,willyoustop

that.”Annoyanceliesinhisvoice,yetheislikea

child.Ignorantandblunt.“Mzi,getready.You’re

takingthebrats…Imeankidstotheplayground.”

“It’sanamusementparkpapa.”Liyanacorrectshim,

withgiggles.

“Samethingprincess,”Randallignorantlysays,his

nosenuzzlingAmara’scheek.Thesetwoaresoin

loveit’sdisgustinglycute,IfindNqababesideme

andappreciatehimwithagratefulsmile.



“Ihaveameetingwithmyfather,Ican’ttakethem.

BullysomeoneelseUze,”Nqabasays,thesetwoare

liketeenagers.

“Ihaveameetingtoo,with…”hisvoicewaivers,yep

themanhascaughthimselfinalie.

“Dada,dada.”R.Jsavesthedayashetoddlesinto

thefoyer.Hisstepsarenotsolid,thechildlookslike

hewillfall,rushingtohisfatherasifhewon’tfind

himseatedwhereheis.Chiomaisbehindhimwith

awetcloth,probablytowipetheporridgesmeared

onhismouthandreadytocatchhimifhefalls.

“R.J.”IthinkRandallhasfoundanescape.“Ihavea

datewithR.J.”He’sonhisfeettomeetwiththe

toddlerwhohasgrownanxiousbecauseit’staking

longtogettohisfather.Thechildgigglesasifhe

getspaidforitwhenRandallscoopshimupinhis

arms.

*******



“Papa,”Liyanamumblesunderherbreathanddrops

herspoonintheplate.Herheadjoltsup,hereyes

rollbackbeforethechildfallsfromherseatand

startsconvulsing.

“Fuckthisshit.”Randalldeclares,clearlyannoyed.

“Randall?”Hiswifechideshim,hedoesn’tcare.

“Chiomatakethekidsplease,”Chiomaobeysthe

instructions,butR.Jisagainstit.Hescreamswhen

ChiomatakeshimfromRandall,theroomisquiet

themomentshewalksoutwithacryingR.Jand

Zulurushesbehindthem.

I’mstandingnexttoNqaba,myhandcurledaround

hisarmandwonderingwhyeveryoneisglancingat

thechildandnothelpingher.

“Nqaba,what’sgoingon?”Thechildisconvulsing

anditlookspainful.

“Herancestorsarerelayingamessage,thisishow

theyshowthemselvestoher.”I’mtakenabackby

Nqaba’sresponse,Liyanaistooyoungforthis.



“She’sinpainNqaba,lookather.”

“Believeitnot,thechidcan’tfeelathing.

Sometimesshegetsaheadacheandstarts

throwingupuntilherstomachisempty.Nqabafills

mein,myeyesscantheroom.Herparentsand

grandmotherarecasuallywatchingLiyanaasif

waitingforsomethingtohappen.Randall’sfacehas

growninirritation,hestandswithhishands

rammedinthepocketsofhisblackpants,an

intimidatingdemeanourstandingatattention.

Amaraisaworriedmother,Iwouldbetoo.Liyana’s

bodycalms,hereyesfallonherfather.

“Uze!”Liyana’svoicesoundsabitstrange,it’s

differentfromthatofthelittlegirlwhowasgiggling

atherfather’ssilliness.

“Nana!Biribiarabokoodee?”(Grandfather!Is

everythingokay?)

Randallspeaksinanunknownlanguage.

Mtualiingialangoni.”(Someonejustwalkedinthe

gate.)Liyanareveals,thiscan’tbethereasonfor



theirvisit,right?OtherwiseIwouldthinkancestors

havetimeintheirhands.

Ninanihuyo?”(Whoisit?)Randall…

“Aberewa.”(Anoldwoman.)

Liyanasays,Ican’tmakeoutwhatisbeingsaid

betweenthem.

“There’ssomeoneoutside,anoldwoman.”Randall

directsthemessagetoNqaba,itseemslikean

emergency.Nqabarushestowardtheexit,Idon’t

knowwhat’sgoingon,butItrailafterhim.Theyard

isempty,onlytheguardsarelurkingabout.

“What’sgoingonNqaba?”

“There’snoonehere.”Hisresponse,smallhands

pavethroughus.IleerdowntoseeLiyana,she

looksbetterthanshedidinthehouse.Herparents

andgrandmotherarebehindus.Liyanapointsat

thegateandutters.

“Theresheis,standingatthegate.”Ifitisaghost

thenIshouldbeabletoseeit.Ithinksheistheonly



onewhocanseetheperson.

“WhoisitLiya?”Randallasksaquestionthatis

probablyinallourheads.

“Herfaceiscovered,sheishereforZuluandshe’s

notalone.Anoldmanjustjoinedher.”Myhead

spins,thewordoldmanalwaysmakesmyskin

crawlandwhatdoesshemeansheishereforZulu?

Tobecontinued…
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LILIAN…

“Whyisthiswomanstillinmyhouse?”Bettymust

haveboughtthenerveshehasfromthedevil,totop

itoffsheisseatedonthebreakfasttablewithmy

family.

“Nottodaysisi,”IseeDeliwehascaughtthenerve



virus.

“IwantyououtofmyhousenowBettyandsince

whendowedinewiththehousehelp?”Sheglares

upatme,herbrowsknottedinfrustration,grinding

myteeth,Ifightbacktheurgetoslapheracrossthe

face.

“YouareonebitterwomanLilian,onewouldthink

youaresexuallydeprivedmeanwhileyouhadthat

youngman…”Idon’twastetimetosnatchacupof

whateverQhaphelaisdrinkingandpouritonBetty’s

face,shescreamsassheboltsupfromthechair.

“Lilian?”Deliwebetternottestme,Iamnotinthe

mood.Idon’tacknolwedgeherreprimand,myfocus

isonthisdisrespectfulwomanwhothinksshecan

takemeon.

“Howdareyou,Betty?AreyouforgettingwhoIam?”

Myangeremergesinsplittingsounds.

“Youdidn’thavetodothatmom.”Lindiwebuttsin,I

sideeyeherandtakemygazebacktothemaid.

“WhydoyouhatesisBettysomuch?”



IrollmyeyesatLindiwe,Ihatetheaffectionshe

hasandshowstowardsthiswoman.Allshehas

everdoneistakefromme,Iwillneverforgiveher.

“ThishasnothingtodowithyouLindiwe,keepout

ofitandmoveawayfromthere.”She’swiping

Betty’sfacewithadishcloth,thisiswhatI’mtalking

about,mychildrenseeamotherinher.Ihatethat,I

hateher.

“Nomom,please.Thisisnotyou,you’renotthis

bitter.”Whatisthischildtalkingabout?

“Ohthisisheralright,Bitter…old…Lilian.”Thobekile

slidesinwithamockingtonewhilesippingontea

withanunbotheredexpressionplayingonherface.

Sheeyesmeunderscrutiny,hereyesareempty…

deadpan.“Butweloveherirrespective,sheisour

motherafterall,rightLilian?”

Maybeallowingthemtoaddressmebynamewasa

mistake,theyhavenorespectformeastheir

mother.BettyglowersatThobekile,painseemsto

wipeherface.Herpupilsdilateastearsflood



behindthem.

“You’remydaughterThobekile,nothers.”Myheart

cracksandmyworldcomescrashingdown,thereis

silenceinthediningroom.Alleyesareonthe

womanwhojustdroppedthebomb...Betty.

“What?”Lindiwegaspsinwhisperedshock,myeyes

goinsearchofThobekiletofindherstabbing

daggersatBetty.Eyeswidewithangerandtears

cascadingoutofthem.

“Whatdidyousay?”That’sBulelwa’svoice.Iturnto

findhimonthedoorwaywithBhekizizweholding

himclose.

“Baby,whyareyouhere?Youshouldbeinthe

hospital.”Herejectsmyarms,myheartbreaksat

thetearsinhiseyes.HetooisoglingatBetty,there

isnowayoutofthis.

“SisBetty?”Bulelwacalls,noiselessly.“Whatdoyou

meanThobekileisyourdaughter?”

“She’slyingBulelwa,don’tlistentoher.”



“Mamaka-Bubuplease,nomoreliesokay.”He

interposes.“LasttimeBettysaidmyfather

belongedtoherfirst…”

“Yourfatherwasalwaysmine,heneverbelongedto

thatwitch.”Iseeangerrisingonhisfaceatmy

proclamation.“Baby,youhaven’trecoveredfullyyet.

Letmehelpyoutoyourroom.”

IwaitforBhekizizwetomove,oureyeslockfora

minute.Hatredswirlsinhiseyes,hislipsgrowthin

withanger.

“Willyouexcuseus?Thisisafamilymatter.”Isnap

athim,annoyedbythearmswrappedaroundmy

sonandhowheregardsmewithsomuchdisgust.

“Zizweisherewithme.”Bulelwa.

“He’snotsupposedtobebaby,it’shisfaultyou

almostdied.”MaybethisisthedistractionIneedto

runfromBetty’sclaims.

“Zizweisnotgoinganywhere,he’swithmeLilian.

We’retogether.”Ican’tstandthis,Ishouldhave



killedthisboy.Iknewhewouldcomebetweenme

andmyfamily.

“Bubu,comemyboy.Iwilltellyoueverything,Iwill

tellyouhowyourmotherstolefromme.”Jeer,asifI

needthisstressinmylife.Thehiredhelpwillnotlet

thisgo.

“Stopit,stoptryingtopoisonmyfamily.”Ilashout

atBetty,shehasahiddenagenda.Whychooseto

speakoutnowwhenMandlaisgone?Thobekile

andIexchangeglances,Iknowsheisnotfondof

Bettyhencetheunmovablelookonherface.

“It’sabouttimethesetwofindout,thereisnousein

keepingtheminthedarkanymore.”Thobekile’s

decisionbreaksmyheart,Idon’twanttolosemy

children.Iwasluckywhenshedidn’tresentme

whenshefoundoutyearsago,butBulelwaand

Lindiwearenotasstrongasher.Theirfeebleness

willhavethemrejectme,Ican’tletthathappen.

OKOLIERESIDENCE…



“WhatdoyoumeansheishereforZulu?”Nqabais

theonetoask,hisbrowsknittingtogether

quizzically.Liyana’sbodylocksup,Randallholds

herasherfeetfailtokeepherstillandgentlylets

herdown.Shekneels,headcastdownandpalms

ontheground.

“Thesamethinghappenedlastnight,”Amara

unlocks,makingRandallleerather.“Therewasa

womanhereand…”

“That’snottrue,nothingofthesorthappened.”

Sandra’sinterjectionearnsherascowlfromAmara,

shecan’tlethersisterbeexposed.Maybeshe

shouldhaveletBarbradealwithAmaralikeshe

wantedto.Thewomanwon’tbeabletokeep

secretsfromherhusband.

“Amara,whathappenedlastnight?”Randalldoesn’t

trusthismother,shewasonceincahootswithhis

brotherwhenhewantedtokillAmara.Hisactions

resultedinRandallkillinghim,withnothoughttoit

Randallchosehiswifeoverhisbrother.Therewas

nothingmorehecoulddoatthatpoint.



Amara’sgazemovesfromSandratothemanwitha

demandingglare…

“Thewomanthatwasherelastnightgaveoffweird

vibesandLiyana…”Amarastarts…

“Mymother?”Nqabainterferes,theonlywoman

thathadvisitedtheOkolieresidenceisBarbra.

“Yes,she…”Amara’sexplanationiscutoffby

Liyana’sscreams.

*******

Barbrahardlyhadapeacefulnight,notthatshe

alwaysdoes.Makhafulahadpaidthewomanavisit,

itwasthenightofZulu’sbirthdayandthechildwas

meanttobeintheirpossessionby12amonhis

birthday.

AngryashellMakhafulawhohadbeeninhidingas



therewasagreatforceafterhim,emergedinto

Barbra’scaveseekingtheboywhowillbeavessel

usedtogettoMapula,thewomanheclaimed

beforeshewasborn.

Barbrabeinguntruthful,promisedtogetthechild

aftertheoldmanthreatenedtokillherandher

family.

Morningcameandthewomantookherwitchform

inpursuitofZulu,shehadtodragMakhafulawith

her.Knowingtheancestorswoulddefeather

withoutadoubt.

Theduothoughttheywouldenterthepremiseswith

suchease,Barbraseemstohaveforgottenabout

thelittlegirlwithaspiritualgift.

“Wecan’tgoin.”BarbratellsMakhafula,besideher.

Theoldmanisnotbothered,hewantsMapula.He

canseeherfromwherehe’sstanding,hisblood

boilsatthesightofMapulaclingingonto

Nqabayomzi.

“Iknow,butfromMapula’sbloodsampleyougave



me,Icantakecontroloverhermindalongwithher

son.Icanmakeherdoanything,runtome,cut

herselfandmypersonalfavourite,killyourson.”

Makhafularevealshisevilplantohisaccomplice,

Barbrahatesthelastpart.Nowayisshelosingher

son.

TheoldwitchstretcheshishandstoBarbra,she

takesthemreluctantly.Makhafulahasdonethis

spellbefore,takeaperson’sfeelingsandturnthem

tohisadvantage.

“Makhafula,ngwenyamazasebunyameni,

mathongaamababi,mimoyaemibi,ngithi

phakamani.Heedmyvoiceandarise,takeupyour

cupstodrinkthebloodofmyenemies.Igazi

labamsulwa,creaturesofthenight,arise,arise,

arise.Ngithiphakamani,phakamani,phakamani.”

(Evilspirits,arisetodrinkthebloodoftheinnocent.”

Makhafulashoutsasloudashecan,Barbrahas

neverbeenpartofthisspell.Shecansensethe



extentofpoweremanatingfromtheoldman,ithas

hertremblingwithfear.Whispersofmanyvoices

surfaceintotheatmosphere,it’sghostlywhispers,

nothingBarbrahaseverheardbefore.

Hereyesshootopeninsearchofthecreatures

whisperingabout.Sheseenothing,butherears

sufferfromthenoise.Makhafulaisonfullfocus,

hiseyesshutclosedandhisarelipsemanating

wordsBarbracan’tmake.

********

“AHHH!!!”EveryonestaggersinshockasLiyana

screamsinagony,herarmshugherstomachas

shelurchesoverscreaming.Thesoundisheart

wrenching,Randallcrouchesoverbeforeher.Her

bodystiffensashetriestotakeherupinhisarms.

“Randalldosomething,she’sinpain.”Amaracan’t

standtoseeLiyanagrowlingandscreaming,her

facescrunched…agestureoftorture,thechildfalls

onhersideandrollsonthefloorasifsomething



wereincontrolofherbody.

EveryoneissofocusedonLiyanathattheycan’t

seeZulustandingonthebalcony,lostinatrance.

“Papa,savehim.Savehimpapa.”Liyanascreams,

herbodyrollingontheground.Randallhardly

panics,butthesightofhisdaughtersufferinghas

hisheartracingfasterthanitsnormalrate.

“WhoLiyana?Whodoyouwantmetohelp?”He

catchesherintohisarmsandplacesheronhislap,

herbodytemperaturehasrisen.Sheisburningup

likesomeonewhoisplacedunderaheater.

Randallholdshercloseragainsthischestinhopes

thatshewillstopwriggling,butthechildbegins

shuddering.Hereyesrollup,foampoursoutofher

mouth.ApanickyAmararunsintothehouse,tears

gushingdownherface.Shemakesittotheliving

roomwhereherphoneis.

“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Neoanswersimmediately,asifhewasexpectinga



callfromher.

“LiyanaissufferingNeo,pleaseprayforher,

please.”Urgencyinhervoice,Amaradeliversthe

sadnews.

“Whathappened?”Neogoesintoseriousmode.

“I’mnotsure,there’sapresencehereandLiyana

canseeit.She’sscreaming.Ithinkshe’sinpain

Neo,pleaseprayforher.”

“I’monmyway,ifthereisabibleinthehouseopen

itAmaraandreadfromthebookofPsalmchapter

91untilIgetthere.Makesureshecanhearyou,

readitoutloud.”AmaranodstoNeo’sinstructions

whilesniffing.

“Pleasehurry.”Shepleads,desperationswirling

aroundhervoice.AmaraknowsChiomahasabible

stashedsomewhereinherroomandshetakesoff

uptheflightofstairsinsearchofthewoman.

Meanwhileoutside,Nqabafeelshelplesswatching

hisfriendstrugglewithhisdaughter,heoffersto



callanambulance,butRandalldisputes.Thisisa

spiritualthing.

“Ihavenothingagainstmyancestors,butIhatethis.

Iresentthemfortreatingmydaughterlikesheis

nothing.”Randallgrowls,stilltryingtokeephis

daughterstill.He’soccasionallywipingthefoam

thatconstantlydrizzlesoutofhermouth.

“Papa,savehim.”Liyanayellsonemoretime,her

eyeswetfromtears.Suddenlytheyturnwhite,she

convulsesrobustly,theycanhearherteeth

shatteringandmorefoamcloudhermouth.

Inthatsplitmoment,somethingfallstothefloor

withaloudclunk.Thandiwe,NqabaandRandall

turntoseeZululyingontheground,Nqabarushes

tohimleavingThandiwebehind.

Timeslowsdownlikeadropofwater,herheart

explodesinherchest,herinsidescontract,cold...

hereyesasstillasamannequin.Thandiwecomes

tumblingtothefloorwhenhermindblacksout.



“Kosepapa.”(Sorry.)

Liyanamumblesbeforehereyesshutandherbody

goesstill.

“Liyana,”frighttakespleasureinglazingRandall’s

voiceashecallsuponhisdaughterwhoisnot

responsive.“Liyanaopenyoureyes.”Hegrunts,

fightingthetearsthatarecreepinguponhim.

Nqabaontheotherhandiscallingouttohisson,

thereisnopulse.HetakesZulu'sbodyintohis

arms,asmallpoolofbloodliesontheground

wherehisheadwas.Nqabalooksupfromwhere

Zulufell,it’sastoryup.AchildZulu’sagewould

walkawaywithabrokenlegandarm,thefall

wouldn’tdothatmuchdamage.WhyisZulunot

responding?

“Peanut.”Withagentletouch,hepatshischeek.

Thereisnosignofhimopeninghiseyes,theyare

tightlyshut.

“Liyana.”NqabaturnstoRandall’sscreams,his

thoughtsscatterinconfusionashecan’tseemto



graspwhatishappening.Darkcloudssuddenly

coverthesky,itisstrangebecausethesunwasout

inallofitsglorywithnosignsofrain.

IFEANYI…

Therapyisnotworkingforme,Sethuhasbeenkind

enoughtoaccompanyme,butIcan’tlooka

strangerintheeyeandtellthemhowIwasbrutally

rapedandalmostkilled.DoctorKamoisanicelady,

gentlevoiceandapermanentsmileonherface.

Anyonewouldeaseintoherwithnohassles,butnot

someonewhowentthroughwhatIwentthrough.

Celeharassesme,Ican’tseemtorunawayfrom

him.

“HowareyoutodayIfe?”Kamo’svoicepierces

throughmypondering,Iblinkafewtimestoremove



theblurfrommyeyes.She’ssmilingasusual,the

weatherisgloomytoday.Greyskiesandalittle

showers,hencethelightintheoffice.It’sbrighter

thanIwouldlikeandgivingmeaheadache.

“AreyouokayIfeanyi?”I’mcomfortable,physically.

It’sthecouch,itmakesmefeelsleepyaswell.

Mentallyandemotionally,Ifeellikedeath…cometo

thinkofit…

“Ithinkaboutdeathalot.”Thewordsleavemymind

ontheirownwill,Ifrownatherscribbling

somethingonherlittlenotepad.

“Tellmeaboutthethoughts.”Hervoiceisgentle

andcalmasifIdidnotdropabomb.

“YesterdayIsawabottleofpillsandIthoughtto

myself,IwonderwhatwouldhappenifItookthe

wholebottle.WouldIdieandwherewillIgoifIdie?

Mysister-in-lawwaspreparingbreakfastthis

morningandtheknifeonherhandcaughtmy

attention.Isawmyselfpushingitinstomach.



That’swherethethoughtended.SometimesIsee

carsandthinkwhatwouldhappenifIjumpinfront

ofamovingcar.”

IwishDr.Kamowouldstopnoddingherhead,she

doesthatalotanditbothersme.

“You’rehavingsuicidalthoughts?”Herquestion

puzzlesme,Idon’tanswerher.

“Ifeanyi,theonlywaywewillmakeprogressisif

youtalktome.I’mheretohelpyou,Iwanttohelp

you.Youdon’thavetoshareeverythingatonce,say

whateveryou’recomfortablewith.”

“Iwenttoaclubyesterday.”Istudyhereyestosee

ifshewilljudgeme,myfamilyjudgedme.My

mother,AmaraandNeo.Mybrotherhasn’tsaid

anythingyet,he’soccupiedwiththevisitors.He

hardlylookedatmethismorning.

“Didanythinghappenattheclub?”

Islowlyrubmyhandstogether,suddenlyIfeel

nervous.Thetriptotheclubwasn’tplanned,a



friendinvitedmeandIthoughtitwasagoodidea.

BeinginthehousesuffocatesmeandIneededa

breather.

“IdrankalittleanddancedwithamanIdon’t

know.”MybodyshuddersasIcringeatthememory

ofmedancingwiththatman.

“Howdidthatmakeyoufeel?”

“Dirty…andcheap.”Isay,tooashamedtolookinto

hereyes.

“Whatmadeyoudancewithhim?”Thequestions

arestartingtosuffocateme,therearesomanyof

themthatIhavetoforcemyselftoanswer.

“Hesaidhe’sfromNigeria,soIthoughtIwouldview

mendifferentlythroughhimbecausemyattacker

is…”Mybrainchastisesme,itwithholdstherestof

myspeech.

“It’sokay,youdon’thavetocontinue.”Ihavebeen

waitingforthesewords.

“CanIgonow?”Shesmilesatmyquestion.



“Youmay,I’llseeyounextweek.”Ihavean

appointmentwithhereveryTuesday,Idon’tthinkI

wanttocomeback.AnodisalltheassuranceIcan

giveher.

Sethucouldn’tcomewithmetoday,mymotheris

thelastpersonIwanttoaccompanyme.Amara

andmybrotheraretoobusyforme.HenceIwas

drivenbyaguard.Ifindthecarwaitingforme

outside,Remiismybrother’strustedguard.Hehas

beenworkingforhimforyears,wewereacquainted

once.Hewaslikeabrothertome,untilmy

perceptionofmenchanged.

HeusuallystartsaconversationwhenIenterthe

car,Iguesstodayhechoosestodriveinsilence,I

willtakethat.Theridehomeislong,myphone

keepsmecompany.

Thecarstopsatatrafficlightandmyheartthuds

whenanaccustomedvoicesays…

“Howwastherapy?”It’snotRemi’svoice,fear



engulfsme.Mybodystartstrembling,mymind

takesmebacktothedayCeleabductedme.Ifreeze,

terrifiedandunabletothinkofthenextmove.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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IFEANYI…

“Nxesenkosazana,Ididn’tmeantoscareyou.”(I’m

sorry.)It’sNtsika,whyishegivingmeabottleof

water.Myhearthasn’trelaxed,it’sknockinghardon

mychest.“Remiisafriend,ItoldhimIknowyou.”

HethinksI’msupposedtobeokaywiththis.

He’slookingintomyeyes,wemaintainthestaring

challengeuntilIthrowinthetowelanddropmy

gaze.

“Pleasedon’tbeafraid,”I’mnot,Ishouldbebut



seeinghisfacehascooledmedown.“Iwantedto

seeyou,Ifeanyi,Ihadtoseeyou.”

“Ife,”thewhispershocksme.Icanfeelhiseyeson

me.

“Ife.”Idon’tknowwhatitis,butIfeelsomethingas

mynamerollsoutofhistongue.Thereisa

gentlenessinthewayhesaysit,apromiseto

protect.“YoucancallmeNtsika.”SureIknowhis

name.

Thereisaprolongedsilence,Istarttoplaywithmy

fingers.Myeyesstillcastdown,thoughhe’sogling

atme.

“Istherapygoingokay?”Inodmyhead,IswearI

don’tknowwhyI’mgivinghimaminuteofmytime.

“I’mglad,isitokayifIaccompanyyounextweek?”

Myeyesraisetoglanceathim,aquestionliesinhis

ashewaitsforaresponse.WhatdoesNtsikawant

fromme?Hedoesn’tknowme,yethe’smaking

effortstobenearmeandGodImustbeinsaneto

feelsafewithhim.

“Iwon’tbotheryou,Iwillonlybearoundsoyou



don’tfeelaloneinthere.”

SaynoIfe,youdon’tknowthisman.Likeanidiot,I

nod,consentingtohisrequest.Hislipsdrawa

refinedsmile.

OKOLIERESIDENCE.

Thesunhasdecidedtoshyawayfromthescene

happeningattheOkolieresidence,medium

showerspourdownfromthesky,theguardsstand

andwatchinastonishment.Sandrahasgoneto

lookforhersister,shehastomakesurethatBarbra

isnottheonesaidtobeinthepremises.

Amaralashesoutofthehousewithabibleinhand,

herfeetfreezewhenshemeetsaghastlyview

outside.Randall’sred-rimmedeyesmeethiswife’s,

thereissomuchpainradiatingfromhisgaze.When

heloves,it’stoostrong,likeGodturneduphis

emotionsfullblast…waytoofarandrightnowhe



feelslikehecan’tbreathe.Hehasanideawherehis

daughteris,butheisnotconfidentthattheywilllet

hergo.

“Randall?”Aquestion,thoughhermindismuddled.

HereyesseeThandiwelyingonthefloorandNqaba

withastillboyinhisarms,butherfeetandheart

leadhertoherfamily.

“Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingonAmara,there’sno

pulse.”Randallstresses,hisownheartgrowing

coldbythesecond.

“Takeherinsideplease,it’sraining.”Randallnods

toAmara’swordsandtakesLiyanaupinhisarms,

thecouplefolloweachotherintothehouse.

NqabascoopsZuluupandrusheshimtothecar,he

placeshiminthebackseat.Hisjawclenchesatthe

paininhisheartashestrokeshisson’shead.A

scowlformsonhisfacewhenhepresseshislips

onZulu’scheeks.



Theshowersaretransitioningintoheavyrainand

heremembersThandiwe.

AguardwalksuptothecarwithThandiweinhis

arms.Nqabaisnothappyaboutwhathe’sseeing,

hispossessivesideisnotokaywithhiswoman

beinginthearmsofanotherman.Grimacingatthe

guard,Nqabasnapsacolddeadlyglareandmoves

totakeThandiwefromhim.Theguarddoesnot

waittobetoldtoleave…

“Tshabalalawakeup.”Adesperatewhisperintoher

ear,hislipsbrushhersrightbeforeheputsherin

thecaronthepassenger’sside.Nqababustlesto

getinonthedriver’sside.

Faintly,heslapshercheekstwotimes…afewmore

timesandThandiwe’seyesflutteropen.Hermindis

quicktoplayaflashback,herlipsquiverandher

son’snamesoftlyeruptsfromhermouth.

“Z-Zulu.”Nqabafightsbackthezealtotightenhis

jaw.Howdoeshetellherthathersonisnot

breathing?



******

AmarawasgivenstrictinstructionsbyNeo,

althoughshecan’tseethespiritrealmwithher

naturaleyes,sheknowssomethingisoutthereand

itisafterherfamily.KneelingbeforeLiyanaand

Zulu,AmaraopenstheverseNeohadmentioned.

HereyesrakeRandallwhoissittingbesidehis

daughteronthefloor,faceburiedinhishands.

Thewifeplacesthebibleonthefloorasthethought

tocomfortherhusbandtackleshermind.Shaky

handsgriphischeekstobringhisheadupsothat

he’slookingather.Thepaininhiseyessalutesher,

heisamanwhohasgivenup.Defeatmockshim…

“It’sokaybaby,she’sgoingtobeokay.”Soothingly,

shewhispersasherlipsbrushsoftlyagainsthis

cheeks.“Praywithme,”apleafromher.Randall

findsitillogical,nowayisheprayingtoaGodhe

hardlyknows.

“Amara!”Hecallswitharaisedbrow,doubting



everythingthathastodowiththisGodAmarais

talkingabout.

“Please,”shereachesforthebible.

“LordIbelieve,Ibelieveinyou.Idon’thavefactsto

proveyourexistence,butIbelievefather.Fightfor

us,fightformybaby,Lord.Ourenemieshave

hiddenthemselvesandcometoattackus,youare

anallseeing,omnipotentGod.Don’ttakeLiyana

andZulufromus,theyareonlykids,purewithout

sin.”ShetakesRandall’shand,buthesnatchesit

away.Hewantstoholdhisdaughter.“Randall

please,”withtearsinhereyes,shepleadsforthem

tostandinagreement.

“No,”that’sallhesaysandathousandwordshave

beeninterpretedfromthatoneword.Hedoesn’t

believe,notwhenhisdaughterhasbeenthroughso

much.Howcanthepowerfulthinktheycanusethe

weakandweshouldbeokaywithit?

AmaradrapesRandall'shandwithhers,thetouch

hashimlookingupather.



“IknowRandall,Ifeelyourpain.Imightnothave

givenbirthtoher,butsheismydaughtertoo.Let

mebestrongforyou,youdon’thavetohidebehind

allthattoughness.It’sokaytobeweak,it’sokayto

crybabyandit’sokaytobelieve.Ifyoucan’tdoit,

thenI’lldoitforus,Iwillbelieveforthebothofus.

Pleasetakemyhand.”Randallistired.Everythingis

toomuchforhim,butstillhetakesherhand.

NTUTHUKO…

Veronicahardlysleptlastnight,itwasonebad

dreamafteranother.She’ssleepingonthesame

couch,Mzishouldbeherealready.He’snottaking

mycalls,Iknowheisbusywithmywife,hence

neglectedhisfamily.Myfatheramblesintothe

livingroomwithtwocupsofcoffee,

“HaveyouheardfromMzi?”Iwouldifheanswered

hisphone,Ishakemyheadandacceptthecoffee.

Hepositionshimselfonthesinglecouchnearme.

“Wecan’twaitforhimanylongerdad,Veronicais



gettingworse.Mziisbusyturningmywifeinbed.”I

getachidingglare.

“He’syourelderbrotherNtuthuko,showrespect.”

He’sgottobekiddingme.

“Respectyousay?Whatabouthimstealingmywife

fromme?”

“Youtwoshouldtalkaboutthis,Idon’tlikeitwhen

mychildrenquarrel.”Thereisnothingtotalkabout.

“Yoursonthinkshe’sbetterthanme,youshould

seehowhecarrieshimselfaroundme.”Ihatethat

andIhatewhathedid.“Wewerehardlymarrieda

monthdad,abloodymonthandMzihadhisdick

deepinmymarriage.”

Okay…Thatcameoutwrong…

Isquirmonthechairduetotheglaremyfatheris

stabbingmewith,I’moldenoughtospeakmymind.

Heneedstoloosenup.

“Isthishowyouspeakaroundadults?”I’manadult

aswell.

“I’msorrydad,I’mjustsoangry.”Anyexcusetoget



himtostopglaring.

“Thatdoesn’tjustifyyourterriblechoiceofwords,

youhavenorightspeakingtomelikethat.”He’s

continuing?

“Relaxdad,itwasn’tdirectedtoyou.”Iwhisper-

shoutandgetareprimandingglower,Dumaand

Barbraarethesamehonestly.Thisrespectthey

demandmiffsme.IclearmythroatasIfeelatad

suffocatedbymyfather’sformidabledemeanour,if

Iwerestillakidhewouldhavethrashedmeright

here.

“You’reverydisrespectfulsonandyourmotherlets

yougetawaywithanything,it’sherfaultyouhave

becomethisperson.”Hevoicesthroughscrunched

teeth,Ifightthestrongurgetoclickmytongue.If

hecontinueslikethisIwillexplode.

“Mziisyourbrother,he’solderthanyou.”

“Sothatgiveshimtherighttotakemywifefrom



me?”Ishehearingwhatiscomingoutofhismouth?

Hisbrowspringsupashecontinuestopierceme

withhiseyes.

“Thandiweisnotachildtobetakenaway,sheisan

adultwhoiscapableofthinkingforherself.Idon’t

approvewiththewayMziwentaboutthis,Iwill

rebukehimforthat.WhatIwillnothaveismysons

killingeachotheroverawoman.”Hisvoiceraisesin

thelastwords,Ifeeleachsyllableashespeaks

withpurposeandfirmness.“Dammit,thereare

plentyofwomenoutthere.Youcan’tcontinuetocry

overspiltmilk.”

“Youwouldn’tunderstand,youhaveneverhadyour

wifetakenfromyou.”Angerhasmeuponmyfeet,I

needtogetoutofhereorIwillfightthisman.

“Ntuthuko.”Iignorehiscallandproceedtowards

theexit.

****



Liyanahasbeenherebefore,sheremembersthe

placefromherdreams.Themountains,theriver,

thetrees,thebonfire...Hergrandfatherdwellshere,

herheartisracing.Herchestclenching,thefeeling

hasherhyperventilating.

Tearsgushfromhereyesasshefightstobreathe,

memoriesofZulufallingfromthebalconyfloodher

mind.

Thepainhefeltwhenfallingwhelmsher,tryingto

catcheachbreathgiventohershelugsherfeet

towardsthebonfire.Nanaisnowheretobeseen,

butthelittlegirlknowsthereishealingwheresheis

going.Shehasseenandexperiencedthepower

thatlieswithherancestors,thegiftisnot

somethingshelikes,butbeinganobedientchild

shehastodowhatisrequiredofher.

“Liyana!”Hergrandfathersingswhenshereaches

thebonfire,Liyanaturnstohim.Arestrainedsimper

abidesonhislips.

“Na…na…”(Grandfather.)Shemanagesthese



words,urgentlyandtearfully.

Nanatakesastepcloser,reacheshishandtotouch

herhead.

“Peace.”Withthiswordemanatingfromhismouth,

Liyana’sfallsintopeacejustastheoldmanhas

calledit.Shetumblesdownonherknees,assheis

remindedthatsheisinthepresenceofroyalty.

“Nanatheykilledhim,pleasetakerevenge,they

killedhim”Liyanablaresfrantically,herheartis

broken,hencethesobbing.

Nanashakeshisheadwithagrinonhisface,he

amblespastLiyanatositbythefire.

“Nana!”Liyanascreams,seeinghowheshowsno

careforZulu.Shecangetupandfollowhim,yet

shechoosestocrawltohim.“Dosomethingplease,

therearewitchesinmyfather’scompound.They

killedZulu,takerevengenana.”

“Revengewillbetakenyes,buttheboybelongswith

menow.”Nanadeclares,butLiyanacan’thavethat.



Zuluisstillyoung,hehassomuchtolivefor.He

can’ttakehimjustlikethat.

“No,”thethirteenyearoldrumbles,defyingthe

elders.Nana’sheartdancesmerrilyasheseesUze

inher.“Youcan’thavehim,notnow.”

“HebelongsherenowLiyana,hecan’tgoback.”

Nanaexclaimsuntiringly.

“Why?Idon’tunderstand.”

“It’snotforyoutounderstand.”Theaudacityhehas

tosaythisaftertheyhaveusedheralltheseyears.

“Nanayoucan’thavehim,Iwon’tletyouhavehim.”

Liyanagrumbleswhileshetriestomaintainrespect

inhertone,shecan’thandletheinformationthrown

atherandithasheronpinsandneedles.

Nananodsboldlyandreachesbehindthebigrock

he’ssittingontopulloutadagger.

“Givemeyourhand.”Liyanadoesn’tdispute,her

shakyhandsstretchtohim.Predictingwhatis

abouttohappen,shenervouslybitesherbottomlip.



“Yourbloodforhis.”

“M…myblood?”Hervoiceshakes,terrifiedofthe

knifeheldtothepalmofherhand.Liyanaclenches

hereyestohideawayfromwhatsheseesasa

grislyscene,bloodmakeshercringe.

Asharppainonherpalmthrowsagaspoutofher

mouth,tearsrundownherfaceyetshedoesn’tdare

openhereyes.Suddenlystrongwindsanddark

cloudsgatheroverthebluesky.Thunderresounds

asifaperfectstormisonitsway,theimpact

compelsLiyanatofliphereyesopen.

Lightningflashesthreetimesbeforehergaze

flickerstoNana.Hesmilesbrightly,butthesmile

sendsshiversthroughherbody.

“Itisdone.”Nanadeclarestriumphantly,Liyana

doesn’thavetoasktwice.Herheartisatpeace,she

grazesthebloodiedwoundonherpalm.

“IamalwayswithyouLiyana,don’tforgetthat.

Therewillcomeatimewhenwewillfullyneedyour

attention.Youwillhavetosacrificealotinorderto

availyourselftous.”Nana’swordsmakenosense



toLiyana’sminiaturebrain,sheonlyknowsthat

theycommunicatethroughherwhentheyhave

somethingtosay.Whatsacrificeishetalkingabout?

“Goyourwaymychild?Lookafteryourbrother.”

Liyanafrownsandalmostrollshereyes,R.Jisa

painasfarassheknows.

“Chiomawilldothelookingafter,R.Jdoesn’twant

toseemehappynana.He’smakingmylife

difficult.”Shetellsonherlittlebrother,Nanalaughs

atherinnocence.

“R.Jisingoodhands,Imeanyourotherbrother.He

isgoingtoneedyou,don’tbehardonhim.”Nanais

notmakingsensetoLiyana,hermindfallsinto

sixesandsevens.Heapsofconfusionfloodher

head,herparentswantmorekids.Shehasheard

herfathermentionit,howeverAmaranever

respondedtotheidea.Coulditbethatsheis

pregnant?“Gowellmychild.”Hetouchesherhead,

hiswarmsmileisthelastthingLiyanaseesbefore

sheissentintoadeepslumber.



NQABA…

Zulusuddenlywokeuponthewaytothehospital

andthatwasafterThandiwehadcriedherselfsilly.

Sheheldhiminherarms,pleadedwithGodtobring

himback.Ittooksomuchofmenottopulloverand

comforther,Irefusedtobelievethathewasgone.

Nowwe’rewaitingforthedoctortoupdateus,Ican

feelThandiwe’sbodytremblinginmyarms.She

won’tstopsheddingtears.

“Thisisthesecondtimehealmostdied.”Shetakes

mebacktoKenyaasIhelphertoabenchinthe

waitingward.“IsGodtestingmyloveforhim?”

Idon’tknowhowtorespondtoherquestion,Ihold

hercloserinstead.

“I’mtiredNqaba,whenisthisgoingtoend?Myson

diedtoday,hedoesn’tdeserveallofthis.”

“Liyanasaidtherewassomeoneatthegate,couldit

havebeenthatoldman?”Hemustbeacowardto



keephimselfhidden,Idon’tcareifhe’saspirit.If

he’sabletoinvadeourlivesthenheshouldshow

himself.

“Idon’tknow,Idon’tdreamabouthimanymore.”

Shestatesandsighsassheleansintomychest,I

squeezeherin.

“Yes,butIthinkhehassomethingtodowithyour

memoryloss.”Thereisnootherexplanation.

“ButhowdoIrunawayfromhim?Ipray,notas

muchasMamSontowants.ButIprayNqabaand

Godisnotarespecterofpersons.Hedoesn’ttake

sides,evenafewwordsshouldmeansomething.”

Thandiwesniffs,Ican’tvalidateherremark.

“I’mstillgettingtoknowhim,wecandoittogether.

Likewe’vebeendoing.Wearegoingtodefeatthat

demonTan-tan.”ThisIknowforsure,Iseethe

doctorploddingtous.Thandiweisthefirsttoget

up.

“Howishe?”Thedoctorsmilesatmyprobing.

“He’sfine,therearenoheadinjuries.We’regoingto

keephimforthenight,youcantakehimhome



tomorrow.”Thandiwelooksthehappiest,thedoctor

tellsustogoinandamblesaway.

“Yougoahead,IneedtocallRandall.”Shenodsand

makesherwaytoZulu’sroomwhereasImakea

call.

RANDALL…

“Zuluisawake,”Nqabasaysoverthephone.

“How?”Iask,glancingdownatLiyana.Didshe

sacrificeherlifeforZulu?Nanawouldn’tdothisto

me,hewouldn’ttakemybabyfromme.Ifeelahand

restonmyshoulder,ItwistmyheadtofindAmara

kneelingbehindme.IwishNqabagoodluckand

dropthecall.

“YousaidyourGodwillhelpher,whyisn’tshe

awakeyet?”Isearchforanswers,Ishouldhave

takenLiyanatothehospital.Wearedistractedby

thesoundoffootfallstreadingtothelivingroom,



Neocasuallysashaysin.

“Jeer,thewitchatyourgateisstrongman.”These

arehisfirstwords,hegivesLiyanaonelookand

smiles.“Thisonelovesattention,whyisshestill

sleeping?”

“Sleeping?”Amaraquestionscaughtindisarray.

“Yes,getheraglassofwatermehemmaandmake

hersomethingsolidtoeat.Shewillbeweakwhen

shewakesup.”(Myqueen.)

NeoscootsLiyanaupandplacesheronthecouch.

“Itisnotaprettysightforakingtobesittingonthe

floorlikethatUze.”Theidiotsays,heseems

different.NottheclownIknowhimtobe.Risingto

myfeet,Ipreparetoattackhimwithabunchof

questions.

“What’sgoingonNeo?”Thisisnotagame.

“ThereisawitchoutsideyourhouseUze,shecan’t

movebecauseshewasstruckbylightning.”He

explainsandIcan’tputthepiecestogether.



“Lightning?”

“Yes,shepissedoffsomeoneoutthere.Whenare

youtellingyournewbestfriendhismotherisa

witch?”

“Idon’tfollow.”YoucannevertellifNeoisserious

orplayingaround.

“Mzi’smotherisawitch,she’stheoneoutside.”He

throwshisheadbacklaughinglikehecrackeda

joke.“Idon’tknowhowsheisgoingtomovefrom

there,magrizaisstuck.”(Granny.)

AsIgatherNeo’swords,Liyanaopenshereyesand

gaspsinabreath.Amaraisherewiththewater,I

missedherleavingtheroom.

“Shamepoorchild,sheistooyoungforthisgift.

Can’tyoutellyourgrandfathertowaitforherto

growup?Letherenjoyherchildhood.”Iagreewith

Neo,Nanawouldn’t.Thatoldmandoeswhateverhe

wants.

“Zulu.”Liyanafussessoftly.Zulucanwait,Ineedto

embracemybaby.ShesquirmswhenIpullherinto

myarmsandshowerherwithkisses.



Tobecontinued…

BURN
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RANDALL…

Neodraggedmeouttothegateinsearchofthe

witchheclaimsistrespassingandthemostbizarre

thingisthatthewomanisNqaba’smother.Iamin

noplacetoclashwithhim,Idon’tknowanything

justthatmydaughtersawsomeonetoday,

someonewecouldn’tsee.Neohasn’tstopprattling

abouthowthepersonwillbeexposedsoonindue

time.

Liyanaissleepinginherroom,Amaraiswithher.

Todayhasbeenalongday,Idon’teverwanttogo



throughwhateverhappenedtoday,everagain.Neo

hasn’tstoppedreadingthebible,Ifinditstrange.I

findhimstrange,theseriousfaceandthe

whisperedprayershekeepssendingtoGod.

IneedastiffdrinkorIwon’tstopfidgeting,maybea

smoketoo.AmarathinksIhavestoppedwhichIdid

atsomepointintime,butlifebecomessotough

thattheonlythingthathelpsissmokingmy

problemsaway.WhatamIsaying?Theproblems

hardlydissipatefromablowofacigarette.

“Neolet’sstepoutsideforaminute.”Heleersupat

mefromthecouch,hisfacecrunchesasif

disgustedbytheveryreasonIwantustogooutside.

Iwillleavehimhereifhewon’tfollowme.

“You’regoingtospendtimewiththedevil,aren’t

you?”Hesays,cockinghisbrowsatme.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

“Youwanttosmoke?”ShouldIbeoffendedbythe

condescendingtone?



“Areyoucomingornot?”I’malreadyirritatedbythe

urgetosmokeandheisunknowinglyaddingtothe

aggravation.

“MehemmaisinthehouseUze,youcan’tsmoke

aroundher.”(Myqueen.)

Whycan’tNeobenormalandagreelikenormal

people?

“Youwillfindmeinthebackyardifyouchange

yourmind,Iwanttoheareverythingaboutthat

Barbrawoman.”Ileavehimwithhisbibleand

saunterouttothebackyard,thesunisabouttwo

hoursfromsetting.

Makingmyselfcomfortableononeoftheoutdoor

chairs,Ilitthecigarette.Eachdragshouldcome

withacalmness,yetIdon’tfinditsoItakemore

drags,thepuffgeneratesacloudofsmoke.My

eyesfollowittwirlingskywardasifitistakingmy

troublestotheheavens.



“Youknowthatcouldkillyou?”Inarrowmyeyesto

thelargefigurebeforeme,Nqabaisstanding

grimaceonhisface

“Iwoulddieahappyman,”Ianswer,hismouth

formsaquestionabledownwardsmileasheplods

closertothebenches.“Ihavelovedandbeenloved,

isitnotwhatmenlivefor?Ifyouhavehadthatin

life,thenthereisnothingelsetolookforwardto.”

“FamilyiseverythingIagree,butwhenyoudieyou

taketheirsoulswithyou.Theydietooandalthough

theymoveon,yourghostwillalwayslurkaround

them.”Heretortsandreacheshishandtotakethe

cigarettefromme,Ididn’tknowhesmokes.

“AnythingelseIshouldknowaboutyou?”Iask,

watchinghimstrugglewiththecigarette,he’snot

reallyasmoker.Verynearlyfooledmethere.

“Ialmostlostmysontoday,Ineedsomethingtoget

thatimageoutofmyhead.”Hisvoicecracksand

yetthereissomuchagonyresonatinginit.His

handisshakingoutofagitation,soIsitnexttohim,

althoughIdon’tknowhowIwillcomforthim.



“I’vebeenalonemywholelife,whenThandiweleft

melonelinessbecameapartofmylife.Iembraced

it,butitterrifiedme.Ihavealwaysbeenafraidofit

andnowThandiweandZulu’slivesarenot

guaranteed.Ican’tlosethemRandall.”Hesucksin

morepuffsfromthecigarette,heshouldtakemore

becausethat’stheonlythingthatisgoingto

comforthim.I’mnotgoodwiththisconsolingthing,

it’seasywithAmarabecauseshe’smywife,she

makesiteasyforme.

“That’slife.”Helooksatmeexpectantly,

unfortunatelyIdon’thavemorewordsforhim.

ThankGod,herecomesNeo,myheartleapsalittle

attheliquorinhishand.He’scarryingthreeglasses,

GodIneedit.

“Yeahlona,”(Heyyoutwo.)

Hesalutesashesettlesdown.

“What’sthisfor?Wereyounotplayingpastora



whileago?”Neonodsatmyquestionwhilepouring

theliquorintotheglasses.

“Jesusturnedwaterintowine.”Herespondssternly

andhandsNqabaaglassalmosthalffilled,Iget

oneaswell.“SincewhendoesMzismoke?”He

looksatme,morelikeadirtylook.

“Uze,you’reabadinfluence.LeuenaMzi,youlet

thisbearbullyyou.”(Youtoo.)

“You’restupid.”Nqabaretaliates,gulpingdownthe

beverage.Neodoesn’tseembotheredbytheretort,

hesitsbackandlandshisfeetonthetable.

“YeahnehModimo,youknowIhaveHolywaterin

mybag.”Heopensup,IthinkIknowwhereheis

takingthis.“TellmeaboutyourmotherMzi.”

ConfusionslapsNqabaintheface,hiseyesdrinkin

myinquisitivegaze.

“Whydoyouwanttoknowaboutmymother?”

“Ihadadreamlastnightwhereshewaschasing

Thandiwe,nomatterhowfastsisTeeranshe



couldn’tgetawayfromher.Ikeptcallingouttoher,

tellinghertocometome,shecouldn’thearme.

Thandiwe’sspirituallifehasbeenweakened,no

matterhowmuchshetriestoconnectwithGod,the

spiritoflazinesswillovercomeher.Sometimesshe

secondguessesherprayersbeforeshebegins,she

wouldaskherselfifitisworthit…IsGodeven

listening?Idon’tblameher,ithappenstothebest

ofus.We’rehumanandthefleshtendstobe

strongerthanthespirit.”Thatwaslengthy,Ishould

haveseenthiscoming.Thesermonwasboundto

happen.

“Wehaveallsinnedandfallenshortofthegloryof

GodandThandiweisnodifferent.Sheisamarried

womanMzi,weallknowthat.IntheeyesofGod

shestillbelongstoNtuks.”

“Thandiwebelongstome.”Nqabasnorts,refusing

toacceptwhateverNeoandGodhaveconcluded

together.Neobrusheshimupanddownwithhis

eyes.



“Relaxoryou’llfaint,hau.”Neostates,toocalmly.

“It’snosecretthatyou’relivinginadultery.”

“AreyoujudginghimNeo?Isthiswhatthisis

about?”Iask,itisnotlikehimtobiblebashpeople.

“YouknowmeUze,Idon’tjudge.I’mstatingfacts,

I’msimplytryingtohelpmyfriends.SisTeehasto

cutalltieswithNtuksbeforegivingherselftoMzi.

Thewagesofsinisdeath,sisTeeisspirituallydead.

I’mnotsayingGodcan’thearherwhensheprays,

butsheisatwarwithdarknessandlivinginsin

whileatit.Thedevilhascastanevileyeonher,

mogirlisspirituallydead.Youneedtocontrolyour

hormonesuntiltheyhavedivorced.”Neo.

Thisishard-hitting,Nqabaisunsettled.He’swarily

oglingatNeo,possiblytryingtopiecehiswords

together.

“Here.”NeoplacesabibleonNqaba’slap.“Nowcall

yourmotherandaskwheresheis?”Iseewe’re

backtoBarbrabeingawitch.

IFEANYI...



“Somybrotherisatacrossroadnow,he’sstuck

betweenthemanhelovesandhissugarmama.”He

chucklesindisbelief,Ithoughttheridehomewould

besadanddrearilyandIthoughtNtsikawasnotthe

talkativetype.That’stheaurahegivesoff,tomy

surprisesmidgeonsofsmileshavebeenstretching

onmylipssincehestartedrecitingthestoryabout

hisbrotherinalovetriangle.Apparentlytherewasa

shootingathisboyfriend’sfather’sfuneral.Imight

bereadingtoomuchintothings,butNtsika’svoice

becamedarkwhenhewastellingthatpart,self-

blameandregretlaininhisvoice.

“Ifeelsorryforthekid.”Hisvoiceradiatesanother

chortle,Iwanttoask…

“Yourbrotherisgay?”Mind…youtraitoryou…

HonestlyIdidn’tthinkthewordswoulddribbleout

ofmymouth,alsoI’mnotshocked.

Ihaven’tfeltatpeaceinalongwhile,Ihaven’tfelt

anythingandrightnowIcanseethelight.I’m



hurtingyes,butIcanseethelightattheendofthe

tunnel.Oddly,thisstrangerdrivingmehomeas

slowaspossibleisstandingattheendofthat

tunnelandsuddenlyI’mnotafraidofthedark.

ChiomaoncespokeaboutGodworkingthrough

people,itcouldbeyourparents,friend,colleagueor

thatsomeoneyoulovedearlyoratotalstranger.

Angelscomeindifferentforms.CouldNtsikabe

thatangel?WhyamIokaywithamanIhardlyknow,

hijackingmycar?

Thecarhasstoppedatatrafficlightandhe’s

lookingatmeagain,thoseeyes…thereis

somethingaboutthem,somethingthatpullsme

intoaserenityofsomesort,oneIcan’texplain.The

starehasmebashfullyhidingmyeyesfromhim,

heatrushestomycheeks.ThankGodforthedark

genesIhave,orelseIwouldbeexposed.

“Pansexual.”Hesays,myeyescan’tresisttheurge

toglanceupathim.Willheeverstopstaring?



“That’swhathetoldme,apparentlyhe’sattractedto

personalitynotgender.Theworldisfullofstrange

peopleandmybrotherisoneofthem.”He

expressesandturnsbacktothefrontwhenhe

picksuphowuncomfortableIam.Aterriblesong

boomsinthecar,Iseehishandreachforamobile

ontheseatnexttohim.Heanswerswithaclearing

ofathroat.

“Makhathini…ngiyaxolisantokazi,I’vebeenbusy…I

know…”Hesighs,Iwouldpaintitasasighof

frustration.“IknowOnicaandI’msorry…okay…Are

youabletogetaway?...I’llcomefetchyou.”

Itisclearnowthathe’stalkingtoalover,Irejectthe

stingthatwantstoforceitswayintomyheart.I

meanwhattheheck?

“Thirtyminutes…metoo.”Feelingabitawkward,I

hugmytummy.Ishouldn’tbehere,listeningtothis,

Iwishhewoulddrivefasterandtakemehome.



Remiiswaitingatthegate,Iknewhewouldn’tdare

goinlesthehastoanswertomybrother.Ntsika

pullsupabitfarfromthegate,heturnstome.His

eyesaresmiling,buthisfaceishard.

“CanIcallyou?”Idon’tthinkthatwillbeagoodidea,

Onicawillnotbeokaywithit.Ireachforthedoor

handleandpullitopen.“I’lltakethatasayes.”

Idon’tprovidehimwithananswer,butboltoutof

thecar.Remigivesmeafaintsmile,Ishouldgive

himamouthfullforriskingmylifethat.

“MissIfe.”Hehasalwayscalledmethat.“I’msorry

I…”

“It’sokay.”IinterposeandlookatNtsika,hehas

drawnthewindowdown.He’slookingdirectlyatme,

afterwhatfeelslikeminutesIremovemykeengaze

fromhimandheadtowardsthegate.

BARBRA...

“Willyoubecareful?Ithurts.”Isnapatmysister



Sandra,shefoundmeattheOkoliesafter

MakhafulaleftmealoneafterIwasstruckby

lightning.Thatdamnthingstruckthreetimes,I

missedthefirsttwowhichwereheadedforhim,but

becausehe’smorepowerfulthanIam.Theman

escapedwithoutascratch.Sandracamejustin

time,asmypowershadwornout.Theguards

wouldhaveseenme.

“Willyoustopwhining?Idon’treallyhavetodothis,

I’mnotobligatedtodoit.”Shegrumblesasshe

helpsmetoabed,Idon’tknowwhosehousethisis.

Shesaysnoonewillfindushere,we’resafe.

“Seewhatyourpeoplehavedonetome?”The

excruciatingpainisunbearable,Ican’tstandit.

Deathisnearforme,Ijustknowit.

“Don’tevengothereBarbra,youcausedthis.I

warnedyouaboutgoingaftertheOkolies,youknew

whattheywerecapableof.”

“Iwasn’ttherefortheirown,Ihadcomeformy

grandson.He’saBiyase,theyhavenothingtodo

withZulu.”Sandrachuckleslowly,shestandswith



herhandsonherhips.

“You’restupid,hasiteveroccurredtoyouthatthat

boybelongstoMzi?RememberhowLiyanawasso

bentonprotectinghim,theOkoliesonlyprotect

theirown.”Shereveals.

“I’mnotsurprised,myson’swifehasalwaysbeena

whore.IcalleditwhenIfirstlaideyesonher.How

canshelietoNtuthuko?Myboywillbe

disappointedtolearnthatZuluisnothis.”Isay,

muchtoSandraamusement.Ican’tgraspwhyshe

islaughing.

“Areyouserious?”Sheraiseshervoice,Idon’tlike

thepoiseshehastaken,itisdarnright

disrespectful.“You’reatdeath’sdoorBarbraand

you’reworriedaboutyoursonfindingoutthathis

wifeisawhore.”

Ididsaysheisdisrespectful.”

“Don’tspeaktomelikethat…Sandra…I’myour…”



“Ohplease,”sheraisesahandtoshutmeup.“Look

atyou,you’vebeenfriedbecauseofyourstupidity.

I’mshockedthatyoudaredtheOkolieancestors.”

TohellwiththeOkolieancestors.

“WellIthinkit’sabouttimewecallameetingand

telltheeldersbackinGhanathatIamthemotherof

Thamsanqaandtheyhaveanotherheirwhoshould

alsositonthethrone.”Sandragrowlsdeepinher

throatatthesoundofmywords,Ihavenothingto

losenow.

“NosuchthingwillbedoneorIwillpersonallyfinish

whattheystarted.Youarenottakingmysonfrom

me,Barbra.”Sheshouts,pointingafingeratme.

Theaudacity…

“Get…mewater…please…”Dammit,I’mstruggling

tobreathe.Sandrasimpersatmyrequest.“Please

andgetsgwiliforme,hewillbeabletohelpme.”

Igetaneyerollasaresponse.

“I’mnotgoingtodothat,Idon’tpracticewitchcraft.

Keepthatcatawayfromme.”Whatever,Sgwiliwill

findmeanyway.TheproblemnowisMakhafula,



thatwitchwasdesperatetogethishandsonZulu.

Whoknowswhatplanhehasuphissleevesnow?I

hopehewon’tturntoNtuthuko,Iagreedwhenhe

wantedtousehimtogettoThandiwe,nowmyson

isobsessedwiththatwoman.Ihateher.

NQABA...

“Whatdoyoumeanmymotherisawitch?”Neo

seemstohavedrankalittletoomuch.Idon’t

understandhowheisseatedwiththemostchilled

expressionasifhedidnotjustaccusemymother

ofbeingawitch.

“Idon’tknowifthereisanotherwaytoputit,

witchesarecalledwitches.Abathakathiinzulu,

baloiinmylanguageandUze?”Hegiveshis

attentiontoRandallwhoissmokinghislifeaway,I

don’tknowhowmuchmorehecansmoke.Randall

shrugs,you’dthinkhewillrollhiseyes,butthat’s

somethingNeowoulddo.Asmilestretchesonmy

mouthasNeodoeswhatmymindisentertaining.



“Howdidyouseeher?”Iask,refusingtobelieve

thatmymotherisactuallyawitch.

“Idon’tknow,IguessGodshowedme.You’dbe

surprisedbywhatGodshowsyouwhenyoufast

andpray.”Yetheisdrinking.“MamSontohadasked

metojoinherinprayer,Ioptedforathreedayfast.

Todayismyfirstday,I'mdyingntwana.Hungeris

notforthefainthearted.”

“OkayIhearyou,whydidn’tyoubringherin?You

saidshewasstruckbylightning,right?”Heleers,

shakinghisheadindisapproval.

“YouwantedmetotouchawitchMzi?Areyouokay?

IsThandiwenotlovingyouright?”Whatworriesme

isthathe’ssayingthiswithnosignofamusement.

“Look,thisistheonlythingIknow.Yourmother

washereforsomething,Idon’tknowwhat,butI

suggestyouaskherwhatherplanisbeforeshe

finishesus.”

Ihavetotalktomyfatheraboutthis,Barbracan’tbe



awitch.Iwouldn’tmarkherabsentfromdoingevil,

butanactualwitch?

“Also,MamSontosaidyouneedtokeepaneyeon

ZuluandThandiwe.Thandiweisnotentirelyherself,

someoneiscontrollingher.There’savoodoodoll

withhernameonit,ithastobefoundand

destroyedbeforeit’stoolate.”Neo’swordssink

deep,burstingattheseamsofmyheart.

“Look,Iwouldn’tjustmakethisupMzi.Thelifeof

Thandiweisatstake.”Neocontinuestodishupsad

news,I’mstrugglingtograspeverythingatonce.

“YouknowNeo…”That’sRandall,hisfocusisonthe

glassofscotchinhishand.Hekeepsafurrowed

browashegraduallystirstheliquid.Heisabit

wasted.“I’mconfused,whendidyoubecomeaseer?

DidMamSontotransferherpowersovertoyou?”

Mythoughtstoo.

NeochortleslightlyasheconsidersRandallwitha

blackstare.

“TheproblemUzeisthatyou’realwaysconfused



andthatistheonlyreasonyouwillnever

understandthesupernatural.Goduseswhoeverhe

wantstouseandhechoseme,notakingfrom

Ghana.”Wow.

Randallfrownsathim,hisfacedippedin

grumpiness.

“Hey,yousayyousawMzi’smotherandIwantto

knowhow?”Randall.

“Itoldyou,I'mfastingandpraying,whoknows?I

mightbeBab’Sontonow.”Okayhedidnotjustsay

that.IturntofindRandallgivinghimthesamelook

asI…Neocan’tbeareallifecharacter,hecan’tbe.I

expectRandalltolaughbecauseIamhalfway

there,buthecontinuestodrinkhisscotchwithno

expressiononhisface.

IneedtocallThandiwe,Ileftheratthehospital.I

neededabreather,timetoprocesseverythingthat

happened.

“YouhavetobecarefulUze,nomoresecrets

ntwana.Iwillbetheonetellingmehemmawhat



you’reupto.YouknowGodhasnotiming,hewilllet

thewordsspilloutofmymouthandyou,myfriend

can’tblameme.Youwillhavetotakeitupwith

God.”Neosays,sippingonhisdrink,Randallhardly

takeshiswordsintoconsideration.Hedropsthe

cigarettebuttonhishandandtramplesonit,I’m

shockedbyhowmuchhesmokes.

“That’salrightNeo,aslongasGodexposesyouto

Ayize.We’llbeeven,buddy.”Randalljokes,atleast

Ithinkheisjoking.

Thandiwedoesn’tanswerherphonesoItryher

again,I’vegottokeepherandZuluawayfrom

BarbrauntilIfindoutwhatisreallygoingon.

“Eish,thenGodshouldusesomeoneelse.I’mnot

readytotakeBushiri’splace.Prophesyforwhat?

Aowa.”IwalkawaytoNeo’scomplaintasThandiwe

answersthephone.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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NTUTHUKO…

Mybrothertextedmelastnight,hehassomething

totellmeandIcan’tcomprehendwhatitcouldbe.I

sleptoveratmyfather’shouse,westillneedto

tackleVeronica’sissue.Isitupatthesoundofa

doorknockintheguestbedroom,myfatherwalks

inimmediately.

“Morning.”Hesalutes,grouchily.“Haveyouseen

yoursister?Ican’tfindheranywhere.”

“Isshenotinherroom?”Heshakeshishead

negatively,Iscamperoffthebed,throwonmy

slippersandfollowhimout.

“Yourmotherdidn’tcomelastnight,herphoneisoff.

Didyouperhapsspeaktoher?”Thisissocareless

ofher,sheneversleepsout.

“Nodad,Ihaven’tspokentoherindays.”Truth.



WesearchthehouseforVeronica,it’snotthatbig

sowewouldfindherifshewerehiding.Thereare

voicesoutside,Ipeepthroughthekitchenwindow

toseeherrambleoutofasmallredcar.Thedriver

drawsthewindowdowntospeaktoher,Ican’t

recognisehim.

“Dad,dad.”IcallformyfatherasIpushthekitchen

dooropen,angerbrewinginsideme,Irushout

towardthegate.

“Veronica.”Iboomandherheadspinstome,her

eyeshumpatthesightofme.“Whothehellisthat?”

ThemandrivesawayinfullspeedasInearthem,I

knowthischilddidnotsleepout.

“Whowasthatman?”SheyelpswhenIroughlygrab

herarm.

“IthurtsBhuti.”(Brother.)

Tearsinstantlypouroutofhereyes,herlowerlip

quavers.

“WhowasthatmanVeronica?Wheredoyoucome



fromsoearlyinthemorning?”Ican’tcontrolmy

anger,shoutingatherhappensbyawhisker,but

todayshehascrossedalllimits.

“Bhutistop.”(Brother.)

Veronicacries,hertearswon’tworkonmethis

time.

“Didyousleepwithhim?”I’mshouting,she’snot

answeringmeandthatmakesmesoangry.She

squirmsunderthegrab,tryingtogetawayfromme.

“No.”Sheyells,tearfully.Iknowshe’slying,men

takeadvantageofnaïvegirlslikemysister.

“LethergoNtuthuko.”Myfathercommandsashe

walksoutfromthekitchen,Ilightenthegriponher

armandshetakesoffintohisarms.Veronicais

spoiled,I’mnotagainstit,butshehastobetold

whenshe’swrong.

“Shespentthenightawayfromhomedad,witha

man.”I’mgoingtokillthatbastard,letmegetmy

handsonhim.



Myfathergentlypushesherfromhisarms,his

handsgrippedonherbiceps,disappointmentlicks

hisface,yetitsplitsafaintsmile.

Knowingthatshehaslethimdown,Veronica’sface

fallsfasterthanabunremovedfromtheoventoo

soon,herlippokesoutundertheblisteringmorning

sun.

“Wherehaveyoubeen?”Dadquestions,Ihatehow

heissocalmwithher.Howwillshelearnifhe

doesn’tchideher?

“Withafriend.”Thischild…

“AfriendVeronica?ThatwasafullgrownmanI

sawthere,sincewhendoyouhavefriendsthatare

guys?”Iyell,myfatherfrownsatmeandshakeshis

head,gesturingthatIstop.

“I’msorryIdidn’tsleepathome.”Theaudacityshe

hastoletthewordssurgeoutofhertongue.

“Momwasright,dadistoolenientwithyou.Have

youforgottenwhathappenedthelasttimeyouwere



withaman?”Shebitesherlowerlipassheturnsto

lookatme.

“Let’sgoinside,peoplewillwonderwhatis

happening.”Myfatherorders,hewalkswith

Veronicainhisarms,Iknowhe’sgoingtolethergo

soeasily.Ihavetofindthatidiot,he’lltellmewhat

hewantswithmysister.

THANDIWE…

“We’regoingtotellmybrotheraboutZulutoday.”

Heistellingmethisforthethirdtime,hetoldme

lastnightwhenhecametothehospital,thesecond

timewhenwegothomethismorningandnowas

wepreparetoleave.Ithinkheisnervousaboutit,

hencethesamethinghoversinhishead.I’m

nervoustoo,Idon’tknowhowtofeelabout

NtuthukofindingoutthatZuluisnothis.Hehas

neverlovedtheboy.

“Areyouhavingsecondthoughts?”IaskNqaba,

glancingupathimfromthebed.He’sstanding



beforeme,handsacrosshischestandworry

splashedonhisface.

“WillitmakeadifferenceevenIdid?”Notreally.“It’s

abouttimewetellhimandhehastosignthe

papers,Iwanttomakeyoumywife.”Heannounces,

takingmyhandintohis.Iwanttobehiswife,but

notanytimesoon.IloveNqabaandcan’timagine

lifewithouthim,butIcan’tjumpfromonemarriage

toanother.

“Maybeayearortwofromnow.”Ichewonmylip,

lyinginwaitforhisresponse.Nqabasimpers,my

remarkconfuseshim.

“Why?”Suddenly,hesoundsgrumpy.

“ImarriedNtuthukonotsolongago,jumpingfrom

onebrothertoanotherinaspaceofayear?People

willtalkandI…”

“Youcarewhatpeoplethink.”Whodoesn’t?And

whatisheangryabout?Ionlystatedthetruth,my

handslipsoutofhis.HeisasgrumpyasGarfield,

I’mnotinthemoodtopacifyhim.

“Idon’tNqaba…”Lies.“Butwhat’stherush?We’re



together,that’sallthatmatters.”Heslightlytiltshis

headtothesidewithablankexpression.

“Finishup,we’llbeinthecar.”MyheartdrownsasI

watchhimwalkaway,Nqabaissogoodathiding

hisfeelingsthatIdon’tknowwhathe’sthinkingat

themoment.

NQABA…

Myheartssplitsinhalfeachtimemyeyeslandon

myson,itstillpainsmetothinkthatIwascloseto

losinghim.

“UncleNqaba.”Hisvoicereachesmefromtheback

seat,Itakeapeekthroughtherear-viewmirror.He

isbuckledup,whileplayingwithatoy.

“Yes,myboy.”WillIevergetoverthefactthatheis

myson?

“Whenareyoutakingmetotheamusementpark?”

Hewillneverstopravingaboutit,ImeetThandiwe’s

gazenexttome,sheshrugs.Idon’tmindtakinghim



todayitself,themotherthoughsaysZuluneedsto

recoverfully.

“Howaboutnextweek,we’lltakeLiyanaandR.J

along.”Iseehimsmilethroughtherear-viewmirror.

“Candadatagalongtoo,Imisshim.”It’sthefirst

timehementionsNtuthuko,wedecidedtotellZulu

thatI’mhisfatherrightafterhavingatalkwith

Ntuthuko.Thandiweslidesherhandontopofmine,

Ican’tlookathernowasI’mdrivingthroughtraffic.

“Idon’tknowPeanut,wewillhavetoaskhim.”I

doubtNtuthukowillbekeen,hehardlyeverspent

timewithZulubefore.

“Doeshehateme?”Hiswordscutlikeadouble

edgedsword,Thandiweshiftsontheseat.She

wantstosaysomething,butIhaveafeelingshe

won’t.Lastnightshevoicedoutthatsheis

confusedasfarasthismatterisconcerned.It’snot

aliethatNtuthukoputZulu’slifeindangerandas

forbestfather,Iwouldn’tgivehimanundertaking.

Heisnobetterthanapoisonoussnake.

“Wheredidyougetthatideafrom?”Iprobenot



knowinghowtorespondtohisquestion.

“Idon’tknow.”Hisanswer,Thandiweturnstogeta

lookathim.

“Baby,Idon’twantyoutoneversecondguess

dada’sloveforyou.Youareaspecialboyand

everybodylovesyou.”Sheisdoinggood,Zuludoes

nothavetobeexposedtoNtuthuko’svilenature.

BHEKIZIZWE…

Lilianhasn’tbeenthesamesinceBettytold

everyonethatThobekileisthechildshehadwith

Mandla,Lilianwasherfriendfromschool.

WhileLiliancamefromanaffluentfamily,Bettywas

theonlychildtoadomesticworker.Shecaught

Mandla’seye,theyhititoff.ButLilianhadother

plansfortheman,somehowshewormedherway

intohislifeandhisbed.

Bettycaughttheminbedintogether,heartbroken

shebrokeupwithhimandrefusedtoforgivehim.



AftermanytriesandfailingtopacifyanangryBetty,

MandladecidedtomoveonwithLilian.

Unbeknownsttohim,Bettywasexpectingachild.

ShewantedtopunishMandlabykeepinghimaway

fromhischild,butwokeuponedaywithachange

ofheart.MandlatookBettyinpromisingtotake

careofthebaby,Lilianwasnotfortheidea,she

preferredtheygiveherajobasamaidandadopt

Thobekile.

Bettymust’vebeensmokingsomethingstrongthat

daybecausesheagreed,sheclaimsshehadnoone

andnothingandherdaughterneededafather.

ThobekilehatesBettybecauseshesignedheraway

toanotherwoman,that’sright,sheletLilianadopt

herchild.Thewholestoryisamess.

WhenLiliandecidestoputherfootdownnoone

canstopher,poorBettyhastogatherher

belongingsandleavethehouse.Shehasnowhere

togoandIfeelforherbecauseshehaslostahome



backinJoburgaswell.ShelivedwithMandlaand

Lilianandnowthatheisgone,Lilianwillnot

hesitatetothrowherout.IfMandlawasclever

enough,thenhesecuredBetty'sfuture.Lilianisa

Tornadowithlegs,shebannedBettyfromattending

thefuneral.

Bulelwahasoverslepthissleepingtokens,while

somepeoplestresseat,hestresssleeps.Ishutthe

doorafterploddingintohisroom,he’sburiedunder

thecovers.

Hisemotionsarebottledupinhisheartandhe

refusestospeakabouthisfather,thesecret

revealedandBettyleaving.

“Buttercup.”Hesnoreswhenheisfastasleep,soI

knowheisfakesleeping.Themattressbouncesas

Isettleontheedge,Bulelwaholdsontotheblanket

whenIpullit.

“ComeonButtercup,getupplease.”

“Idon’twantto,”he’sbeencrying,hisshakyvoice

giveshimaway.



“Iknowyou’rehurting,pleasedon’tdothis,don’t

shutmeout.”Gently,Istrokehisback,aheavysigh

escapingme.

“LetmesleeppleaseI’mtired.”Hefidgetstogetmy

handoffofhim,Icanbetwiceasstubborn.

“You’renottired,you’rehurting.”I’mvictoriousin

pullingtheblanketoff,hisgrimacedfaceslopsto

theside.Hiseyesarepuffyandredfromcrying,my

hearthaltsduetothepicture.

“Leave…mealone.”Idon’tlistentohisplea,buttake

hisfaceintomyhandsandslightlysquashhissoft

cheeks.Thefrownonhisfacedoesn’twaver,Ilean

intoplaceakissonhispoutedlips.

“Won’tyouletmetakecareofyou?”

“Idon’tneedtakingcareof,I’mabigboy.”He

whispersdefiantlyandpushesmeoff,onlytolie

backdownandpulltheblanketuptohischin.I

wanttosnatchitoff,butIdon’twanttoaggravate

himanyfurther.



“Bettyisleaving,won’tyouspeaktoyourmother?”

He’supsetwithbothwomen,soisLindiwe.She

almostwentintolabour,herfiancéhadtotakeher

withhim.Thestressisnotgoodforthebaby,Ihave

afeelingBulelwadoesn’tlikehim.

“Idon’tcare,lethergo.”Bulelwasighsintothe

pillow,hisattitudetowardsBettyandLilian’slies

hasmeworried.NowI’mcertainIwilllosehim

whenhefindsoutwhatLilianandIhavebeenupto.

“Pleasetellme,you’reokay,Ineedtoknowthat

you’reokay.”Bulelwathrowstheblanketoff,setting

himselfup.Hisfaceglisteningwithangerandpain,

ithurtsmethathe’shurtingandIcan’thelphim.

“Whatdoyouwantfromme?”Hisangeris

justifiable,Iwon’tholdhimagainstit.

“Iwantyoutostoppushingmeaway.”Ianswer

withoutasecondthought,keepingmyvoiceatbay.

Heisalreadyriledupandnothingwillworkifwe’re

bothscreaming.“Iwantyoutoopenupandtalkto

me,letmebethereforyou.Youhavebeenthrough



somuchandIunderstandthatitistoomuchfor

youtohandle,atleastletmecarrysomeofyour

burdens.Seeingyouhurt,hurtsmetooBulelwa.”

Hescowlsatmydramatics.

“MyheartissplitintwoZizwe,myfatherandIdidn’t

haveagoodrelationship.Nowhe’sgone,Iwill

neverhaveachancetomakethingsright.”Ilethis

wordssinkinbeforeItakehishandsandrubmy

thumbsacrosshisknuckles.Hisbreathehitchesas

Imoveclosertohim,theclosingdistancebetween

usmakesmyheartknockonmychest.

“It’sokayButtercup,youcanletitallout.I’mhere

mylove,I’mhere.”Itellhimduetothetearsraining

downhisfaceandpressalingeringkissonhis

quakinglips.AsIpullaway,Ipressmyforeheadto

his.Ourbreathstwirlbetweenourmouths.

AchokedsobburststhroughBulelwa’smouth,his

armsenfoldaroundmyneck.Iholdhimcloseashe

burieshisfacewithinmyneckandcollarboneand

sobslikeachild.IhavetakennotethatBulelwaisa



crierandthatisokay.Iwillalwaysbeheretowipe

histearsaway.

THANDIWE…

SeeingNtuthukoagainmakesmystomachchurn

aggressively,hestillhasthatviciouslooklacinghis

eyes.Hiswordsringinmyheadonceagain,the

threathelashedoutthatday.Myhandinstinctively

findNqabawhoisstandingbesidemewithZuluin

hisarms.Hesqueezesmyhand,once…twice…the

thirdtimelucky,Ieaseintohistouch,feelingthe

safetyIwassearchingfor.

HeandNtuthukoareengrossedonaneyelock

moment,thesetwoareatdaggersdrawnanditis

myfault.Imeanit’snotagiven.

“Bafo.”Ntuthukowelcomes,histonetakingthe

sternroute.Nqabanodsinreturn,Idon’twantwar

today.Mywishwon’tbegranted,wishesarefor



whitepeople,whilewehavetocrossourfingers

andhopeforthebest.Whatevercomeswetakeit

andmove,ifit’stoomuchtohandlethenweget

elderstointerveneandagainhopecomestoplayas

wehopethattheymaketherightdecisionsforus.

NtuthukoreachesouthishandstotakeZulufrom

Nqaba,howeverBiyaserefusestoletgo,ittakesme

pacifyinglyrubbinghisback,amotionofapproval.

Ntuthukowillnotdoanythingtothechild,we’reall

here.

“He’smyson.”Hereisagrownmanactinglikea

child,hishandtightensaroundmineashewatches

NtuthukowalkintothehousewithZuluinhisarms.

“Noonesaidhe’snot,”Icomforthim.“Remember

Zuludoesn’tknowyet,andIthinkit’sgoodthathe

doesn’thateNtuthuko,heishisuncle.”

Thegrownassmanfloutsmyremarkandleaves

mebehindasheplodsintothehouse.



****

BrabraisnothomeandDumadoesnotlook

ecstaticaboutit,Veronicaissleepinginhisroom.

NotwantingtomakethingsawkwardforNtuthuko,I

findaseatawayfromNqaba.Hestillhasthat

jealouslookonhisface,Zuluiscomfortablewhere

heis.Ntuthukoissuddenlygentlewithhim,

somethingnew.

“Wherehaveyoubeen?”Dumaquestionshiseldest

son,Nqabafinallyremoveshisgazefromhis

brotherandson.Heclearshisthroat,preparingan

answerforthefather.

“I’mherenowfather,whyhaveyousummoned

me?”Ihavealwaysfoundtheformalityinhisvoice

jawdropping,itisdarnsexy.

“Yoursisterisnotwell,sheneedshelp.”Dumare-

countsVeronica’scurrentsituation,the

nightmares…thestrangemanclaimingtobe

marriedtoher.

“Whatdoyouthinkweshoulddo?”Nqaba.



“Isuggestedweconsult,thisshouldhavebeen

doneyesterday,butwehadtowaitforyouMr.

Important.”Ntuthukowantstostartafight.

“Anythingthatwillhelpmysister,I’mforit.”Nqaba

completelysnubshisyoungbrother’sslurs.“Where

ismother?”

“Idon’tknow,shedidn’tcomehomelastnight.”

Nqaba’slipscurlindisgustatDuma’sresponse.He

knowssomethingwedon’t.

“Doesmotherpractisewitchcraft?”Whoah!Thisis

notabomb,butagrenade...makeittengrenades.

AlleyesareonNqaba,mouthsajarandeyes

bulgingout.Mysonshouldn’thearthis.

“Baby,gofindauntVeroinherroom.”Thegirlmust

beawakebynow,it’sbeentoolong.Zuluscurries

offNtuthuko’slapandsprintsoutoftheroom.

Thereistensioninthischamber,allthesame

Nqabaisunshrinking.

“Whatthehellareyoutalkingabout?”Ntuthuko

fumes,boltingfromhisseat,thetablebecomesa



stumblingblockasitstopshimfromgettingto

Nqaba.DumaandNqabacalmlyremainseated.

“It’saquestionbafo,noneedtoactwild.”Ibelieve

Nqabameansthiswithuttermostrespect,but

knowinghim…sigh!

“Bullshit!”Yep,Ntuthukoisnotabouttoletthisgo.

“DoyourealizewhatyoujustsaidMzi?You

accusedyourmotherofwitchcraft.”

“Ididn’t.”

“Youdid,youplainlyaskedifshepractices

witchcraft.”Ntuthukoneedstocalmdownandsit

hisarsebackdown.

“Son,takeaseat.”Yeahson,whyareyouoffended?

Idon’tgetitreally,unlessheknowssomethingwe

don’t.

“Daddon’ttellmethatyou’reokaywiththis,hejust

calledyourwifeawitch.”It’sagoodthingIsent

Zuluaway,Ntuthukowillnotstopyelling.

“Boysityourarsedown,you’regettingonmy



nerves.”ThankyouDuma…dammit…Ntuthuko

breathesasifhewillneverbreatheagain,hischest

heavingrobustly.Gradually,hecarrieshistail

betweenhislegsanddropsonthecouch.

“Mzi,continue.”DumagivesNqabathestage,I

hopehehashisfactsrightbecauseDumawillnot

taketheaccusationlightly.Hey!Thismanloves

thatwitch…Imeanhiswife…pardonme.Myeyes

widenasNqabatellsushowhethinksBarbraisa

witchandwasseenbyNeo.IbelieveNeo,I’mnot

goingtolie.Barbraisprobablystuckatsomeone’s

gateaswespeak,nakedasanewbornbaby.

“Therehastobeamistake,Barbracannotbe

capableofsomethingsoevil.”Dumasputters,I

wishhewouldbelieveNqaba.Iforonehave

witnessedherevilheart.

“Yes,Mziowesusanapology.”Ntuthukojusthasto

openhismouth,givinghimtimeoutwouldn’tbea

badidea.

“Idon’toweyouanything.”



“Yesyoudo.”Ntuthukodribbles,heisonhisfeetyet

again.Forgettimeout,heneedstobetieddownon

thecouch.“Youoweme,yourlifebafo.Youtook

everythingfromme,mywifeandkid.Ihavenothing

now.”Iseewherehisangerstemsfrom,it’snot

aboutBarbrabeingawitch.

“That’swhereyou’rewrong,Ionlytookbackwhat

wasmine.”Nqaba.

ShouldIstartcallingthepolice?Nqaba’scalmness

worriesme.

“Whatthefuckareyoutalkingabout?Thandiweis

mywifeandZuluismyson,theybelongtome,Mzi,

meandyoustolethemfromme.”We’reallhere,he

doesn’thavetoscream…Wait…themansaysI

belongtohim,thisismycue.

“Ntu…”

“Zuluismyson.”Nqabaopensthesecret,

interjectingme.Thisisnothowweplannedon

doingit,notthroughaheatedargumentandIdidn’t

expecthimtoyellback.

“You’velostyourmind,”Ntuthukocrackles,hiscold



sniggerforcesNqabatoclamphisteeth.Dumahas

tostopthis,thebrothersarestandingheadtohead.

Ifitwerenotforthecoffeetablestandingbetween

them,theywouldbebreathingeachother’scarbon

dioxide.OrfireifImayputitroughly.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

67…

THANDIWE…

NtuthukohaschallengedNqabaandthebigbrother

loveschallenges.Hedigsintohispockettoreveala

paper,Ididn’tthinkhewouldthrowitatNtuthuko.

“Whatisthis?”Theyoungerbrotherqueries

disdainfully.

“Pickitupandfindout.”Nqabasneers,hands

crossedandfaceashardandcoldasice.Curiosity



eatsNtuthukoup,hestretchesforthepaperonthe

floor.Iwillsaythisagain,thisisnothowthings

weresupposedtogodown.

Hiseyeswidenwithshockandscepticism,heruns

hiseyesbetweenmeandNqaba.

“Idon’tbelievethis,anyonecanbuythispapereven

atClicks.”Thisisadifferentreaction,Ithoughthe

wouldbelievetheevidencepresentedtohim.

“Thetestsweredoneatalab,Peanutismyson.”

Ntuthukodoesnotreceivethemessagewith

gladness,heshovesNqabaonhischest,Nqaba

returnstheassault.

“Thisisalie,you’realiarMzi.Iknowwhatyou’re

tryingtodo.”I’mgettingtiredofthisshouting.

“Youdo?”Nqabacalmlyasks,itwouldbesoeasy

forhimtoignorehisbrother.Whytheneedtostoop

tohislevel?

“Yes,firstyoucallourmotherawitchandnowthis.

Clearly,thisisaployofyourstodestroythefamily.

Youdon'tdeservetocarrytheBiyasename,you’rea

disgrace.”DoesanyoneknowifBarbrahasamagic



wand?Ineedtoturnsomeoneintoadonkey,

Ntuthukoisanarseandhispridehashimonahigh

pedestal.Hecan’tsaysuchthingstoNqaba.

“Stop!”Rightattherooftop,Dumabooms.The

bickeringbrothersfallintoadeafeningsilence,their

eyespiercingeachother.Iwanttomovecloserto

Nqaba,gethimtocalmdown.Godknowshowhe

willrespondtothetouch.

“Areyoutwoinsane?Mustyouquarrelallthetime?

Duma’squestionismostlydirectedatNqaba,his

darkfieryeyesareonhim.Undaunted,Nqaba

glaresathisfatherashefeelshiseyesonhim.

“Weareleaving.”Nqaba.

We’releaving?WejustgothereandIhaven’tseen

Veronica.

“You’renotgoinganywhereMzi.”Dumachimesin,

steppinginfrontofhissons.“AndIaskedyoua

question.”Heremindshim.



NqabanarrowshiseyesatNtuthukowholooksjust

asangry.

“Tellyoursontostayawayfrommeandmyfamily.”

OhLord,thisisbad.

“Youdon’thaveafamilyMzi.”Throughgrittedteeth

Ntuthukoboltsin,ifitwerenotforDumastanding

inbetween,oneofthemwouldbenursingablack

eye.“Typicalbigbrother,fallsforhisbrother’swife

and…”

“Qhubekabafo.”(Continue)

NqabadaresNtuthuko,claspinghisfistsinanger.I

don’tlikethissideofhim,theangrypossessiveside.

IwishhewouldseethatNtuthukoisstupidandnot

worthhistime.Dumalookslikeatickingtimebomb

abouttoexplode.

“Whyareyoutwosoimmature?”Fatherin-law

enquires.Still,IhaveafeelingDumaexpectsalot

fromNqabaastheeldest.Whydoesheinterrogate

withhiseyesholdingNqabahostage?Ntuthuko

giveshisbrotheradrollstare,middle-childrenmust

befromthedevil.Lookatthisone…Satan…



“I’msorryfather,youknowhowIfeelaboutpeople

invadingmypersonallife.”Nqabadiscloses,the

mostprivatepersonIknowisthismanrighthere.

“Personallife?”Themiddlechild…devil…huffs.“The

onlyinvaderhereisyou,youcamelikeastormand

turnedmylifeupsidedown.”Ineedathreadanda

needle,Ntuthuko’smouthneedstobestitchedshut.

“Wellshithappens,getoverit.”Nqabafiresback,

theyareatitagain,IpityDuma.Ican’treallysay

much,argh!Ihavetoshowrespecttothein-law.I

amstillthedaughterin-lawofthisfamily.

We’redumfoundedbyNtuthuko’ssuddenfitof

laughterbeforeheutters…

“Youpieceofshit,youhavethenervetosaythatto

me.”

Nqabaheavespasthisfather,agaspwhiffsoutof

mymouthashegrabsNtuthukobythecollarand



driveshimbackwithsomuchforceuntilhepins

himdownonthecouch.Guiltwashesovermeas

Dumaturnshisgazeonme,ishejudgingme?

BecauseIfeellikeheis.Theremustbeaplacein

SouthAfricawheretheymakerocksbigenoughfor

metocrawlunder.

Idropmyhead,notbeingabletokeepmyeyeson

thisgiantfigurebeforeme.

“WatchitNtuthuko,youwillnotlikeitwhenIeven

thescore.”Ilovehim…Nqaba,Ilovehimtodeath,

howeverhisfatherdemandsrespectandtheyare

notlisteningtohim.Ntuthukoisnotmakingthings

easywiththathumoroussmackonhisface.

“Mziletgoofyourbrother.”Dumashoutsabovehis

normaltone.“Youtwoarebrothers,doIneedto

producebirthcertificates?Haveyouforgottenthat

youhavethesametheDNA?”ShameDuma,he’s

alreadyoldandthisbickeringwillsendhimtothe

ancestrallandbeforehistime.

“Nqabastop,Zuluisinthehouse.Whatwillhethink

whenhewalksinhereandfindsyoutwolikethis?”



Jumpingincan’tbesuchabadidea,Imusttalk

senseintothesebigkids.IamrelievedwhenNqaba

pullsawayfromNtuthuko.

BHEKIZIZWE…

IalmostagedtryingtoconvinceBulelwatogetout

ofbed,takeawalkdownthestreetorsomething.

Aslongasheisnotcoopedupinhisroom,he’s

eatingnow,thankfully,it’salsobeenhardto

convincehimtoeat.

Thesunisblazinglyhottoday.Ihadtoremovethe

heavypantsIhadonandwearsomethinglight.A

crashingsoundwaftsfromoutsidethebedroom,

makingmyearsstandatattention.

“Areyougoingtobreakallmyplatesyoustupid

child?”That’sLilian’svoiceandofcourseshe’s

yelling.Thatwomanknowsnopeace,Irunoutof

thebedroomtoinvestigatewhatthecommotionis

about.



Deliwe’sfifteenyearoldisstandinginfrontof

chardsofglass,headbowedandfearfistedonher

face.Lilianisnotfarfromher,scoldingthechildas

ifshekilledherpet.Ifeelastrongpullfromtheleft,

theforcecompelsmetodivertmygazetowardsit.

AsmileticklesmylipsasmyeyeslandonBulelwa,

standingnearthefridge.

Ifrownathowweakandmiserablehelooks,how

longwillitbeuntilheishimselfagain?Imissthe

oldhyperBulelwa,theloudmouthwhocan’tstop

cursing.

“S-Sorryaunty,itwasamistake.”Youcanhearthe

sincerityinNotofo’svoiceassheapologizesto

madamLilian.

“It’sjustaplateLilian,wecangetanotherone.”

Deliwefindsaneedtospeakforherdaughter.

“YouandwhoelseDeliwe?You’reahousewife,the

onlythingyoucanaffordisaR10toothbrush.”Wow,

thebitchisnothavingagoodday.Deliwenarrows

hereyesatthedragonlady,Qhaphelawhois



positionedonachairscowlsatLilianandNotofo

takesoffintears.It’sagoodthingLindiweand

thobekilearenotheretowitnesstheirmother’s

wrath.Bulelwawouldhavesaidsomethingbynow,

hissilenceworriesme.

Inoticehislegsslightlywobbleashesluggishly

movesfromthefridgetowhereeveryoneis,andI’m

nexttohiminaflash,pushingasmallfigureoutof

myway.Abrieflookshowsme,Lilian,shewillbe

alright.

Bulelwaismyworry.Windingmyarmaroundhis

waist,Iputhisarmovermyshoulderandlethim

leanonmeforsupport.Hesmiles,appreciatively.A

clearingofathroatinterruptsoureyelockmoment.

Qhaphelaistheonetointerpose,thelookonhis

faceisthatofcondemnation.

“Youtooreallydon’thavetodothisnow,don’tyou

haveascheduleforthistypeofthing?”Nice…

anotherhomophobe.



“Isthereaproblembafo?”Iask,gloweringatthe

fool.Heblinksafewtimes,avoidingmyeyes

“Cha,chabafo.It’sjustyoutwoareunashamedof

thisthingyouhave.”(No.)

Hisnosewrigglesindisgust.

“Ireallydon’twanttosayanythingtoyou,Qhaphela.

Youwon’tlikemyunfilteredmouthandIamtiredof

arguments.”Buttercupsavestheday,Qhaphelais

putinhisplacewithjustthesewords.“Besides,

Nkululekowouldhateitifheheardyousaysuch

thingsafteryoufuckedhimtooblivionlastweek.It

wasonhisbirthday,right?”

Qhaphela’seyesswellinshock,herunsthemtohis

mother,andeveryonearoundtheroom.

“Whatdidyoucallitagain??”Buttercupisonarole

andIamnotabouttointerject,thiswillteach

Qhaphelaalesson.“Ahhyes,birthdaysex.Shame…

youwereastarringthatdaybafo,couldn’tget

enoughofNkululelo’sasshole.”



Okaaay!ThisIdonotapprove.Qhaphelagruntsin

angerandchargesafterBulelwa,onepushfromme

sendshimbacktohisspot.

“Ithoughtyousaidyou’llholdyourunfiltered

mouth?”Myquestionisanundertone.Bulelwa

shrugs.

“I’vebeenbulliedenoughbyhomophobicpeople,I

won’tletithappenagainandnotbythelikesofhim.

Menwhoareashamedofwhotheyare,youscream

othermen’snamesbehindcloseddoorsandonce

youwalkoutyouthrowslursatus.Youridiculeus

asifyou’reperfect…withoutblemish,Iwillnothave

it.Idon’tneedcousinsQhaphelaandIcandisown

youinasplitsecond.”

“Bulelwathereisnoneedforallofthat,Qhaphela

wasonlysaying…”

“Sayingwhataunt?”Bulelwacutsherremarkinhalf.

“Youshouldbecorrectinghim,he’stalking

nonsense.SowhatifI’mgay?Arewenotallowedto

showPDAbecausewearetwomeninlove?WellI

sayfuckitandfuckyou,Qhaphela.”ThisIagree



withBulelwa,Lilianclickshertongueandleaves.

Thishouseisdull,everyoneisinagloomymood.

Deliwedoesn’tgiveBulelwaananswer,instead

walksoutofthekitchen.Qhapheladecidestoleave

aswell,usingthebackdoor.

Ineedtogobackhome,backtoworkrightafterthe

funeral.IwouldleavesoonifBulelwadidn’tneed

me,hedoesn’tsayit,buthiseyesneverlie.This

environmentisnotgoodforhim,I'lltakehimwith

me.

Apairofsmallarmswraparoundmefrombehind,

knockingmebacktothepresent,it’sjustustwo,

Bulelwaandme.

“Whereareyoulost?”He’slacingkissesonmyback

andmovingupmyshoulders.

“Nowhere.”Ireplytohavehimtwizzleinmyarms,

hisbreathwhiffsmyfaceasheglancesupatme.

Liftingmyhand,Idelicatelytracethelinesof



Bulelwa’sface,carefullyrunningmyfingertipsover

hissmoothskin.Ismirkathowheshiversdueto

mytouch,hisnosecrumplesashefeignsirritation.

IknowhelovesitIwhenItouchhim.

“You’rehavingfun,aren’tyou?”

“Yes.”Irespond,sniggering.Heshakeshishead

andletsmegoonwithmyescapades.

Mythoughtscirculatearoundthemantrappedin

myarms,Ifearlosinghim.MaybeIwon’t,maybe

ourloveislikethatofGcinumziandIfalakhe.I

haven’ttoldBulelwaaboutwhathappenedatthe

hospital,I’mstillnotsureifitwasadreamorwhat.

IdrinkinBulelwa’sbeautifulface,whilehe’sso

focusedonwhatmyfingersareupto.

“What’sthenextmove?”Bulelwaquestions.

“Nextasin?”Ikissthebridgeofhisnose,he

scratchesitwithagrinplayingonhisface.Heis

oblivioustowhathedoestomewhenhedoes

theselittleadorablethings.



“Well,thedayyoufuckedme.”Ihatethatword.

“Yousaidwearelovers.SoIwanttoknowwhatthe

nextmoveis.”

“Mustyousaythatword?YouknowhowmuchI

hateitright?”Herollshiseyesatmyquestion.

“Why?Everybodyusesit.”

“Thatdoesn’tmeanit’sagoodword,”Isay,I’mnot

okaywithit.Thereissomethingabouttheitthat

putsmeoff.Bulelwaflareshisnose,beforepushing

hislipbetweenhisteethandbitesit.Howadorable

canheget?

“Sotellmehowwe’removingonfromhere.”

“Icouldmakeyou,mywife.”Igrabhishipsand

yankhimtome,hischestcollidesonmine.

“Asshole.”Hegasps,pushingmeback.Istagger

barelyaninchandlaughathisexpression,

envelopinghiminmyarms.Hesquirmstryingto

breakfree.

“I’mkiddingButtercup.”Igrin,sucklinghisearlobe

andgrabbinghisass…Ifeelhimrelaxinmyarms.



“ButI’mallowedtofuckyoulikeyou’remywife.”

“Zizwe.”Heflushesandpullsbackenoughforthe

bridgeofhisnosetotouchmine.“Let’smovein

together.”

“What?”NotthatImind,butIdon’thaveaplaceof

myown.

“Mybrotherwillnotbecomfortablewithusaround,

he’snotreallyournumberonefan.”Bulelwagives

meaboredlookandwavesmywordsoff.

“Ihaveahouse,wecanlivethere.”Nothappening.

“No.”That’sludicrous.

“Why?Don’tyouwanttolivewithme?”Heslipsout

ofmyarmsashepaintsthewordswiththewrong

colour.

“That’snotwhatImean,”Myhandsgrabhiships

againandIpullhimintome,diggingmyfingersinto

hishipbone,theimpactcauseshimtodeliciously

moan.

“Iwanttolivewithyou,you’reallIthinkabout



Buttercup.Mylifebasicallyrevolvesaroundyou,

beingawayfromyouistorturousforme.”Bulelwa

snorts,dabbingmyshoulderwithafist.

“You’retoomuch,allthisdramaandIonlyaskeda

simplequestion.”Hejests,thisiswhyIlovethis

man.Ican’timaginelovinganyoneelse.

“Letmefindmyownplace,thenwe’lltakeitfrom

there.”Ipromise,brushingmylipsonhiscollarbone.

“Dowhateveryouwant,it’snotlikeIwanttolive

withyou.”Hegrumbles,annoyedandmovesoutof

myarms.“Iwastestingyouthat’sall.”

“Ididn’tsaynoButtercup,Ican’tliveinahouseyour

fatherbought.”Itrytoexplainmywayout,buthe’s

walkingawayfromme.“Bulelwa!”

“Whateverasshole.”Heisslowlytakingbackhis

profanitythrone,asmilescampersonmylipsatthe

fadingsoundofhisvoicedownthehallway.Ihave

togoafterhimandhopefully,we’restilltakingthat

walk.



NTUTHUKO…

Mybrothercan’talwayswin,Iwillnotacceptit.

Howislifesocruel?Hearinghimclaimmywife

shattersmyheartintochards,adeepjealousy

shootsthroughmelikeadagger,watching

Thandiweholdontohisarminthewayshehas.

Shit,itannoysme.Likeapossessiveanimalstaking

itsownership,Iseparateherhandfromhisarm.

“Move,”Igrowl,pushingNqabaawayfrommywife.

Hisbodybarelymovesafraction,heturnstopunch

meonthenose.Theeffectsendsajoltofpain

throughoutmyentirebody,Iyelppalmingmynow

bleedingnose.

“Nqabayomzi.”Myfathershoutsinawaythat

demandsrespectfrombothhissons.Tearsflood

intomyeyes,notbecauseIhavebeenhit.Thepain

onmynoseforcestearsupmyeyes,IleeratMzi,

needingtoreturntheblow.

“Tellthissonofyoursfather.”Musclesflickangrily



atNqaba’sjawline,ifIwereanentitythescentof

hisjealousywouldbesuffocatingme.I’mjustas

possessiveandMziwillneverwinagainstme.This

timeIuseenoughforcetopushhimandthrowina

suitablepunchashefinallystumblesback.

Thandiwescreamswhilemyfathersighsoutof

frustrationandcrosseshisarmsindefeat.I’m

brokenseeingThandiweruntomybrother’said,

sheinspectshislipandtothinkIwasn’twrecked

enough.Thewayshetakescareofhimputsafinal

nailtothecoffin.Nqabayomzistabsmewithanicy

glarefromthenorth.

“AreyoutwodoneactinglikekidsorshouldIget

mybelt?”Myfatherremindsmeoftheoldendays

whenhewouldbeltusformisbehaving.

Nooneprovidesananswer,westandshooting

eachotherwithdeadlystares.

“Weneedtositandtalkaboutthis.”Myfather

announces,Idon’tagreewithhim.“Let’stalkover

lunch,youtwoidiotsneedtogetalong.I’mtiredof



thisnonsense,it’sexhausting.”

Lunch?Iambloodybleedinghere.

“We’renotstaying.”Myidiotofabrotherbluntly

refusesmyfather’soffer.Someonejustpissedoff

DumaBiyase…heraiseshisbrowanddamnit’snot

directedatme,butI’muneasyonmybrother’s

behalf.

“Isaidwe’rehavinglunch.”Myfatherdemands.

“AndIsaidwearenotstayingfather.”Nqabayomzi

darestocontend.

“Areyoudefyingme,Mzi?”Heisdefinitelydefying

youdad,stupidmutt.

“Nofather,IamsimplytellingyouthatThandiwe

andIarenotstaying.”

“You’redrivingmecrazywithyourstubbornness,

youknowitwon’ttakeyouanywhere?”

“Iammyfather’sson.”Nc…nc…nc…Wheredoeshe



gettheaudacitytotalktomyfatherlikethis?

Duma’sjawdrops,notdubiously,butindefeat.

“Youseedad…”

“Shutthefuckup.”MyfatherinterjectsasItryto

pipeinandshowhimhowmuchofadouchebag

Nqabayomziis.“IsweartodayIwillkillsomeone,I

wanteveryoneinthediningroomnow.We’reare

goingtositandeatlikeafamily,thiswillgiveus

timetotalkaboutthisdivorce.”

Great,theytoldhimaboutthedivorce.Mywifeand

brother’seyesgive-and-take,engulfedbynerves.

“ThandiwegoseeifVeronicaisawake,tellher

lunchisready.”Itisanorderfromthisangryold

man,youknowheispissedoffwhenmyfather

takescontrollikethis.Thandiwereluctantlynods

andrushesoutoftheroom.“Ntuthukocallyour

motherandfindoutwheresheis,MzicallNgidiand

setanappointment.Yoursisterisnotgoingto

sufferanotherday.”



Thisfatheristhrowingdemandslikearacket,

NqabayomziandImustbeshockedbecausewe

don’tmoveaninch,butstareattheangrybull

standingbetweenus.Perhapswe’rewaitingtosee

ifhewilllaughandcallhimselfbluff.

“DoIneedtocallthepresidenttotellyou?”Thereis

noneedtoshoutatgrownmen.“Getmoving,and

you’redoingitinthediningroomwhereIcansee

you.”

Casedismissed,Dumaisnotgoingtosayitagain.

Notwantinganotherlecture,Ifollowbehindhim

andmybrotherisnotfarafter.Icanhearhisheavy

steps,plushiseyesboringintome.

*****

Mymindfaltersatthesightofmymother,Barbra

andawomanIhaveneverseenstandingatmy

doorstep.Nqabadidn’ttellmehismotherhad

plannedtovisit,wehavebeenlookingforthis

womanandthisisherfirststopafterghostingher



family?Mymotheristheleaderofthepack,she’s

standinginthemiddlewiththesetwowomen

winginghersides.

“Mama?Whatareyoudoinghere?”

“YouhavesinnedThandiwe,wehavetogetthat

babyoutofyourwomborGodwillpunishyou.”

Ican’tgraspwhatsheistalkingabout,getthebaby

out?I’malreadytakingstepsawayfromthem,I

can’tletthemhurtmybaby.Nqabamusthavetold

BarbrathatIampregnant,nooneknewbutus.

Whoisthewomantheybroughttomyhouse?

“Idon’tunderstandmama.”Myfeettakemeback

astheyenterthehousewithoutpermission.

“IcalledyourmotherThandiweandtoldherthat

despitebeingmarriedtoNtuthuko,you’rehaving

Mzi’sbabywhichisanabomination.Theyare

brothers,youshouldbeashamedofyourself.”

Barbraseethes,manoeuvringpastmymother.Ina

splitofasecondI’mtrappedagainstthewalland

thethreewomenarehoveringovermelikehungry

wolves.



“Mamano,notmybaby.”Feelingpowerless,the

onlythingIcangatheraretears…uselesstearsthat

willdonothingtogetmeoutofthesituation.My

ownmother,thewomanwhogavemelifewantsto

killmybaby.Havetheybrainwashedher?Then

again,shedidsellmysoultothedevil.

“No.”AscreameruptsfrommymouthasBarbra

grabsmyarm,pushingheroffisfruitless.Myknees

weakenunderhergrip,shehasmebythehook.Her

armspressaroundmybodyandallIcandois

scream...screamforNqaba,I’mhomealone.Hedid

sayhedidn’twanttoleavemealone,yetIinsisted

thatIwillbefine.

“Wehavetogetthatdemonoutofyourwomb,only

thenyourmarriagewillbesaved.”Barbraexclaims.

Idon’thaveademoninme,mybabylivesinme.

Nqaba’sbaby…

“Mama,mamangiyakucela,ngiyakucelamama.

Don’tdothisplease.”(I’mbeggingyoumama.)

Ipleadaggressivelyandstrugglingtoloosefrom



Barbra’sclutches.ThetwowomenhelpBarbrain

pushingmetothecoldfloor,flatlybanishingmy

screams.Mymotherpushesmyarmsabovemy

headandpinsthemonthefloor,Barbragripsmy

legsasifI’machickenthatisabouttobe

slaughtered.

“Whatareyoudoingmama?I’myourchild,your

onlychild.”Iscream,writhingtofightthemoff.

“I’msorrymybaby,butthisisforyou,foryourown

good.YoubetrayedyourhusbandThandiweand

theonlywayhewillacceptyouisifyoukillthat

babyinyourwomb.”

ThesamevoicethatcomfortedmewhileIsucked

milkfromherbreastistellingmethis?

Wideeyed,Ipleadtothestrangewomanwhois

holdinganobjecttomyprivatepart.Hereyeshave

notmetminesincetheygothere,maybeifshe

wouldlookatme,shewouldpityme.

“Please,notmybaby.”Ibeg,tryingtoclosemylegs.

Barbraisstronger,andwhyaremykneesweak?



Whycan’tIfightthem?

“Nqaba!”Icryoutloudasthewomanpushesthe

objectinsideme,firstIfeelanexcruciatingsharp

paininmywombtailedbyadraggingandpulling

sensation.Ihaveexhaustedmyselffromscreaming,

thepaindoubles,weakeningmybody.

Thewomandrawstheobjectoutofmeandholdsit

uptoshowmyappealedmotherandaself-satisfied

Barbra,theblooddrippingontheobjectmakesme

dizzyasIrealizethatthatismybaby.

“M-My…baby.”Evenmyvoicehasturnedonme.

“Itisdone.”Barbradeclaresmerrily,thesmileon

herfacehasshudderscoursingthroughoutmy

body.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

68…



NQABA…

“Nqaba!”Ijoltupfromthecouchatthesoundof

Thandiwe’sscreams.Boltingintotheroom,Ifind

hertossingandturningonthebed.She’shavinga

nightmare.It’sbeenaminutesincethesehappened

andforthatminute,Iwasfooledintothinkingthings

weregraduallygoingbacktonormal.Imissher,the

oldThandiwe…thesaneThandiwe…lifewassimple

backthen.

“Thandiwe,wakeup.”Hereyessnapopenandshe

thundersuptoasittingposition,dribsofsweat

coatedonherface...eyesfilledwithfear.Withno

warning,panictakesoverherbody,sheprobesthe

sizeablebedroombeforeherhorrorfilledgazefinds

me.

“Mybaby.”Afrowncrossesherface,sheopensher

legstosearchforsomethingbetweenthem.When

shedoesn’tfindwhatsheislookingfor,her



structurerecklesslymovesfromthebed.Myhands

makeittoherhipstostopherfromfalling.

“Hey,careful.You’repregnant.”Ichidehercareless

actthathasdisorderedmymind.“What’sgoingon

Thandiwe?”

Shesnubsmyquestionandmanoeuvrespastme,I

turntoseeherheadedforthefulllengthmirror.Her

eyesstretchintopanickedsaucersasherhandslift

thenightgownandgentlybrushonthesmallbaby

bump.Okay,thedreammusthavebeenaboutthe

baby.

Hersearchcomestoahalt,shesighs,relievedand

herfaceagreestotakeacalmexpression.

“Areyougoingtotellmewhatthedreamwas

about?”Iask,toweringherfrombehindtocoverher

bodywithagown.Sheleansintome,thisgivesme

achancetoenwrapmyarmsaroundherandtaste

thesweetdeliciousflavoronthecrookofherneck

withanopenmouthedkiss.



“Yourmotherwasinmydream,mymothertooand

astrangewoman.Theykilledmybaby,ourbaby.It

feltsorealNqaba,Icanstillfeeltheirhandsonme.”

Hervoicetremblesasshetellsmeaboutthe

nightmare.

“ItwasonlyadreamTshabalala,ourbabyisfine.

RememberMamSontosaidyouwillgivebirth.”I

comfort,holdinghercloserinmyarms.

“Canwegotothehospital,please?Iwon’tbeokay

untilIseetheultrasound.”Thandiwemurmurs,her

voicestillalittleshaky.Wemightaswellgo,orshe

won’tbeabletosleep.

“Getdressed,I’llgrabZulu.StylesandSethuwon’t

mindlookingafterhim.”Withtheselastwords,I

leavehertochange.Neo’saccusationsarestarting

tomakesense,maybeI’mcrazy.Butmymotheris

uptosomething.

BARBRA…



Dammitdammit,dammit.

“Theplandidn’tworkSgwili,thatchildcan’tbe

separatedfromhermother’swomb.”Ihiss,shifting

tofindacomfortablepositiononthisstupidbed.

Everyjointhurts,Ican’tmovewithoutwincingin

pain.SgwilifoundmeafterSandraplainlyrefused

tolocatehim,thatevilwitchMakhafulaishidinglike

acowardsinceheranthatday.

Sgwiliwasabletofindawitchdoctorforme,he

saidifIneededquickhealing,Ineedtodrinkthe

bloodofaninfantwhoisstillinhermother’swomb

andithastohavemybloodaswell.Thandiwe

cametomind,sheispregnantwithMzi’sbaby,my

grandson.

“Thenightisstillyoungndlovukazi.”Sgwilireminds

meofsomethingIamawareof.

“Doesthatevenmatter?Whatifshedoesn’tbleed?I

can’tstayhereforamonth,Dumaisobviously

wonderingwhereIam.”

“Mapulaisnotanordinarywomanandsheis



carryinganOkolie,ifitweresomeoneelsetheir

bloodwouldbesplatteredeverywhererightatthis

moment.”TherewasatimeIthoughtSgwiliwas

useless,heprovesmewrongeveryday.Hehasn’t

leftmysidesincemysisterabandonedme,Iwill

dealwithSandrawhenthetimeisright.

“YouknowhowthosedamnOkolieswork…youspill

theirblood,you’recursed.”IshuffleSgwili’s

memory.

“Thechildhasnotbeenbornyet,Idon’tthinkthe

curseappliestoit.”Ipraisedthiscatwaytoosoon.

“Youdon’tthink?We’reworkingwithassumptions

now?Thisismylifewe’reriskinghere,myfamily’s

lives.”Ichide,seeinghimcarelesslytreadtheroad

backtoincompetence.“TheycantakeVeronica,I

don’tcare.MziandNtuthukoaremysons,asonis

amother’sgreatestachievement.”

“Ifthecurseworks,doesitmatterwhotheytake?

Youwillbedeadtoo.”Thisidiot.

“ListenSgwili,thoseancestorsmakesureyou



watchyourfamilydiebeforetakingyoudown.

That’showcrueltheyare,Idon’tknowwhytheyare

regardedasancestorswhentheydwellinthepitsof

hell,rightbesidethedevil.Whatkindofevilisthat?”

“Youneedtorelaxndlovukazi,nothingwillhappen

toyou,trustme.IfThandiwedoesn’tmiscarry,we

willlookforanothercarrier.Wecanalwaysmake

sureVeronicafallspregnant.”Itakemywordsback,

heissmartafterall.“Thereisamaninherlife,he

lovesher.Thebadomenhasn’tsucceededin

completelypushinghimaway.”

“Inthatcase,Iwillhavetocallmyhusbandandtell

himIwillbeawayforawhile.”Dumawillnotbe

happyaboutit.

“Youcandothat,orgetareplacement.Ashadowof

you.”Sgwilisuggests,hisstupiditycomesandgoes

Iguess.

“Dumawillspotitfromadistance,thatmanisvery

observant.YoufigureoutonhowtomakeVeronica

fallpregnant,weneedheronstandbyincase



Thandiwedisappoints.IwilldealwithDuma.”

“Ndlovukazi.”(Queen.)

ThatgirlThandiweisstubborn,whenishertwenty

sixthbirthdaysoshecandie?

THANDIWE…

Ithasn’tregisteredtomethatNqabaismoneyed,

thisismychancetoaskifhehasmedicalaid,but

ofcoursehedoes.Inthatcase,weneedtogeta

gynaecologist,tripstothedoctororclinicarenot

fun.

MylifehasbeensocrazythatIhaven’thadtimeto

graspthefactthatI’mexpectingababy,historyhas

aneccentricwayofrepeatingitself–acarefully

sicktwistedplantogettheattentionofrawhumans.

WhenIwaspregnantwithZulu,Iwastoofocused

onNqabaandmyheavyhearttoactuallybreathein

thepregnancy.Ntuthukowasthereforme,



neverthelessamajorproblemdweltamongus–he

wasn’tthemanIcravedfor,hewasn’tNqaba.

Mysecondpregnancyandfatedeemsitfittothrow

metothewolves,wolvesistooinsubstantialan

example.Mywholeexistenceisbeingshredded

intoazillionpieces,Itry–theLordismywitness.I

knowwhatisatstake,whatIwillloseifIdon’tcall

outtoGodandIdoasIamtold…pray.

ThebattlethoughwaspresentedtomewhenIwas

weakandtheonlythingIcouldleanonwasawall,

tillthismoment,mybackisagainstthewall.Itryto

move,witheverythinginme.ButwheredoImoveto

whenablackclothhasbeenputovermyhead.I

havebeenmadeblindtomysurroundings.

IknowGodisthere,Iknowheiscallingouttome

andheavens,Iamscreamingforhim,that’sit.At

theend,Iamonlyagrainofsand.Completelyno

oneinthecrowdandIamnosuperhuman.

Thereisawomanstaringatme,withnoshame



sharplyscrutinisingme,makingmefeellikearat

underobservation.She’ssittingacrossusatthe

doctor’swaitingarea.Thisonehasnotbeen

informedthatstaringisrude,Iwouldknowifshe

wereaspirit.Hercreepysnoopingeyestellmeshe

isonehundredpercenthuman,thereissomething

aboutthem-somethingbonechilling,Ican’tputa

fingertoit.

Feelinguneasy,IclaspmyhandaroundNqaba’s

armandrestmyheadonhisshoulder.

It’samissiontotakemyeyesoffofthestrange

woman,thereisbasicallythreeofusinthehallway.

Thestaffiscountedtomoreorlessthanfour.The

malereceptionist,heremindsmeofBulelwa.His

structure,hissassyappearanceandthewayhehas

beenblabberingonthephoneforthepastfifteen

minutes.ButBulelwawouldn’tbeseendead

wearingthatpinkfloralshirt,somymindandeyes

rambleawayfromhim.

“Areyouokay?”It’sthefourthtimeNqabaisasking



methisquestionandtillnowIdon’thaveananswer

forhim.ThedreamIhadfeltsoreal,itstillfeelslike

therewassomethingplungedinsideme.Coldchills

havedotedmyskinsinceIwokeup,Ifeelthemon

myscalpaswell–anuncomfortabletingling

sensation.

“Whenarewese…”Awaveofcoldrushesthrough

me,completelyknockingthebreathoutofmylungs.

It’snotasecondwhenmybodyheatsup,it’sso

intensethatIjoltfromthechair,fanningmyself.

“Tan-tan?”Nqabaenquires,cagingmewithhis

inquisitivegaze.Hisformlengthenspastmyheight

ashestandstohisfeet.

“I’mburning.”Ishriekunwillingly,someoneturned

uptheheatinhere.ItfeelslikeIhavebeenthrown

intoalakeoffire.Myheartsinksintomystomach

whenIseeboilspopoutofmyarms,coveringinch

byinchofmyskin.Hysterical,IchaseNqabawith

myeyes,tofindhimgawkingbackwithadark

confusedgaze.



“Nqabagetthemoffme,getthemoff.”Horrific

screamsdivebetweenmylipsasIfretfullyjumpup

anddown.

“Thandiwewhatisit?”Worrycoatshisvoice,his

handsaretirelesslytryingtoholdmedown.My

crazyjumpsmakeithardforhimtocatchme.

Me:“B-Boils…Helpmeplease,getthemoff.”Wild

panicfillmylungs,thescreamseruptfromthe

depthsofmystomach.Obliviousofmy

surroundingsandhorrified,Istripmyclothesoff.

“Thandiwestop,stop.”Nqabashouts,he’stryingto

covermyhalfnakedbodywithhiscoat.Hisarms

clasparoundmefrombehind–whenhesucceeds,

hepinsmyhandstomysides,cagingmyentire

body.

“Thandiweitsokay,you’reokay.Thereisnothing,I

promise.”Heassuresme,breathlessfromanxiety.

Iwanttobelievehiswords,it’shardwhenwhatI

seeistheopposite.

“Ipromiseyou,Tshabalala.”Anotherassurance,his



lipstrailingmyears.Quietudeparadesthroughme

atmyskinclearingupasifthesimmerswere

nothing,buthallucinations.Myheartisvigorously

thuddinginmychest,louderthanspiritualdrums.

Myheadisspinningandthrobbingpainfully.

“It’sgone…Nqa…Nqabait’sgone.”Nqabanuzzles

myneck,armsclaspedaroundme.

“Iseeblood.”Stillstuckinmylover’sarms,Ishift

mygazeinsearchofthefemalevoice.Myeyes

meettheladywhowasstaringbeforethecrazy

stuntforseverallongseconds,beforeIturnthemto

thestaffoglingatmeasifIhavegrownhorns.

“Excuseme?”Nqababreaths,angerperfectedinhis

voice.

“You!”Thestrangewomanpointsmydirection.

“Yourbloodwillbescatteredalloverthestreetsof

Joburg…”

“ENOUGH!!!”Nqababoomsfuriously,hisdeep

rumblingvoiceechoinginthespaciousroom.

“You’realiar,doyouhearme?”Hedoesn’ttoneit



down,Ihaven’theardhimthisangrybefore.

Thelady’seyesenlarge,shestaggersbackalittleat

thesuddenoutburst.

“I-I’monlysayingwhatIsee.”Shestammers,

insistingwithherevilprophecy.AsifIhaven’thad

enoughhorrorinmylife.

“Idon’tcare,youdon’tevenknowher.You’realiar,

thosewordswillfalluponyou.”Incredulousgasps

filltheplaceatNqaba’sassertion.

“S-sir…”Shaken,theladyfailstoconstructa

sentence.

“Listentome,woman,whoeversentyouwiththis

falseprophecyisaliar.”

“TheprophecyisfromGod,he…”

“WhichGod?”Nqabainterjects,hisarmsslowly

loosenaroundme.Iwanttostophimwhenhisfeet

treadtothewoman,butI’munabletomove,my

bodyisnumb.“AreyoutalkingabouttheGodof

Abraham?TheLordofheaven’sarmies?”



I’mflabbergastedbyhissuddenknowledge.

“TheGodwhoopenedtheredsea?”Thewomanis

visiblytremblingwithfear,itcouldbethatthisgiant

manishoveringoverherandhisangryvoicecould

makeonecrawlunderthebed.Perhapsitisthe

mentioningofanalmightyGod.

“Y-yes.”Sherespondswithenoughhesitationto

callheraliar.

“LIAR!”Nqababoomsonemoretime,frighthugs

theladywhenhegrabsherhand.“Goddoesnot

givenegativeprophesies,youarethedevil’sagent

aren’tyou?It’syou,isn’tit?You’rethedevilafter

Thandiwe?”

Theoldman?Coulditbe?Myfeetgraduallydrag

metoNqaba,heisgoingtogetintroubleforthis

stunt.He’stooclosetoher,hiseyesintenselyand

fearlesslydiggingintohersoul–ifshehasone.

“You’renotgoingtogether,doyouhearme?”A



whisperedthreat,thestaffhasgonemute,noone

hasdaredtoutterawordorquestionthisgiant’s

actions“Iwillfightyou,toothandnail.”

ImakeittoNqabaintimetoseeacoldsmirk,art

thewoman’slips…

“Youandwhoelse?”Shemumbles.Nqabais

dauntingenoughtoreturnthesmirk.

“Jesus,”atthesoundofthisname,thelady’seyes

widenwithfright,shestaggersback.Ifitwerenot

forNqaba’sgriponherarm,shewouldbelyingon

thefloor.

“Youhavenopoweroverme,whoeveryouare.”My

mouthisalmosttoodrytospeak,hereyesshiftto

me,herfacewelcomesthesmirkagain.

Ihadmoretosay,butithaspeteredoutofmyhead

leavingitblank.

“Mapula.”Thewhispersendsjoltsoffearthrough

myheart,Ishouldn’tbethisafraid,notwhenthe

nameofJesusmakeshertremble.Nqabapushes



herback,shestaggerswithchuckleseruptingfrom

her.Hegrabsmyarmandbeginsluggingmedown

thehallway.

“Youwillnotrespondtothatname,itisnotyour

identity.”HetellsmewhileItrytokeepupwithhis

steps,thereissomeonewalkingbehindme.Ican’t

hearthefootfall,butaheavypresence.Whoever

theyare,theyarecompellingmetoturn.

“Nqaba…”Icallout,withahushedtone.“Thereis

somethingbehindme.”

“Don’tlookback.”Hisresponseisquick,

authoritative.I’mpulledtohisside,hishandglides

tothesmallofmyback,leadingmetotheexit.

NQABA…

“AreyousureNqabayomzi,”Thandiwequestions,

hervoiceisspooky.AtleastIthinkit’sheruntilher

unnaturalvocalsoundcompelsmetoturntomy



sidetoseeanuncannygrinonherface.“Areyou

sureIshouldn’tlookback?”

Sherepeats,hereyeshavegoneaneeriepitch

black,andthereiswhitefizzaroundhermouth.I

grabholdofherlestsherunsoff,shesniggers

coldly.

“Youthinkyoucandefeatme,Nqabayomzi?”She

speaksasonewhoisbeingcontrolledbyanother,I

don’tneedtodealwiththis,dammit.Doesn’tthe

devilevergiveup?Thandiwegrowlslikeananimal,

attemptingtoyankherhandfromme.It’sagood

thingwehavemadeitoutside,wecreatedenough

dramainthere.

“Stop,Thandiwe.”Icommandwithasmuch

authorityasIcangather,thespiritinherdoesn’t

listen.It’sfightingme,entertainingitwillbeawaste

oftime.Knockingheroutcouldberiskytooforthe

baby,soIwillhavetoforcehertothecarandstrap

hertoaseat.

“MynameisMapula.”Shesquawks,struggling

againstmyhold.TokeepherstillIconfineherinmy



arms,herbackagainstmychest.

“IsaidstopinJesus’name.”Thistimeshelistens,I

havetogetheroutofhere.IliftThandiweinmy

arms,shedoesn’tfightwhenIstrapherinthecar,

Neoismyfirstthought.BesidesMamSonto,I

haven’tmetanyoneaspowerful,althoughheisa

jokewithweirdtheories.

IttakesawhileforNeototakemycall.

“I’monmyway,callanyonewhocanpray,

Thandiweispossessed.”Idon’tgivehimachance

tosendhisgreeting,notthathewasgoingtogreet.

“Onyourway,where?”

“Yourhou…”

“Wait!”Heinterposes.“So,amIsupposedtobein

thishousewhenyouarrive,orshouldItakemy

familyandleaveitvacantforyouandthedemon?”

Neoenquires,hecouldbejoking,youneverknow

withhim.

“IneedyourhelpNeo,aspirithastakenover



Thandiwe.”

“Ihearyou,Mzi,Ihearyountwana.WhatIdon’t

understandishowyouwanttobringademoninto

myhouse.Tome,NeoMaake.I’mtheonlychildof

mymother,Imadeitalonethroughthefallopian

tube,Idon’thaveatwinntwana.Nowifthedevil

wasmytwin,I’msureousieNtsoakiwouldhave

toldme.”Neoprattles,I’mnotsurprised…it’sallhe

everdoes.“Youdon’ttakemeseriouslyuenaMzi,

youthinkdemonscallmeunclekeaobona.”(Isee

you.)

“LookMamSontoisnotaround,you’retheonlyone

whocanhelpme.IfIknewanyexorcists,Iwould

getone.”Itellhim,knowinghewillagreetomy

requestonewayortheother.Ipassthegreen

trafficlight,desperatelyspeedingdowntheroad.

“IdealwithInformationTechnology,computers.I

wouldevenhideadeadbodyforyou,butneverface

demons.”



“Neocomeon,I’malmostatyourhouse.Callthem

please,Sethuaswell.”Thismanhassubjectedme

togrovelling.

“Fine,butlet’smeetatyourhouse.Ihaveinfants

here.”Finallyheagrees,heisnotashamedofthe

displeasureinthetoneofhisvoice.

“Okay,I’llseeyouthen.”

Hedropsthecallafterclickinghistongue.

Tobecontinued…
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“AreyouapastornowNeo?”Iliftmyeyesfrommy

feetandfindZeeglaringatme.Idon’tblameherfor

interrogatingme,it’slateatnight.Thebabiesarea

handfull,mymotherwouldhavestayed,butshe



haddutiesatchurch.WefinallynamedtheMaake

triplets,Nalediisourlittlegirlandthetwobaboons

areLesediandLebone.Zeelovesthenames,she

criedwhenIintroducedthem.

“I’msorrybaba,Ireallyhavetogo.Thandiwehas

beenvisitedbythedevil,sheneedshelp.”She

slidesinfrontofme,blockingmefromwalkingout

thedoor.

“WhyisthisThandiwesoimportant?Youwentto

Kenyaforherandnowyou’releavingusalonefor

her.”

“Youdon’tknowThandiwe?IthoughtIhad

introducedyoutwo.She’smarriedtoNtuthuko,

rememberMzi’sbrother?Theonewithabighead.”

Hereyesdragdownmyframe,shegivesmea

distastefulglare.

“I’mnothappyaboutthisNeo,thisisthelasttime

you’redoingthis.It’salmostmidnight,youhavea

familywhoneedsyou.”

“IknowbabaandIpromiseIwillmakesureto



carpetMziaboutit.Hewillnevercallmeatnight

again.”Inudgehercheekandkissit,sheresponds

withadeepexhalation…fatigue…apprehension…

love…it’sacocktailofemotions.Itakeherfaceso

shelooksintomyeyes.

“Iloveyou,Ayize,youknowthatright?”Reluctantly,

shenods.She’snotdoubtingmyloveforher,if

anythingZeeknowsIwoulddieforher.Itis

somethingIdon’thavetothinktwiceabout,a

decisionImadethedaysheacceptedme.Noone

haseverlovedmethewayshedoes,perhapsthe

timehascomeformetomakehermywife.

Mylipsbrushagainsthers,Iyearntofeelherlips

dancingwithmine.“Iloveyoubaba.”Ideclare

againstherlipsandfeelhershiverinmyarms,

slightlyshepushesmeback.

“GobeforeIchangemymind.”Iwanttokissher,

andIdo.Nothingtastesbetterthanthis,myown

drug.Ithasmyheartexplodingwithsomuchlove,it

blaresattherooftop‘IloveyouAyize.’



Weareinterruptedbythesoundofababycrying,

Nalediistheattentionseeker.Theboyshardlyever

wakeupatnight,butgirlwantstobeseen.

“Go,I’lltakecareofher.”Zeegivespermission,I

tattooaswiftkissonherlipsanddashout.

AMARA…

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Herfacecompletely

changesseeinghermother-in-lawwalkintoher

bedroom.

“Nowyouthinkyouhavetherighttotalktome

anyhow?”Sandrasnaps,shehasbeenenragedby

thesecretandhersister’ssicknesshasnotmade

thingsbetter.Amararollshereyes,ignoringthe

urgetoretortrudely.Shesitsonthechairbythe

window,herbodylanguagespeaksvolumes.She

doesn’twantSandranearher.

“Whereismyson?”Sandrafinallyspeaks,she’s



beenrestlesssinceshearrivedfromBarbra’ssecret

hiding.Nowshehastwothreats,herdaughterin

lawwhofindsithardtohidethingsfromher

husbandandhersisterwhoislividandwantsto

revealthetruthaboutthetwin’sidentityjusttospite

theOkolieelders.

AmaraglowersatSandra,sheisnotfondofher

mother-in-lawbecauseshe’sneverlikedherfrom

dayone–nevergaveherachancetoproveherself

asthedaughter-in-law.Andnowthatsheknows

whatsheknows,shehatesherandevenmorethat

sheisstandinginherbedroomaskingheraboutthe

‘son’shebetrayed.

“Iaskedyouaquestion.”Sandrabarksrudely.

“Ialsoaskedyouwhatyou’redoinghere,butyou

chosetoanswermyquestionwithaquestion.”

Amarasquelches,thisonlyfuelsSandra’swrath.

ShebustlestoAmara,grabshershoulder,weightily

turninghertofaceher.Amaraissuesanintakeof

breath,shedidnotexpectthatatall.



“Listenherelittlegirl,youdonotknowwhoIamor

whatI’mcapableof.”AllofSandra’sfrustrationsfall

onAmaraasshesnatchesherarm,pullingherup

withforce.“DonotmesswithmeorIwillcrush

you.”Sheputpressureonthegrip,Amara’sface

scrunchesinpain.

“MOTHER.”Randall’sroarechoesinthebedroom.

Thetwoladiesturntohimwiththeireyeswidened,

theyhaveneverheardhimshoutthatloud,knowing

himtobereservedandcontained.

“R-Randall!”Sandraforcesasmile.

“Letgoofherhand.”HedemandsandSandradoes

assheistold.Leavemyhouse.”Hecontinueswith

thesametone.Atthistimeofthenight?Wherewill

shepossiblygo?

“Youdon’tunderstand…she…”Sandratriesto

explainherwayout.

“Iunderstandperfectly.”Randallwalksuptothem

andpullshiswifetohisside.“ThisisAmara

Okolie…mywife.DoyourememberherSandra?”A



rhetoricalquestionfromRandall,hiseyespiercing

throughhismother’s,theshockonSandra’sfaceis

unmissable.Forthefirsttimeinherlifeherson

addressedherbyhername.

“Youcalledmebymyname?Yourmother?”Her

voicetremblesasshepointsouttheobvious.

“Becauseofher?”Shecontinuesstillinshock.

“Iwillnothaveyoucometomyhouseandattack

mywife,Iwon’tletthathappen.Hence,Iamkindly

askingyoutopackyourthingsandleave.”Randall

tellsher,hismindismadeupandheisn’tamanto

gobackonhisword.Bringinghertohishousewas

amistake,hethoughtshehadchangedand

witnessingherruthlessbehaviourtowardsthe

womanhechosetosharehislifewithisproofthat

aleopardneverchangesitsspots.

“Randall,it’sokay.”Amaratoucheshisshoulder,

hopinghe’dkeepcalmdown.Hetiltshisheada

littlegivingherasidelook,it’snotokay.Itcan’tbe

okay,afterhewitnessedSandra’scrueltytowards



Amara.

Amarahadnoonetoteachherhowtofightbattles,

allherlifewaslivedunderheruncle’sevilwingwith

nowayofescape,untilRandallrescuedherfrom

him.Inhiseyes,Amaraisstillfragile.Sheislikea

childlearninghowtowalkandtalk.Theyearsof

rapeandabuseshewassuccumbedtocan’tbe

wipedawayovernight.

“Whyareyoustillhere?”Hequestionshismother.

“You’remyson.”Sheremindshimandinresponse

tothat,Randalllugshertowardsthedoor,her

arrogancehasfilledhimwithfrustration.

“Randallplease,shewasrudetomeandlikea

normalpersonIreacted.”Sandratriestoexplainher

wayout.

“Reactedtowhat?YouthinkIdidn’thearwhatyou

said?Iheardandsaweverything.”Hesnapsather,

hisangerisquickwhenitcomestoAmara.He

wouldforgeteverythingincludingfamilybondsto

protecthiswife.“Ifyouwillcometomyhouseand



disrespectmywifethenyou’renotwelcomehere.”

“Letmeexplainplease.”Sandrapleads–alittle

morestepsandshewouldbeoutoftheirbedroom.

“Iamyourmother.”

“Isaidgetout.”Randallbarks,givingboththe

womeninhislifeafright.Sandra’seyesrunto

Amaratofindhernarrowedeyes,inhermind

Amaraisenjoyingtheshow.

Sandraeventuallygivesin,sheisconvincedthat

hersonneedstosleeponit.Hewillbemuchcalmer

inthemorning.Droppingherhead,sheletsherfeet

leadherouttoherroom.Randallslamsthedoor

shut,heturnstoAmarawithanapologeticgaze.

“Areyouokay?”Hecradleshercheek,shenods.

“Youneedtospeaktoyourmother.”Sheknowswhy

sheistellinghimthis,Sandrahasasecrettoreveal

andRandallhastoknowaboutit.

“Idon’twanttotalkabouther.”Hedismisses

bluntly.

“ButRandall…”



“IsaidIdon’twanttotalkabouther.”Heclaimshis

handsbackandleavesherdefeatedinthebedroom.

Godknowswhereheisheadedto.

NQABA…

Sethusuggestsweformacircleandplace

Thandiweinthemiddle.Shebroughtfourelderly

womenwithher,Ipresumetheyarefromher

church.ItburnsmyheartseeingthewomanIlove

lyingfacedownonthefloor,foamhascoveredher

mouth.Sheisgrowlinglikeapossessedperson

would,thedevilhaspoweroverher.Ihopeshewill

befreedfromthesechainsafterthis.Sethuopens

thebibleandplacesitonthefloorinfrontofher.

“I’llreadfromthebookof2Samuel22verse1to4…

TheLordismyrock,myfortressandmysaviour.

MyGodismyrockinwhomIfindprotection,heis



myshield,thepowerthatsavesmeandmyplaceof

safety.Heismyrefuge,mysaviour.Theonewho

savesmefromviolence.IcalledontheLordwhois

worthyofpraiseandhesavedmefrommy

enemies.”

Oneoftheelderlywomeninstructsthatwejoin

handsandstandinagreement,thiswayweinvite

Jesusinthemidst.Asongissung,Neoissilently

prayingbesideme.Onanoccasionaldayhewould

beterrifiedashell.Ican’tgetmyeyesoffof

Thandiwe,waitinginanticipationforhertocome

backtome.

Allofasudden,Thandiweboltstoherknees.Palms

onthefloor,herbraidstangledintoanuntidyframe

makingherlookwindswept.Mostofthestrands

flowdownherface,almostcoveringhalfofit.

“Nqaba,”hervoiceisaghostlywhisperthatsends

coldchillsdownmyspine.Sheanglesherheadto

theside,hereyestryforaninnocentlook.ButIsee



throughthedemon.“Ineed...you,please...cometo

me.”Shestretchesoutherhandformetotake.

“PrayMzi,that’snothertalking.It’sthedevil.”Sethu

warns,theotherwomenhavebrokenintospiritual

warfare.Theypraywithsomuchauthorityasthey

commandthedemonoutofThandiwe,Ionlyhavea

fewwordstosaytoGodunliketheseChristians.I

takeasilentprayerwhilelisteningtoNeo’sloud

prayer.Thereisauthorityinhisvoice.

“Lordyouareapromisekeeper,amiracleworker.

Yourwordfathersayswearemorethanconquerors

throughyou.Thandiweisaconqueror,thedevilhas

nopoweroverher.Itiswrittenthatwhentheenemy

comesagainstusthespiritoftheLordwillraisea

standardagainsthimandhewillfleaseven

differentdirections.Yousaidyourwordwillnot

returntoyouvoid,itwillaccomplishwhatyou

pleaseandprosperonthethingonwhichyousent

it.Demonsrunatthementionofyourname,they



shriekbecausetheyknowyouaretheonetosetthe

captivesfree.Theytryandhidefromthelightofthe

world,whichisyouJesus.”

“Noooo.”Thandiwescreamsatthementionofthe

name,IknowIshouldn’t,butangerhasbrewed

insideme.IamlividandIwanttovanquishthat

demoninsideher.Shefallsonherside,whirlingon

thefloor.Herscreamsriseabovethevoicesof

everyonepraying.Neo’shandtightensaroundmine,

hewantsmetocontinuepraying.

Thandiwefightstogobacktoherknees,wheezing

sheglaresatme.Iseehatredinhereyesthatare

surroundedbydarkcircles,herskinispaleandlips

dryandwhite.

“Thisismyhome,I’mnotgoinganywhere.”The

demonspeaks,itswordscompelmetoprayharder.

IfixmyeyesonThandiweasIgetreadytocastthe

demonout.Hereyesdonotmovefrommineasthe

demondaresmetomakeamove.

“Biyase,surelyyou’renotgoingtohurtme.It’sme,



yourTshabalala.”Shewhispers,hervoiceisa

mockingtone.Thedemoncan’tkeepastraightface

forasecond,acoldsmirkstretchesonThandiwe's

mouth.

“Whothehelldoyouthinkyouare?”Iroar,unableto

curtailthewrathbuildinginsideme.I’mlooking

straightthroughhereyes,Icanfeelthatitisnot

Thandiwelookingbackatme.

“Youdemonfromhell,youdonothavepowerover

thisbody.Allpoweronheavenandearthbelongto

Jesus.Looseandlethergonow,sheisnotyour

owntoclaim.Herbodyisnotyourterritory,you

havenoauthorityoverthiswoman.Getoutnow,in

thenameofJesus.”

Atmycommand,Thandiwe’sbodyfallsagain.She

curlsup,shriekinginexcruciatingpain.Iclenchmy

jawaseverythinginmeshattersuponseeingher

likethis,thebabyhastobeokay.Allthisreckless

movementcan’tbegoodforthebaby.

Neobindsandrebukesnexttome.Sethuandthe



ladiesfromchurchcontinuecallinguponthename

ofJesus.Theprayingvoicespeakatthesoundof

Thandiwe'sscreams,itfeelslikeforeveranda

minutewhenherbodyfallsrigid.Iwanttorushto

herwhenhereyesshutclosed,Neoholdsmeback.

“Wearenotsureifthedemonisout.”Heexclaims,I

don’tcare.IneedtogettoThandiwe.

“Thedemonisoutson.”Oneofthewomenreleases

mefromstress,wastingnotimeIdashtolift

Thandiwefromthefloorandtakehertothecouch.

ThereisasoftthrowIusetodrapeherbody,Ineed

tocleanherface.Sethumusthavereadmymind,

shehandsmeawarmfacecloth.Innotime

Thandiweisclean.

“We’llcomeandcheckonhertomorrow,don’tleave

heralone.Demonshaveatendencyofcomingback

tothebodytheywerecastoutof.”Sethu’swords

havemeworriedalloveragain.Howstubbornis

thisdemon?

“HasshegivenherlifetoJesus?Ifnot,thensheis



empty,sheneedstoinvitetheHolySpirittolive

insideher.Ifthedemonfindsherempty,itwillinvite

more.”

“NoMs.S,thisoneisnotademon.Thandiwe’s

storyisdifferent,hermothersoldhertoawitch

doctorbeforeshewasbornandnowithascometo

collect.”Neoslidesinwithanexplanation.

“Isee,butthereisnothingGodcannotdo.Wewill

helpheranywaywecan.”ShouldItellSethuthat

anyonewhotriestohelpThandiwewillmeettheir

death?Ican’tletthemrisktheirlivesforus.

“It’sokayMs.S,we’llletyouknowwhenweneed

you.”Neorescues,heknowsthetruthbehind

helpingThandiwe.Sethuandtheeldersbidus

goodbye.

“Ishouldleaveaswell,Zeeisalonewiththekids.

TakeiteasyMzi,thistoowillpass.”Iwantto

believehim,ImovefromThandiwe’ssidetowalk

himout.Hisphonerings,stoppingusatthedoor.



“MamSonto?”Heanswers,Ithoughtshehadmore

daystogo.

Neogaspsinshock,hiseyesglazewithunshed

tears,apictureyouhardlyeversee.Hedropsthe

callwithoutsayinganythingmore.

“Whatisit?”Fearhascreptintomyheart,pulledout

acampchairandsettledthere.Itcan’tbehisfamily,

canit?”

“MamSonto.”Atrembledwhisperthathasmyheart

knockinghardagainstmychest.Themindis

entertainingtheworst,MamSontohastobeokay.I

needher,Thandiwewon’tmakeitwithouther.Ihark

backtoNgidi’swords,whoeverhelpsThandiwewill

meettheirdeath.

“Issheokay?”IaskNeo,mygazestealinga

glimpseofThandiwepeacefullysleeping.

“Therewasafire,herparents,brotherandhisten

yearolddaughterdied.Apparentlysomeoneleftthe

candleonwhentheywenttobed,somehowit

caughtfire.Itwastoolatewhentheneighboursgot



there.”Thehurtinhisvoiceisasloudarocksong,

heleansbackonthewallandsendshishands

behindhishead.Idon’tknowhowdeephis

relationshipwiththemwas,butheisprettyhurt.

“She’sgoinghometomorrowmorning,therewere

thirteendaysleftforhertobreakthefastandthis

happens.Thedevilmustbeangrywithher.”

“I’msorryNeo.”Asighdropsatearoutofhiseyes,

heswipesitawayandsniffstopullhimselftogether.

“Ineedtogo,willyoubeokay?”Heturnsto

Thandiwe,Ithinkwewillbeokay.Inodtopermithis

leave,hedrillspastmewithashouldertap.

“Willyoubeabletodrivehome?”

“I’llbefine.”Heguarantees,Ibelievehewillbefine.

Neoisstrong,hewillhandlethiswell.



Tobecontinued…
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WillIevergetusedtohavingsomeoneinmybed?

Thandiwehasmentionedwakingupnextto

someoneyouarefondof,orintheirarms.She

describedthefeelingasheavenlyandcloseto

perfection,Ididn’tknowuntilthesepastdays.

Zizwesharesabedwithmeeverynight,wedon’t

havetodoanything,buttalkwhilesnuggledup.

Secretlythatismyfavouritepartoftheday.He

listenstomeandwhenIhavenothingtosayhe

speaksuntilIcan’tstandit.

“Zizwewakeup.”Lord,yoursonsleepswhileyour

preciousBubufightsinsomnia.

Imagesofmyfatherhaveplaguedmymind,the



manmustnotbecomfortableintheancestralworld,

hencetheneedtobothermeintheweehoursofthe

morning.

“Zizweman.”Whatiswrongwiththisman?Can’the

hearmecallinghim?Ifyoueverfindyourselfwith

questionsonwhotomarry,donot…Irepeat…donot

goformenlikeBhekizizweZondowhosleeplike

worldpeacehasfinallyreignedinthisgodforsaken

hovel.

“Mmm,mmhh.”Hehums.

Lookathim,no…justlookathim,stirringlikemy

lackofsleepisnothingtobebotheredabout.

“Willyouwakeupplease?”I’mgettingfrustrated,I

wanthimtostayupwithme.Thisisnothisfather’s

place,hecan’tsleeplikealoghere.

Godofallwonders…themanleisurelyshootsone

eyeopenandI’mconfusedbythepompouslookhe

regardsmewith.Doeshehavetolooksodelicious

whendoingthat?



“Whyaren’tyousleeping?”Listentohim…He

stretcheshisarmsabovehisheadbeforefolding

themacrosshisbarechest,yesyouguessedit…

Hulkisshirtless,andthenpeoplesayavoid

temptation.How?How,whentemptationgoesto

bedwithoutashirton?

“Ican’tsleep.”TimetosulkBubu,Iwantallthe

attentionhecangive.Iwanthimtofeelmeupwith

hisneedinessuntilIfeellovedandcaredfor,until

Mandladecidestotakeuptherockofferedtohim

byhiseldersandsleepsoIcanfinallysleeptoo.

Weburiedtheoldman…myoldman.Ican’texpress

thepainIfeltwhenthecoffinwasrolleddowninto

thepit,sealingeverything.Myfatherisgone,Iwill

neverseehimagain.It’shardtogetusedtohis

absence,Liliansaysheisinabetterplace.Idon’t

seehiminthatbettersheclaimedhe’sat,mymind

hasimprintedtheimageofhimlyinginacoffin,

buriedsixfeetunder.



Dammit!

ZizweisthemostcaringpersonIknow,itistoo

much.Hesitsup…Good…

“Buttercup!”Iloveitwhenhetiltshisheadtothe

sidelikethat,itshowsoffhisarrogancewhichIcan

betyouallthe5randsIspentonlotterytickets;is

notintentional.“Youdorecallourconversation?”

“Whichone?”Therearesomanyofthem.

“Youcantalktomeaboutanything,Ipromiseto

alwayslisten.”Cleverguy,but…

“Idon’thaveanythingtosay,Iwantyoutodoallthe

talking.”Theleftsideofhismouthmovesintoa

drollsmirkasconfusionswipesoverhissculpted

face.Don’twejustlovehim?

“Whatdoyouwantmetosay?”Hequestions.

“Idon’tknow…anything.Tellmeaboutthatday,the

daymyfatherdied.Whatexactlyhappened?”

Zizwe’seyesbecomedubious,theymovefrom



minetothewallahead.Hissighisarrogantasheis,

it’sgnawingaswell.

“Canwedothisinthemorning,”Hedartshiseyes

totheclockonthewall,timeismovingcloserto

2:30am.

“Youwantmetosithereandwatchyouenjoyyour

sleep?”

“No,wearebothgoingtosleep.”Zizwehasthe

audacitytosaythistome.Thisishowpeoplefailat

school,listeningisimportant.

“Itoldyou,myslumberhasdepartedfromme,how

doIcalluponitwhenmyancestorsareasstubborn

asawitch?”Hesnorts,myquestionmakessense,

henceithashimoffended,orI’mmakingupmy

ownassumptions.

Somethingisupwithhimthough,eitherway,Zizwe

willnotbesleepingtonight,evenifIhavetoblast

theradioandwakeeveryoneup.

IhopeDeliweishome,auntsareaspecialcase.



Witchcraftmustbeanauntthing,theylovethatshit.

“Comehere.”Hecalls,andofcourseI’llcomeafter

youhavecalledmewiththatvoicethathaskicked

allthoughtsoutofmymindandlefteroticones.

Lord,youspeakofforgiveness.Thankyouin

advance.

Iguess“esfubeni”itis.(Onthechest)

Imakemyselfcomfortablelikethisishome,his

armsarebeautifullywrappedaroundme.Thisis

whenheshouldstartwiththestory,Iwanttohearit

all.

“HaveItoldyou,Iloveyoulately?”

“Youdid,beforebed.”Itakehimbacktoafewhours

agowhenthismandecidedtochainhimselfwith

theshacklesoflove,Iknewitwasdeep.Ihave

alwaysknown,buthey…Hulkjusthadtosayit.He

repeatedthewordshesaidthedayIalmostdied,I

thoughthewasoverwhelmedbyemotionsseeing



melosethebattleoflifethereforethewordsslipped.

Tonight,heutteredthosewordsrightinfrontofmy

motherwhohadcometoaskhimtosleeponthe

couch,herreasonswerethatheisaguestand

Mandladidnotapproveofussowecouldn’tshare

aroominhishouse.

“Youdidn’tsayitback.”Pause…Whatisthis?I

askedtoknowthehappeningsofthatday,nota

sequelofRomeoandJuliet.

“AreyougoingtotellmeorshouldIgobackto

sleep?”It’snotthatIdon’t…youknow…thatword.

Arghlet’sjustleaveit.

Zizweisquietforalifetime,heisnotthetypethatis

easilyoffended.Iliftmyheadfromhischestand

findhiseyesfixedonme.Howmuchlovedoes

Zizwehaveforme?Iseeitilluminatinginhiseyes,

theyburnwithanoverwhelmingpassion.Heshould

notbekissingmyforehead,heshouldbeupsetwith

me.



“It’snotthatIdon’tappreciateyou,Ido.EverydayI

thankGodforyou,Zizwe.Idon’twanttoexpress

myfeelingsbecauseIhaveto,Iwanttosayit

becausemyheartcan’tkeepitinanylonger.”This

shoulddoit,guyistoosoftshame.

“IknowButtercup,wehavetherestofourlives.”

WhatdidIsayabouthisspaghettiheart?

“Thankyou.”Gratitudeleavesmymouth,Iaccept

thelingeringkiss.Thisisbyfarmymostfavourite

thing,kissinghim.

“I’llshareastory,notaboutthatday.We’lltalk

aboutitsomeothertime.”Hestates,Iwouldask

Lilian,butmymotherseemstoenjoylyinglately.

NQABA…

ThebranchwereThandiweworkedisclosingdown,

nothingisgoingright.Peoplesuspectthattheplace

ishaunted.Someclaimtheyhaveheardstrange



voicesinthebathrooms.Thecleanerwhoisfirstto

arrivesaysshehasseenamanseatedinCele’s

office,whenshewouldgotoinvestigate,shewould

findtheofficeempty.Peoplearescaredtocometo

work,theywanttoresignandafewhavefound

otherjobs.

Idecidedtotransferhalfofthestafftotheoffices

inMidrand,therestwillhavetobeathomewhilewe

sortouttheirpapers.Ihavea9ammeetingwiththe

branchmanagerandthemanagingdirectorto

discussawayforwardfortheemployeesthathave

notbeenplacedyet.

I’mrunninglate,itisnotlikeme.Thandiwegaveme

ahardtimethismorning,shehadbeenvomiting

since4am.Shesaidit’smorningsickness,itcould

befoodpoisoning.I’mworriedabouther,shehasn’t

beenthesamesinceaspirittookoverherbody

weeksago.

Weprayedandcastitout,Ihopewedid,otherwise,

whyisshelivinginherownlittleworld...sometimes?



Shetendstobetooquiet.

Zuluwastoldthatheismyson,mybiggestfear

wasthathewouldrejectme.Hewasactuallyhappy

aboutit,hesayshehastwofathersnow.Heloves

NtuthukoandIhavenoproblemwiththat,Ijust

wouldneverlethimanywherenearmyson.

Myphonevibratesfromthedashboard,Imakesure

nottomissanycallssinceThandiwe’ssituation.It

couldbeheroraboutherand…itisher.

“Biyase.”Theregoesthegloomoutthewindowas

mymoodelevatesatthesoundofhersweetvoice,

shesaysI’mtoosensitivelately.Perhapsit’sthe

realisationthatlifeistooshortandImightloseher

anytime.WhatamIthinking?Icannotletthat

happen,losingThandiwewouldbedeathitself.

“Tshabalala.”Hergigglesglideintomyeartowarm

myheart,theeffervescentIspokeof.

“Whereareyou?Whattimeareyoucominghome?”



Andjustlikethatmyheartjumpsintoapuddleof

worry.

“Issomethingwrong?Areyouokay?”

“I’mfine,stopworryingaboutme.”Theexclamation

isafterasoftlenientsigh,somedaysweargue

abouthowcautiousItendtoget.Idon’tseewhyI

shouldn’tbe,thereisademonoutthereafterherlife

andMamSonto’splateisflooded,shecan’t

accommodateusatthemoment.

“Amarainvitedmeovertoherhouse.”

“Okay,Iwon’tbelong.I’llcomepickyouuponceI’m

done.”

“I’vegotthatcovered,youcanpickusuparound

6pm.”ThandiweandAmarahavebecomerather

closelately.I’mgladinaway,sheneedsfriendsto

keephermindbusy.“Haveyouheardanythingfrom

Ngidi?”



NgidiisinLesotho,sofarheistheonlypersonI

knowwhocanhelpVeronica.MamSontoisnotin

herrightstateofmind,losingherfamilyandall.

“He’sstillinLesotho,butVeronicaisdoingwell

lately.Shelaughs,eatsandsleepsnormally.”

Strangelyhowallofthisishappeninginmy

mother’sabsence.

“That’sgreatright?”It’smorethanthat,myfatheris

relievedoftheburdenatadbit.Heisworriedabout

hiswife,shecalledtoexplainwhysheisnot

cominghome.

“Yeah,Ihavetogo.I’llcallyouonceI’mdone,Ilove

you.”

“Metoo.”Shesaysanddisconnectsthecall.Ihave

torunbymyfather’shousetocheckonVeronica,

wealltrytobethereforherandIbelieveshefeels

thelovewehaveforher.

Trafficisanightmare,Ishouldhavedrivenstraight.

Thisisashortcutandwassupposedtogetmeto

theofficethirtyminutesbeforethemeetingstarts.



I’mannoyedseeingpeopleexittheircarstoinspect

whatappearstobeanaccident,Iwaititoutfora

whileand…wearenotmoving.Theplaceis

surroundedbyanambulanceandpolicecarsin

jiffies,curiositysaysgocheckitout.Itmightbe

someoneIknow.

Ihavetowalkthroughacrowdthathasbeenogling

atthescene.Awomanliesinherownbloodonthe

street,herdeadeyeswideopenmotioningthatshe

diedapainfuldeath.Itcouldn’thavebeenacar

accident,unlessatruckranherover.Thereisso

muchblood,howdopeoplestandtowatchan

unspeakablesight?

Leeringcloser,mymindstartsdrawingapictureof

thewomanwhohadprophesiedThandiwe’sdeath.

I’dbedamned,herwordshavecomebacktobite

her.Ihopethedeviliswatching,thisiswhat

happenswhenyoutouchGod’schildren.

THANDIWE...



ABIGTHIRTYSIX!!!Wow…

Nqabawillprobablynotcareaboutthis,heisnot

bigoncelebrations.Amarasuggestedthatwe

throwthemabirthdaypartyaftershetoldmethat

NqabaandRandallshareabirthday.Iamforthe

idea,wehavebeenthroughsomuchandalittle

partywillhelpdistress.

Theirhouseisbeautifullydecorated,it’ssimple…

nottooflashy.Awallnearthedoorthatleadstothe

patiohasbeenfilledwithacaketable,ifyou’renot

afraidofsugarthenthatisyourspot.Overallthe

settingisminimalistic,thelongtableinthepatiois

adornedwithwhitetiffanychairs,blackandwhite

dishesandglassesarethebase.Therearewhite

candles,standingonclearcandleholdersthathave

beenfilledwithblackandwhitebeadstoenliventhe

table.Afewbowsandribbonshereandthere.

AmarasaysRandallisnotfondofcelebratinghis



daytoo,tohimitislikeanyotherday.Strangehow

NqabaandRandallsharesimilaropinions.

Wedidn’thavetodomuchreally,Amaragotthe

womanwhoplannedherweddingtoplanthisparty.

Fromthelooksofit,it’sgoingtobepackedtonight.

Thepartystartsat6pm,I’mworriedaboutwhat

Nqabaworetothemeetingtoday.Thosechino

pantsdonotfittonight'stheme,Ihavetoget

someonetotakehimshoppingorsomething.IfI

meetupwithhimbeforethesurprise,Iwon’tbe

abletohidemyexcitementandenduptellinghim

aboutit.Isettledowninachairinthebackyard,

grabaglassofwaterasIwatchAmaraandthe

plannerconverseabouttoday’sevent.

“Thankyou,Khanyi,thisisperfect.”Amarasays,

admiringtheplanner’sbeautifulwork.She

introducedherselfasKhanyisileShezi,founderand

ownerofLittleBlackDress.IagreewithAmara,the

ladyhasaneyeforbeautifulthings.Simple,yet



elegant.

“Anythingformyfavouritecouple.”Khanyisile

replies,proudlynoddingathermasterpiece.

“I’llseeyoutonightthen,you’rebringingsomeoneI

presume?”

“Unlessyou’retalkingaboutahireddate,maybe.”

Khanyisile’sjokethrowsAmaraintoapuddleof

laughter.“Theworldlacksrealmen,Goddoesn’t

makethemthewayheusedtobackthen.”

“Maybeyouwillbeluckyandgettominglewith

someonetonight.”Ithrowinanopinion,Khanyisile

turnswithasmallsmileonherface.

“IguessIshouldkeepmyfingerscrossedthen.”

Shehasawarmlaugh.“Letmerun,I’llcomeabit

earliertocheckuponeverything.Thecaterers

shouldbeontheirway.”

“Great,seeyoulater.”Amararipostes.

“I’llseemyselfout.”Khanyisilebidsmefarewell

withasmile.



“Sheisgood.”ItellAmaraasIcontinuetoadmire

theplace.

“Iknow,youshould’veseenmywedding.Remind

metoshowyouthepictureslater,rightnowwe

needtogetready.NeoandAyizewillprobablybe

thefirsttoarrive,shehatestravelingatnightwith

thetriplets.”Thisremindsme.

“HowisNeo?”ThelastIheard,heisnottaking

MamSonto’slossprettywell.WeekslaterandNeo

isstillaffectedbyit.Ifeelbad,it’smyfault.

Although,Idon’tknowwhethertoblamemyselfor

mymother.

“He’stakingonestepatatime,Ican’tsaythesame

aboutMamSonto.Idoubtshewilleverbethesame

again,Ican’timaginelosingyourwholefamily.”

Amara’sresponsesendsgoosebumpsonmyskin,

thisisthefearIlivewitheveryday.Zuluhasbeenin

dangerrelativelyanumberoftimes,itscaresme

thatonedayIwillcompletelylosehim.



“Deathisnotproudanditisnotarespecterof

persons,sadlywhenitcomesthereisnothingwe

candoaboutit.”Myheartjumpsatthesoundofmy

words,IhatedeathjustasmuchasIhatediseases

thatbringdeath.

Amara’smindwandersoff,Isnapmyfingerstoget

hertocomeback.Sheblinks,hermoodhas

suddenlychanged.

“Areyouokay?”

“IthinkI’mgoingtoloseRandall.”Shocking…These

twoloveeachother,whatsheissayingis

impossible.Idon’trespond,butwaitforherto

explainwhysheishavingsuchtroublingthoughts.

“SomethingterriblehappenedThandiwe,Ifoundout

aboutitandkeptitfromRandallandMzi.”Nqaba?

Whatdoeshehavetodowiththis?

“You’rescaringme,Amara.Whatisit?”Shefindsa

seatnexttome.



“RandallandMziaretwins.”Hertonesendsa

whisperasifitisasecrettobekept,I’munableto

graspherwords.Still,Iwaitonher.Idon’twantto

makeahastyjudgementbeforeconsideringallthe

facts.

“Ifoundoutaboutittwomonthsago,Barbraand

Sandraaresiblings.Iheardthemarguingaboutit.

WhenSandramarriedintotheOkoliefamily,she

couldn’tconceivesosheaskedhersistertohelp

herout.Idon’tknowhowSegunagreedtoit,Barbra

gavebirthtotwins,RandallandMzi.Shegave

RandalltoSandraandkeptMzi.HeisanOkolie,he

doesn’thavetheBiyasebloodrunningthroughhis

veins.ThetwinsareunawareoftheiridentityandI

havenoideahowI’mgoingtotellRandall,hehates

liesThandiweandheisgoingtohatemeafterhe

findsoutIknew.”

Thismustbeajoke,Nqaba’swholelifehasbeena

lie.FindingoutthatDumaisnothisfatherisgoing



tobreakhim.

“Whydidn’tyousayanythingAmara?Thisisbig,it’s

notawhitelieonecaneasilyforgive.”I’mhurtand

upsetthatshekeptsuchabigsecret,Iwould

understandifitwasaboutRandallalone,butNqaba

isinvolvedtoo.

“Believeme,Ihatemyselfforit.Iplanontellinghim

aftertheparty.”

“IwillhavetotellNqabatoo.”WhereamIeven

goingtostart?Barbraisnotaroundtoanswerfor

herself,Sandrawillprobablytryandlieherwayout.

Thisismessedup.“NqabaandRandallhaveto

knowthattheyaretwins.”

“TWINS?”Theloudvoicestartlesussomuchthat

wejumptoourfeet,ourheadsturningtothedoor

separatingthelivingroomfromthebackyard.The

nightmightnotgoasplanned.



Tobecontinued…

BURN
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THANDIWE…

Jawdropped,eyeswidenedwithshock,Ayize

stridesintothebackyard.Hergazemovestoand

froassheglaresatAmaraandme.Icanhear

Amara’sunsteadybreathingfromwhereIstand,

fearhasclaimedher.

“Amara,whatisthisIhear?RandallandMziare

twinsandyouhavebeenkeepingitfromhimfor

months?”Ayizechides,Idon’tknowwhatshe’s

lookingforwhenhereyeskeepfindingme.I’mnot

inonthissecret,Iwaskeptinthedarklikeeveryone

else.

“Ayize.”Amarabreathes,hintingthatshefears

Ayizelikealittlesisterwouldfearherbigsister.



“Whathaveyoudone?Howdoyoukeepsomething

likethisfromRandy,knowingverywellhowmuch

hedespiseslies?”Ayizegivesoffanimpression

thatsheisveryfamiliarwiththisfamily,theymust

berelatedinsomeway.

“Iwantedtotellhim–”

“Thenwhydidn’tyou?”AyizecutsoffAmara’s

quaveringvoice.“Thisissocarelessofyou,who

putyouuptothis?Youofallpeople,theoneperson

hetrustswithhislifebetrayshimlikethis?”

IknewAmarawassoftfromherminisculevoiceto

thewayshehandlesthings,sothetearsinhereyes

areverymuchexpected.

“I’mgoingtotellhimtodayaftertheparty.”Ifeel

sorryforher,ifRandallhateslieslikethesetwo

havementioned,thenheisnotgoingtotakethis

well.

“Youbetterdoitbeforehehearsitfromsomeone



elseandifSandrahappenstobetheonetotellhim,

shewillturnthingstoheradvantageandyouwillbe

thebadone.”Hervoiceiscoldandstern,Amara

nodsvigorously,wipingthefloodoftears

cascadinghercheeks.

“Ipromise,”Amaraassures,myheartskipswhen

Ayize’seyestraveltome.Ihaveneverbeen

intimidatedbyawomanbefore,shegivesoffa

strict,butalsoplayfulaura.Shesmiles,it’swarm,

yethereyesaredisciplinedastheyremainhard.

“Thandiwe?”Isupposethat’saquestion,mymouth

opensandnothingemits.Imustlooklikeafool

bobbingmyheadlikeanaughtykidcaughtinthe

act.Ayizelaughs,aquicklaughterthatleavesme

workingoutifitwasgenuine.

“Relax,Idon’tbite.Areyouokay?”I’mbewilderedby

herquestion,duetothatIdon’tgiveananswer,my

mindisblank.Thesmileagain,itlingersonherlips.

“I’msorry,Idon’tmeantopry.Thereissadnessin

youreyes.”Theintimidatingladyexclaims.



“I’m–I’mfine.”Somethingisstuckonmythroat,it

mustbenerves.Ayizestaresforalong

uncomfortablesecond,Ican’tinterprettheshrug

shegivesme.

“Wherearethekids?”Amarasavesmefromthe

interrogation.

“WithChioma,Ineedabreak.”Shesighs,depicting

aheavycaseofexhaustion

“Thandiwe.”Adistantwhisperstealsmyattention

fromeveryone,Iturntosearchtheownerofthe

voice.Asilhouettelurksbehindthesmalltreesby

thepool.

“Doyouguysseethat?”

“What?”Theladiesaskandinthisbriefsecond,I

turntothem,ittakesanothersecondformetotake

myeyesbacktothetrees.IfeellikeafoolwhenI

findnothing,feartwirlsaroundmyheart.Ihatethat

Ialwaysfindmyselfintheclawsoffear,whycan’tI



bestronglikeNqaba?

“EventhoughIwalkthroughthevalleyofthe

shadowofdeath,Iwillfearnoevil.”Irepeatthe

mantrainasoftwhisper,Ihaveheldontighttothis

scripturesincethepossessionanditseemstobe

drivingawaywhateverspiritisafterme.Idon’twant

tothinkabouttheoldman,mymother’sbetrayal

andthatIwilllosemylifetothehandsofawitch

whenIturntwentysix.

“AreyouokayThandiwe?”Amara’svoicejoltsme

outofmymind,Iturntothemwithaweaksmile.

“Yes,let’sgetready.Timeisflying.”

Ineedadistraction…Amaraleadsthewaybackto

thehouse,I’mnottoofarbehindherandAyizeisa

fewfeetbehindme.

*****

Zuluinsistedthatwegetballoons,thekidthinksit’s



hisparty.Idon’tblamehim,weowehimone,the

atmosphereisamazing.Screaminggroupsof

childrenrunthroughthehouseasbubbleshoverin

theairandballoonsfloataroundwithoutdirection

onthewoodenfloorandontothefurruginthe

midstofthecouches.

ImakemywaytothebackyardtofindVeronica,

myeyestrailthecrowdedarea.IsawherwithSethu

awhileago,shockingIknow.Veronicahasalways

foundithardtominglewithpeople.

Theguestwereontimeasexpected,nowwhat’s

missingarethetwins.Mygoodness,Nqabahasa

twinbrother.Mymindstrugglestograspthe

thought.

“Tee.”Asmiletakesownershipofmylipsupon

hearingthesoundofBulelwa’svoice,thesmile

dissolvesseeingtheglassofwineinhishand.Itold

himtoslowdownwhenhegothere.

“Letmeguess,yourthirdglass?”Hesmilesatmy



predictionandsipsonthewine.Hisfacescrunches

upwhenIsnatchtheglassfromhim.

“Ineedthat.”Hethinksheneedsit.

“NoBubu,youwillbedrinkingwateruntilZizwe

getshere.”Bulelwafrownsinastonishment.

“Hulkiscoming?”Hisvoiceisdrowningindisbelief,

hewassadearlierwhenhetoldmethatZizwe

didn’twanttocometotheparty.Hedidn’thavea

problemwithitafterItoldhimthatBulelwawas

planningondrinkinglikeafish.

“Icalledhim,you’regoingtoneedsomeonetolook

afteryou.Thepartyhasn’tstartedyetandyou’re

drunk.”Bulelwaisapartyanimal,henevermissesa

chancetogetwasted.Carefully,hestumblesto

whispersomethingintomyear.Thestrongstench

ofalcoholdivesintomynostrils,thebabymustnot

likeitbecauseI’mclosetothrowingup.Iholdmy

breathanddoafivesecondcountdowninmyhead.

Thefeelingdissipateslikeitwasneverthere.



“Zizweishidingsomethingfromme.”Anundertone

oftipoffs,thetoneofhisvocalsoundtellsmethat

heisnotsureaboutwhathe’ssaying.Hesteps

back,hiseyesfiercelybeholdingmine.“Iseeit

whenhelooksatme,IthoughtIwasimagining

things,butthatman…thatmanhasasecretandhe

won’ttellmeaboutit.”

“Didyouperhapsaskhim?”Heshakeshishead,

backandforth.“Ithinkyoushould,maybehe’s

afraidtotellyou.Askhimandseehowhe…”

“Buttercup!”Zizwe’svoiceturnsusaround,he

standstallandboldinthedoorway.

“IneedtofindVero,behave.”Bulelwasimpers,at

leasthecanhandlehisalcohol.Imanoeuvrepast

Zizwe,sendinghimasmileontheway.Hereplies

withaheadnod,bythelooksofit,heisnothappy.

Theywilltalkitout.

“Youpromisedyouwon’tdrink.”IhearZizwe’s

deadpanvoicechidingmyfriend,bythetime

Bulelwaretorts,I’mtoofartohearanything.



*******

SURPRISE!!!

That’swhatthetwinsgethometo,acrowdof

peoplesingingthemhappybirthday.Itisasurprise

indeed,Neochuckleslightlyashemakeswayfor

them.HewasgiveninstructionstokeepRandall

awayfromhomeandhetooktheopportunityto

detainNqabaaswell.

Nqabaturnshisgazetohistwintomeethis

unmovingdemeanour,coldasablockofice.Nqaba

isusedtoitanddoesnottakeoffence.

“Didyouknowaboutthis?”Thequestionleaveshis

mouthbeforehecouldstopit,Randallgrimaces

furtherthanhealreadywasandhisbrotherfindsa

responsethere.“Ofcourse…it’sasurprise…forus

both”Nqabascoffs,asifdispleased.



Theplacardonthewallsaysso,butthetwo

brothersarenotentirelyoverthemoonaboutthis.

Nqabatriestoshowalittleexcitement,while

Randall’sfaceremainsasdeadasavampire’s.

Theydon’tgettimetoprocesstheirsurroundings,

thecrowdtheyarenotfondofplaguesthemwith

birthdaygreetingsandthenoisehasthem

scrunchingindispleasure.Theyacceptthe

handshakes,thebriefhugsandkissesonthe

cheeksfromfriendsandfamilies.

Nqababreathes,relievedthathehasmadeitto

Thandiweinthecorridor.Peoplescatteralloverthe

houseasthepartycommences.

“Whyaretheresomanypeoplehere?”

“It’sapartyBiyase,Amarathoughtitwouldbenice

tolinkyourbirthdays.”Thandiweisgreetedwitha

kiss,anurgetotellNqabaabouthisidentityrises

nowthatshecansmellhimandtouchhim.

“Idon’tknowninetypercentofthepeoplehere.”He



iscomplaining,Thandiwefrownsatthat.

“Well,Amarawentoutofherwaytosurpriseyou

two.Theleastyoucoulddoissmile.”Thisisasking

fortoomuch,whenhassheseenhimexcitedfor

anything?

“ThepartyshouldhavebeenforPeanut,he

deservesit.”Nqabascowls,notthatheisnot

grateful,hefeelsthewholethingisunnecessary.

Ifitwereanyoneelse,theywouldbeoffendedby

hisresponsetotheparty,butThandiweknowsthe

manlikethebackofherhand.Herarmsfindtheir

wayaroundhistorso,herlipslingeronhisearlobe

asshestandsonhertoestoreachhisheightand

whispersthewords…

“HappybirthdayBiyase.”

Nqabasmirkslightlyandtakespleasurein

conjoiningtheirlips.



RANDALL…

Randallspotshiswifeinthefrontrow,shehasthe

biggestsmileonherface.Hewinksastheireyes

meet,Amara’sfeettreadtomeetRandallhalfway.

“Happybirthday.”Shesaysaftergrabbingakiss.

“Aparty?”Amaraexpectedthiskindofresponse,

shesendsherhandtostraightenouthiscrumpled

browsandshrugstoanswerhim.Randallisnot

fondofsurprisesandcrowds,butwhattheheck?

Changeisgood.Right?

“Really?Whathappenednow?”Thegrumpy

expressionhasAmaraquestioninghim,hishands

slowlyglidetothesmallofherback,bloodrushes

throughherbody,makingitwarmasRandallpulls

hercloseintohisarms.

“Let’sgoupstairs.”Anormalsuggestionfromhim,

thewhispersentintoherearscausesherto

shudderlightly.

“Why?”Shewhispersback,enfoldingherarms



aroundhim.

“I’dratherbehavingsexwithmywifethan

pretendingthatI’menjoyingthisparty.”Hestates

withastraightface,Amaratakesitasajokehence

thecackle.

“Stopit.”Shelovestheidea,butit’soutofthe

question.

“Ihaveanidea.”TherestrainedsmileonRandall's

faceispriceless.“Let’sdismisseveryoneandwe’ll

haveapartyfortwo.”Amarafindshimfunny,

althoughsheismindfulthatheisdeadserious.

“Wearenotdoingthat.”

“Hey,don’tsayInevercomeupwithideasinthis

marriage.”Atleasthetried.

“Radicalideas?IamyettoseethatdayMr.Okolie.”



“Willwealsogetachancetowishhim?”Sandra

grouchilyenquires,wearingrudenessfromheadto

toe,fromthewayherarmsarefoldedacrossher

chesttohernarrowedeyesthatareglaringat

Amara.

Sandra’spresenceremindsAmaraofhowshehas

betrayedthemansheloves,

Amaraforcesasmileandmovesawaytogrant

Sandrathespaceshedemands.

IFEANYI…

ItissafetosayNtsikahasbecomemyconfidant,I

havefounditeasiertotalktohimthananyone.He

seesme,thereisawayhelooksatme.Itis

differentfromthewayotherpeopledo,helooksat

melikeheisreadytotakeadaggerthroughhis

heartforme.

Ilastspoketohimlastnight,hesaidhewas



comingtothepartyandIdidn’tbelievehim,but

hereheisstandinginfrontofme.We’reinthe

garden,Icanheartheloudvoicesandsoftmusic

comingfromthebackyard.

Idon’twishtogothere,crowdssuffocatemesince

theincident.IwouldratherbeherewithNtsikaand

praythatmybrotherisnotsearchingforme.

IhavebeenafraidtolookatNtsikaeachtimehe

wasinfrontofme,todayIfeelboldenoughtodoit.

Heistoocloseformetosmelltheintoxicating

scentthathasmerelaxinginthemoment,histeeth

flashwitheachwordhespeaks,thecornerofhis

eyescrinklewhenhesmirksatsomethinghesays.

He’stall,northofsixfootIwouldassume.Ghanaian

menaretall,likemybrotherandmeetinganother

toweringSouthAfricanmanwhoisaslankyasmy

brotheriskindofnice.Ihaveplentymalefriends



andtheirheightsarelimited,someareshorterthan

me.

I’mimpressedwithNtsika’sheight,hehasbeautiful

featuresforamanandIhavecometoknowthathe

speaksZulualot.Hisisdifferentfromtheone

Mbusospeaks,Ntsikahasanaccent,it’squitedeep.

HesaysheisoriginallyfromKZN.

Hiseyesaresoftandwarm,Ican’tsaywhatcolour

theyare,Ihaven’tstaredlongenoughtofindout.

“Areyoulistening?”Hisvoicedragsmebacktothe

present,Iblinkawaymythoughtsandplaywiththe

ideaofaskinghimquestionsabouthimandhis

familyasIamintriguedbythetypeofpersonheis,

butstopmyselfshort.I’mnotasquietasIwas,I’m

takingbabysteps.“Doyouneedanything?”

Seethis?Hetakescareofmemorethanheshould,

andhasmademetrusthim.IamconvincedthatI



amsafewithhim,Ishakemyhead.Idon’twanthim

tomovefromhere.

“I’mokay.”Hesmilesatthesoundofmywords,I

findaplacetositononeofthegardenbenches.We

havebeenstandingfortoolong,I’mguesstimating

Ntsikawouldratherremainstanding.

“There’saplaceIwouldliketotakeyouwhenyou’re

free.”Iraisemyeyesathisremark.“Ifyoudon’t

mind,maybetomorrow.”

Sofartheonlyplacewehavebeentotogetheris

thedoctor’soffice,Iwouldfindhimwaitingforme

withoutfail.

“Maybenexttime.”Itellhim,I’mnotready.Hiseyes

twitchbriefly,Ibruisedhisfeelings.

“Yesnexttime,there’snorush.”

“Ntsika!”Afemalevoicecallsfrombehindhim,I

can’tseeherbecauseheisstandinginfrontme.

Ntsikadoesn’tturn,hiseyesareonmeandIcan’t

twigwhat’sbehindthem.“Ntsikayethu!”



Thevoicehastransitionedfromsofttostern,Ntsika

turnseventually.AsIstandtomyfeet,Iseethis

youngwomantreadingtowardsuswithglossyeyes.

Beingawoman,it’seasytodetectjealousyin

anotherwoman’seyesandthatiswhatIseeinher

eyes.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Herquestionisa

murmur,hervoicebreaksasshespeaks.She

appearstobetoofragile.

“Onica,”somethingstingsmyheartasIrealisethat

thisistheOnica,Ntsikaoccasionallyspeakstoover

thephone,Ihaveheardloveinhisvoicewhenhe

speakstoher.

“Yousaidyoucouldn’tcometotheparty,youliedto

Vero.”Hertearsareshowingoffrightnow,Iwantto

leave.WhyamIstillstandinghere?

“Whoisshe?You’rehereforherandnotme?”Her



eyesfindmeatthelastword,Idon’twanttobepart

ofthis.

“Excuseme.”NtsikagripsmyhandasImovepast

himandthisOnicagirl,theunanticipatedgrab

sendsfearshootingrightthroughmeandinstantly

I’mtakenbacktowhenIwasabducted.Mybody

freezesaccompaniedbyagasp,Ntsikanoticesand

immediatelyreleasesmyhand.Awaveofregret

coatshiseyes.

“I’msorry.”Awhisperissentbyhismuffledvoice,I

believehim.“Pleasestay.”

Hemustbecrazy,Idon’tgivehimachanceto

speakanyfurther,neitherdoIlookatthegirlbeside

him.Myfeettakemebackintothehouse,theyhave

issuestosolveandIhavenobusinessbeingthere.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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NQABA…

Ican’tfindThandiweanywhereandnooneseems

tohaveseenher,howdidIlosesightofher?She

waswithmeoneminuteandthenextshewasgone.

Amaramustknowwhereshecouldbe.Shesmiles

seeingmeapproachfromthekitchen,wemeetin

thecorridor.IcanseeRandallfromhere,hiseyes

areonthiswomansmilingatme.Heneedstorelax,

honestly.

“Happybirthday.”Ohthat,Ialmostforgot.

“Thisisallyouhuh?”Thandiwehadalreadytoldme,

Idon’thavearesponsetothebirthdaywish.

“Youtwodeserveit,you’retwi…”Herhandsmashes

againsthermouthasifchastisingherself.“Twice

myage.”Shewincesbeforenervouslylaughing.

“We’renotthatold,maybeRandallis.I’mwaytoo

young.”



“You’rethesameage.”Amarasimplifies.

“HaveyouseenThandiwe?”

“Isawherheadedtowardthegarden,shelooked

distraught.”Dammit,IleaveAmarawithnoanswer

andrushtofindThandiwe.

Theresheiscurleduponthebench,inafetal

position.Undertonesofcomplaintsleavehermouth,

Ican’tmakeoutwhatitisshe’ssaying.AsInear

hermyearsfindherwords.

“Ican’tdoit,don’tmakemedoit.”Hervoiceisa

seethingwhisperbetweenshatteringteethandlike

Amarahadsaid,sheappearsdistraught.Iremove

myjersey,coverherwithitandsitherup.

“Thandiwe?”Ikneelbeforehertocatchhereyes,

theywilltellmeifsheisokay.Shedoesn’tlookinto

myeyes,butkeepsherscastdown.Thisconfirmsit,

sheisnotokay.Myhandscradleherfreezing



cheeks,Ibringherfaceupsothatsheislookingat

me.Idon’tknowwheretheideacomesfrom,butI

connectmylipswithhers.

Myheartclipswhenshedoesn’trespondtothekiss,

I’mnotgivinguponhersoIdeepenthekiss,

graduallyplungingmytongueinhermouth.

Myhandsglideunderhershirtfromthesmallofher

backtohermiddle,athoughttowarmherfreezing

body.Ittakesapainfulminuteforhertorespondto

thekiss,myheartrelaxesatthesoundofher

muffledmoans.Herarmswraparoundmeasshe

holdsmetight,Icouldhearhersnivellingandthis

compelsmetostop.Idon’tremovemyhandsfrom

herbody,butbringhertositonmylap.

“Iwon’tleaveyoursightagain,Ipromise.”Thandiwe

doesn’triposte,herheadfindsshelteronmy

shoulder.Imakesuretoholdherinawaythat

makesherfeelsafeandloved,whilehopingthe

warmthofmylovepoursfrommetoher.



BULELWA…

Don’tdrinkBulelwa,takeiteasyButtercup.Youcan

talktomeButtercup.Hey!!!Dothesepeopleknow

whatstressdoestoaperson?Iamnotokay,canI

beallowedtonotbeokayanddrownmyproblems

inabottleofalcohol?Zizweisgettingonmynerves,

IblameThandiweforcallinghim.

Dammit,heisseatedtooclose,Ican’tbreathe.

“Willyougivemespace?”Idon’tmeantopushhim

toohard,Iwanttohelphimwhenhefallsfromthe

chair.Thankfullythesefoolsaroundherearetoo

occupiedtohavenoticedagiantfalling.

Heprobablyfellbecausehedidn’texpectthepush.

Atleasthedidn’tfallintothepool.Zizweraiseshis

eyestoleeratmewhilegettingup,Ishouldbe

helpinghim,butI’mamessedupmesswhoneeds

ahelpinghandhimself.



“WhyareyouhereZizwe?”Isnapalittletooharsh,

hedoesn’tshowanyemotions.Myeyesfollowhis

figureasherisestostandbeforeme,Jesus…look

atthisgiraffeannoyingmeandIhatethathe’s

keepingsecretsfromme.

“I’mnotgoingtoleaveyoualone.”

“Whynot?”Myracketturnsheads,hellyeahI’m

drunk.Shootme…

“Thereisnoneedforyoutoyell?”Whatishesaying

tome?Ihavemanyreasonstoyell,notonlydidI

losemyfather,mymotherhaswithdrawnfromthe

world.Ididn’tthinkshewouldfallintodepression,

shedoesn’ttalktoanyonenordoesshecomeout

ofherroom.She’sforeverhuggingapictureofmy

father,repeatingthewords‘I’msorry’withtearsin

hereyes.EverytimeIseeherIfeellikeI’mwatching

abadepisodeofGenerations.

BettyismissinginactionsincesheleftNtuzuma,

herphoneisoff.Noonehasheardfromher,

apparentlysheisinmyfather’swillanditcan’tbe



readinherabsenceandwhileLilianisnotinher

rightstateofmind.Theall-powerfulLilianMsibihas

fallenweak.

“I’mtakingyouhome,now.”Home!Hesaidhome.I

laughathisstatement.DoesBulelwahaveahome?

Zizwebetternotbetalkingaboutthatemptyhouse

myfathergotforme,homeiswhereyourfamilyis.

It’swherethepersonyouloveisandthismanIlove

refusestomoveinwithme,it’simportantthatwe

livetogether,I’mterrifiedofloneliness.

“I’mnotgoinganywherewithyou.”Iexclaim,

walkingawayfromhim.Ahandgripsmywristand

I’mturnedaroundwithforcethatIcomecrushing

onsomeone’schest…Zizwe’schest.Thismanis

testingme…wait!Thatlookinhiseyes…maybeI’m

testinghim.

“Don’twalkawayfrommewhenI’mtalkingtoyou.”

Hehissesthroughclampedteeth…MayIpleasebe

remindedwhoisolderhere.BigBully.

“Letgo.”Isnap,abovemynormaltone.Heglares



downatme,eyesburningwithwhatcouldbeanger.

Thenagain,I’mdrunk…nevertrustadrunkperson.

“Whatiswrongwithyou,Bulelwa?I’mtryingtohelp

youhere.”

“Idon’tneedyourhelp.”

“ThatisnotwhatitlookslikefromwhereI’m

standing.”Tohellwithhim,Idon’tneedthisshit.

“Ican’tbreatheZizwe,you’realwaysbreathing

downmyneck.Fuck,Ican’tevengotothetoilet

withoutyouthere.You’redeprivingmeofair,leave

methehellalone.”ThesearewordsIwillnevertake

back,nothingcanerasethepainIhavecausedhim.

Fuckwhoeverinventedalcohol.Lookatus,honest

assnortybrats.

“Isthatwhatyouwant?”Hisvoiceisawhisper.I

wanttosayno,butIwanttopushhimaway.Mylife

istoxic.

“Willyoutellmewhatyou’rekeepingfromme?”I



decidetotakeThandiwe’sadvice,myheartbreaks

asthelookinZizwe’seyesconfirmsmy

assumptions.“Whatisit?”Iaskhim,wastingmy

time.

“Iaskedyouaquestionfirst.”Isthismanseriously

kiddingme?

“Yes!”Isnap.“Atleastoneofusishonest.”Pain

twitchesinhiseyesatmywords,I’mservingstings

onasilverplattertoday.Leisurely,Zizwereleases

mywrist.Isendmyhandtorubawaythe

discomfortonmywrist.

“You’rechildish,doyouknowthat?”Hisdeclaration

cutsdeep,Idon’twanttolosehim.WhyamI

hurtinghim?MaybeI’mafraidonedayhewill

decideI’mnotworthkeepingandleaveme.Zizwe

glareswithablankexpression,myeyesarewet.I

blameitonthealcoholknowingverywellthatit’s

myheartthatisresponsibleofthesetears.

Ibeatmyselfupwhenhisfeetcarryhimawayfrom

me.StophimBubu,youfool.Stopthatman…your…

yourman.Ndlondlo,whathasmydrunkassdone?



RANDALL...

“ChiomahasthekidssnuggledupintheTVroom,

Liyanaisgrumpyasusual.HerandGingerwantto

jointheadults.”Amaratellsherhusbandashepulls

hertoadanceinthefoyer.

“AndR.J?”That’sallheisworriedabout?Athought

slipsthroughAmara’smind.

“He’ssleeping.”

“Dancewithme.”Hesays,whensherefusesto

moveherfeet.

“Peoplewilllaughatme.”It’sallinAmara’shead,it

couldbethepublicdisplayofaffection.Randallis

tooaffectionate,heholdsherinhisarmsasifthere

isnooneelsepresent,butthem.

“Whatpeople?It’sjustustwo.”Heleansdownfora

kiss,butAmaratiltsherheadandhislipsfallonher

cheek.“Comeon,mehemma,letmetasteyou.”(My



queen.)Hetriesagain,shedoesn’tbudge.

“Tasteme?”

“Yes,soarewegoingtogotothebedroomnow?”

“You’retoomuchRandall?”Amaragrumbles,

frowningthistime,Randallburiesherinakiss

remindingherthathecan’tgetenoughofher.

“Ipromisewe’llcomebackbeforetheynoticethe

birthdayboyismissing.”

Thecoupleturnatthesoundofsomeoneclearing

theirthroattomeetStyles,scrutinisingthemwitha

smirkonhisface.

“Threeyearslaterandyoutwoarestillobsessed

witheachother.”Aminiatureofannoyance

pricklinghim,Stylesvoiceshisopinion.Randall

growls,frustratedbyhisfriend’sinterference.

“GoawayStyles.”Hewaveshimoff,Stylesdoesn’t

moveaninch.



“Forgetit,I’mnotgoinganywhere.We’reherefor

you,youwillhavetotolerateusuntilthepartyis

over.”Stylesretorts,pullingAmaraawayfroma

grumpyRandall.

“I’llgoandcheckonthekids.”Amara.

Randallisnotforit,heglowersatStyles’

amusement.

*******

Perfecttiming,Sandrahasbeenlookingforaway

tospeaktoAmara.SomehowAmaraandRandall’s

closenessworriesher.ShewalksinonAmarainthe

kitchen,preparingsnacks.

“Hi.”That’safirst,Amarachoosestoignoreherand

continueswithwhatsheisdoing.“Greatparty,

hey?”

“Itis.”Amaracoldlyaccounts,wonderingwhythey

arehavinganawkwardconversation.Whatdoes



Sandrawant?Sheturnstoopenthetopcupboard

andpullsoutpacketsofsnacks.Sandrashootsher

withastonecoldglareasherbackisturned.

Canshedropdead?Diabolicalthoughtsvisit

Sandra’shead,shelovestheideaandwouldliketo

seeitcometolife.

“Doyouneedhelp?”Sandradoesnotmeanit,the

smalltalkisawaytoentertheconversationshe

hasbeenmeaningtohavewithAmara.Shewants

somethingandAmarahasaprettygoodideawhat

itis.“Thankyoufornottellinghimthetruth.”Mic

check1…2…1…2…

Sandraladiesandgentlemenhasfoundherwayin.

Amarasideeyesthewomanandmentallyrollsher

eyes,ifonlySandraknewwhatdaughterin-law

dearesthasinstore.

“Who?”ComeonAmara…Ofcoursesheknows

whatSandraistalkingabout,we’lljustplayalongas



well.

“Randall.”Sandrascoffs,catchingAmaraonher

sarcasm.

“Areyouserious?”Amarashoutsabovewhispered

words…WhatmakesSandrathinkshewon’ttell

Randallanything?Shecan’tlivewiththissecrether

wholelife.“Whendoyouplanontellinghim?”

“Notinthislifetime.”Sandraexclaims,thedecision

hasbeenmadeandnoonewillgetinherway.

“Randallcanneverfindoutaboutthisandyouwon’t

tellhim.”Shefinishes,suddenlyangry.

ThisonlyfrustratesAmaratoherwits,shewantsto

screamatSandraforbeingsuchanidiot.

“Howlongdoyouthinkthetruthwillstayhidden?”

“Aslongasittakes,wewereabletokeepitfrom

himforthirtysixyears.”Anabsurdexclamation

fromSandra.

“Iwillnotspendmylifelyingtomyhusband,you

can’tforcemetokeepthisfromhim.I’vemadeup



mymind,tonightafterthepartyIwilltellhim

everything.”AmaraSizzles.

“Iforbidyoufromdoingthat.”Sandraspitsback,

nearingAmarawhoisnotdauntedbyhercoldness.

“Howdoyousleepatnight?Don’tyoufeelbad

aboutwhatyoudidtohim?”

“Ididn’tdoanything,butraisehimlikemyson,I

gavehimeverything.Mysisterwouldhavenever

takencareofhimthelikeIhavedone.”Sheisnot

carelesstoraisehervoice,unlikeAmarawhohas

givingup,keepingthissecrethasbeenaheavy

burdentocarry.

“Randalldeservestoknowthetruth,hedeservesto

knowthathehasatwinbrotherwhowastaken

awayfromhimandthatyouarenothismother.He

hastoknowMziishisbrotherandBarbraishis

mother.Whatkindofawomanareyou?Don’tyou

haveanyremorse?”

SandraisnotgoingtotakeanyinsultsfromAmara,

hencethehandsheraisesonher,adaydream



Sandrahashadsincethedaytheyoungwoman

foundthemout.Rollsofshockwashoverherwhen

ahandgrabsherwrist,stoppinghermaliciousplan,

herheartdropsintoherstomach,ittightensinto

knotsandheatconsumesherbodyashereyesfall

onRandall.Herlifeisover,sheknowsit.

Amara’seyestrailthelargehandonhermotherin-

law’swrist,theymeetRandall'seyes…hurt…anger

anddisbeliefarereflectingonthem.Hereleases

Sandra’shand,hiseyeslockwithhiswife'swithan

intensitythatleavesherbreathless.Amaraand

Sandrahavefiguredhemusthaveheardeverything.

“Randall?”Amara’svoicequaversunderthe

whisper.

“S–Son.”That’sSandra,wordsfailher.Sheknew

fromthebeginningthatAmarawasmoreofathreat

thanBarbra,lookatthemessAmarahascreated.

Howdoesshefixthisnow?

“Isittruemother?”Randallenquireswithhiseyes

stillfixedonhiswifewhoisdrenchedintearsas



thefearoftheunknownhaspaidheranunwanted

visit.ItterrifiesherthatRandallhasfoundoutlike

this.

“No.”WillyoueverlearnSandra?

“DON’TLIETOME.”Randallbarks,startlingthe

women.“Iheardeverything.”Hecontinues,noone

darestosayanythingandthatenrageshimmore.

“Okay.Mzi’sfatherwilltellmethetruth.”Hestates

andmarchestothelivingroomwherehelastsaw

Duma.Randalldoesn’thaveallthefacts,butit

driveshimcrazytothinkhemightnotbeanOkolie.

AmaraandSandrafollow,runninghereandthereas

theyfailtokeepupwithhisquicksteps.

“Son,please.”Sandrayellsafterhim.

“DUMA!!!”Randallroars,disrespectfullycallingout

forDuma.Theroomgoesquietasthegueststurn

tohim.“Everyoneoutnow.”Heannounces,Amara

runstohissidewithaworriedlookonherface,she

wantstoexplainandcan’timaginewhathemustbe

feeling.



“What’sgoingon?”Nqabamaterialisesfromthe

crowdwithoutThandiwewhoissleepinginoneof

theguestrooms.

‘HehastoknowthatMziishisbrother.’Amara’s

wordsringinRandall’searsandhisheartsinksas

hisworldcomescrushingdownonhim,accepting

thatNqabaishisbrotherwillbeacceptingthatheis

notanOkolie.Heshakeshisheadandblinksafew

timestoridthewords.

“Didn’tyouhearwhatIsaid?”Randall’seyesprobe

thelivingspace,hefindsStylesandtakesnonotice

oftheworriedgazeheregardshimwith.“THE

PARTYISOVER,GETOUTNOW!”Heboomsas

stripsofwrathevokeinsidehim.

“Randall,whathappened?”Styleshastoask,his

friendisactinglikealunatic.AshakyAmarafinds

Ayizeoglingather,sheisunabletodecipherthe

blankstareonherface.Amaratriestowipethe

tearsfoolingaroundhercheeks,theyarebull-



headed.

“Pleaseshoweveryoneout.”Randallpleadswith

Stylesandhehastoobeyseeinghowtroubled

Randallhasbecome.Dumasurfacesfromthe

crowdthatisslowlymovingoutinlowvoicesand

grumbles.Closefriendsremain,Ayizeleads

everyonetothefoyer,aplantoleavethefamilyto

talkinpeace,leavingStylesandNeobehind.

*******

“Whathappened?”Duma’squestionissentto

Nqabawhoshrugshisshouldersashehasnoclue

whatisgoingon.

“Thiswoman–”RandallpointsatSandrawithout

asmuchaslookingather.“Isnotmymother.”

DumahasnoideawhatRandallistalkingabout

“Son,Icanexplain.”Sandragetsinhisspaceto

havehimstepback.

“ISSHEORISSHENOT?”Heshoutsatthetopof



hislungs,frighteningthemagain.Anygivenday

Nqabawouldchidehimforyellingathisfather,

howevershockhashimbyhisnostrils.Randall

thinksDumaknowssomethingaboutthissecret

andifthatisthetruth,Dumabetterstarttalking.

“Father,answerhim.”Nqabamurmurstoa

confusedoldman.

“Idon’tknowwhathe’stalkingaboutson.”Duma

answers,placingthepuzzletogetherhasbecomea

missionhewillneverwin.

“Areyounotmyfather?”Awhispersashaysfrom

Randall’smouth,Nqaba’seyesamplifywithshock.

Randallishisbrother?How?Hisfalteredstepslead

himclosertohisfather,heseestheconfusionand

shockinhiseyes,butbrushesitoff.

“WhatishetalkingaboutFather?”Dumbfounded,

Dumashakeshishead.

“TellthemthetruthSandra.”Amarascreamsat



SandrafrombehindRandall.WhyisSandra

standingtherewithoutsayingaword?“Can’tyou

seewhatyou’redoing?Lookatthismess.”

Randallblinksashiseyesfindhiswifeagain,she

can’tstomachthehurtflashinginhiseyes.Her

bodytrembles,herlowerlipquaversashekeeps

hisintensegazeonher.

“Sh–SheisnotyourmotherRandall,Barbrais.She

isSandra’ssister.”Amarasighsasshepainfully

confessesthetruth,nothinghasregisteredin

Duma’sheadyet.Timeseemstohavesloweddown,

thenextwordshavehisearsbuzzingwitha

deafeningsound.“YouandMziaretwins,youwere

conceivedbythesamewoman.Idon’tknowif

DumaisawareofthetruthorifSegunwas.Mziis

anOkolie,heisyourtwinbrother.”

Unbelievinggaspsfilltheroom,Randallisinshock,

thetruthhurtsmorecomingfromhiswife.Duma

loseshisbalanceandstumblesback,Neocatches



himbeforehefalls.Hatehaswrappedaround

Sandra’sheart,tearshavecoveredherface.She

criesbecauseshewascaught,shecriesbecause

shecan’tkillAmaralikeshewantsto.Nothingin

hersaysremorse.Hersonishurting,sheseesit,

butselfishnesshastakenoverherbeing.

“Idon’tunderstand,”Nqabaspeaks,hiseyesareon

Sandra.“Howisthispossible?”

“Howlonghaveyouknown?”Randall’squestionto

hiswifeisamumble,heatrushestoAmara’sears.

Shehasseenthefinale,Randallwillneverforgive

her.

“I–Iwantedtotell…”

“Howlonghaveyouknown?”Randallyellsloud

enoughtostartleher,shetriestoblinkawayher

tearsandfailsmiserably.

“M–Months,”Amaramurmurs,herheartis

breakingtoo,shecannotfathomwhatRandallis

feeling.“I’ms–sorryIdidn’ttellyou,Randall.”

Heshrugsherhandsoffofhim,heisangryather

forkeepingasecretfromhim,angrythatshedidn’t



trusthimenoughtotellhimwhatsheknew.

Hertouchinghimwouldprobablyeasetheangerhe

feelstowardherandthatissomethingheisnot

readyfor.

Sandrastandsinthemiddleoftheroomwith

burningeyesintentlyglaringather,Nqabastill

waitsforhisanswer.Suffocatedbytheliesand

whatcouldpossiblybethetruth,Nqaba’ssofterself

takesthebackseat,hisbraintakesonadifferent

modeasheswitchesfromcompassiontocold

emotionalindifference.Neverhashedirectedthis

sidetoanelder,notevenhismotherBarbra.Thisis

afullonprotectivemode,hishandisonSandra’s

throatandherbackisagainstthewall.Hiseyes

translatethathecouldkillandnotcareonebit,

Sandratremblesunderhisgrab.Eyesbulgingoutof

theirsockets.

“Isthistrue?”Nqabasnarlsslowly,hislipsbarely



moving.Randalldoesnotthinktohelphis

struggling“mother”,heonlyfeelshatredforherat

thispointandnothingcouldchangethat.

“Ye-yes.”Thewordforcesitswaythroughher

cloggedthroat,theconfirmationthetwinsneeded.

“Lethergo,Mzi.”Dumademands,hetoowantsto

hearthetruthfromSandraherself.Howisithe

doesn’tknowthathiswifehasasister?Nqaba

graduallystepsawayfromhisaunt.

Sandraseesnowayoutandfallsintotheshackles

ofconfession,wavesofshockslingeraboutasshe

revealshowsheandBarbracameupwithaplanto

appeasetheOkolies.Dumacan’tstandthepainin

hisheart,hetrailshisfeetoutofthehouse.Nqaba

wantstofollowhim,buttheybothneedspace.

“Whereisshe?”Randallasks.

“What?”Sandra.

Sheknowswhohe’stalkingabout.

“Don’tplaydumbwithme,Sandra,whereisthe



womanwhogavebirthtous?”

“Idon’tknow.”

“StopitSandra,stopfuckinglying.Youknowdamn

wellwhereBarbrais,callhernow.”Nqabayells,

annoyedbySandra’slies.

“Ithinkweshouldallcalmdown…”

“NotnowStyles.”Randallrebukeshisfriend’sbad

timing.Nqabaramshishandinthepocketofhis

jeanstogethisphone.HesmashesitonSandra’s

tremblinghand.

“Callher.”Nqabademands.

“Idon’tknowwheresheis,Iswear.”Lyingisawalk

intheparkforSandra.

“Shewon’tdoitMzi,forgetit.”Neochirpsin,the

sistershavehadeachother’sbacksforthirtysix

yearsandtheyarenotabouttobetrayeachother.

“Iwantthatwomanherenow.”Randallgrowlsathis

mo…pardonme…hisaunt.



Tobecontinued…

BURN

73…

*Rating18+

NOTE:ThischaptercontainsGaySex,asyouall

knowthestoryhasbxblove(meaninggay)

*Thisismysecondattemptatwritingbxbexplicit

scenes,keepinmindthatI'mnotexperienced.

*Matureratingforgraphicsexualcontentand

language.

*IfYou'reunder18andarenotcomfortablewiththe

explicitscenes,pleasefeelfreetoskipBulelwa's

POV.

*Removingscenesisadrag,pleasedon'treportif

thisisnotyourcupoftea.OrelseI'llcomeback

withsexualscenesthatwillmakeyouwashyour

eyeswithholywater.



Enjoymybeauties...

BULELWA…

‘Shit.’Myheartshiversatthelonelinessthat

embracesmethemomentIwalkintomyhouse,I

stumbleinthedarktogettomybedroom.Zizwe’s

phoneisoff,ithurtsknowingheisupsetwithme.

Mystupidbrainhasconvincedmethatthisisfor

thebest,butmyheart…myheartisnotatrest.

Imakeittothebedroomunharmed,I’mnotas

drunkasHulkhadassumed.Heistoomuch,

honestly.MytemperamentdancesasZizwe’s

machoscentpricklesmynosewhenItossmybody

onthebed,thescentmakesmefeelfrustrated.

ZizweandIhaven’thadsexsinceIwasattacked.

I’mnosexaddictandIcangoaweekortwo

withoutit,IjustmissZizwe.Imissfeelinghim

insideme.Mymindlaunches,wanderingoffand



myeyescloseasIthinkaboutthemanthathas

capturedmyheart.Hisplumplips,hislargehands

mappingmybodyandhowhisAdam’sapplemoves

whenhespeaks.

Myd**ktwitchesashisnakedtonedbodycomes

beforemyeyes,Ihavetotouchmyselftowareoff

thesexualfrustration.Thethoughtthatfollowsis

whereIhadplacedthebottleoflube,justaboveme

onthenightstand.MycheeksflushasIrealisewhat

I’mabouttodo,thethoughtisembarrassing.I

quicklythrowoffmypants,spreadsomeofthelube

onmyhandandgentlyrubitonmythrobbing

erection.It’ssensitivetothetouch,ahissflounces

throughmylips.

MyheadfallsbackonthepillowasIbegintoslowly

strokemyself,thisisnothingcomparedtohow

Zizwetouchesme.It’spracticallytoofrustrating,

thetemptationtorelievemyselfisintensifying

though.

Mymindentertainsthethoughtofcallinghimjust



foraquickfuck,howeverIactedlikead**kand

becauseofthatIwillnotbegettingany.

Howthemightyhavefallen,thisisthesameman

whoneverstruggledwithgettingamanonhisbed,

lookatmetoday.Allbecausetheheartwants

someone’sson.

Masturbatingisnotanormformeanditfeelsweird,

IfrownandclosemyeyesasIpicturetheonlyman

whoinsanelypleasuresmetillIcan’tbreathe.I

imagineZizwethrustingsoravenouslyinsideme,

hisdelicioussweatyskinandtheenjoymentonhis

facehegetsfromfillingme.MytoescurlasIam

remindedthathegetspleasurefromme.

“Zizwe.”Nearingthegnawingfinish,Imoanhis

nameandfuckIfeellikehell.

“Havingfun?”Shit!Ijumphearinghisvoice,my

eyesrocketinthedark.Ican’tseeadamnthing…

And…therewaslight.



Myeyeswideninshock,Iquicklycovermyselfwith

theblanket.Myfaceflushinginembarrassment.

Zizweisstandingatthedoor,handsfoldedoverhis

chest.Heistryingtohidethehilaritythatwantsto

takeoverhisblankexpression.

“H-Howdidyougetinhere?”Uselesstongue,

makingmestammer.Mightaswellcutitoff.

“Yougavemeakey,remember?”Well...becauseI

neverdostufflikethis.IgulpnervouslyasZizwe

guideshisstepstome.Iwanttohideunderthis

blanket,I’mnottheshytype.Whatishappeningto

me?“IsthiswhatyoudowhenI’maway?”His

raspingwhispermakesmeshiver,Iscootoffabit

asheslowlyclimbsonthebed.

“N-No.”Myvoicefailsme,Idon’tsqueakwhenI

speak.Zizwehums,hoveringoverme.Instinctively,

Iscootalittlemore.Hemoveswithme,eyessealed

onmine.“Iwas…Iwas…”SpeakBulelwa!Whatwere

youdoing?



Zizweraisesamenacingeyebrow,“I’mlistening.”

Hestripshisshirtoffwhilehiseyespaintmybuild.

Theblanketissnatchedbythismanthatmakesmy

heartbeatslowandfastatthesametime,aburning

sensationkissesmycheeksashiseyespauseon

mymember.Thepompousbastardgrinswidely.

“W-Whatareyoulookingat?”I’membarrassed

enoughalreadyandnerveshadtobeaddedtothat.

“Iamlookingatwhatismine,”thegringrows.

Overlymortified,myeyesdropandIstarttochew

onmybottomlip.“I’mavery…veryjealousman

Buttercup.Youcan’ttouchyourselfwithoutmy

permission,yourc**kbelongstome.OnlyIcan

pleasureyou.”

Heplacesafingeronmychinandtipsmyhead

awake,Zizwerunshisthumbovermylowerlip,

liberatingthefleshfrommyteeth.

“DidyouhearwhatIsaidButtercup?”



ThereIgolayingonmybackwithhimmoving

closerin,hisweightisonme,hislipstrailingmy

collarboneandmyheartisenthusiastic.Thisis

whatIhavebeencravingfor.Allofhim.Myarms

travelaroundhisneck,Ihookonelegoverhiships.

“IwantyouZizwe,allofyou.”Ifindmyself

confessing,thisiswhatlackofsexdoestoa

person.“Iwantyouasdemandingasyouare,Iwant

youinyourgiganticform.Iwanttosurrenderto

you.”Asmilecrackshislips,it’simpish...The

pompousbastard,Ihangmyheartonthewashing

lineandhesmirksatit.I’mannoyed…okaymaybe

I’mnot.

MymouthformsanOashepreysonmylips,my

throatfeelslikeit’sgoingthroughdroughtwhileI

waitforthisGreekgodtoclaimmylips...A

vindicatedkiss.

AsmuchasIhatehowZizwetakestimetopleasure

me,Ilovetheanticipation,thewaitandlongingof

havingtofinallytastehim.



Zizwenuzzleshislongnoseonmine,pecksthe

cornerofmylipsand…

“Yousmelllikealcohol.”What?Thenerveofthis

man…Iwanttoscreamathimwhenhesitsup,I

needhim.Can’theseethat?Ihaven’tcuminweeks.

MyjawgraduallydropsasZizwestripsnaked,my

eyestaketimetoappreciatehisbeautifulbuild.

ExactlyhowIsawhiminmyimagination.

IgaspwhenZizwescoopsmeupinhisarms.

“Whatareyoudoing?”

“Takingyoutotheshower,I’mnotmakinglovetoa

drunkman.Iwantyousobersoyouremember

everythingIwilldotoyou.”DoIhavetowhimperat

hiswords?

“IcanwalkZizwe.”

“That’sbecauseIhaven’tfuckedyouyet.”Bastard…

mylipsturnonmeandformabrightsmile.Ibury

myfaceinhisnecktohideit.

Zizweturnsontheshower,oncethewater



temperatureistohisapproval,heclimbsusintothe

shower.

“Putmedown.”Iwhinge,thebloodywaterisnot

evenhot.Heckitiscold,thismanwascheckingif

it’scoldenoughtotortureme.“Thiswateriscold

Zizwe.”Icomplain,jumpingoffhisarms.

“Iknow,wehaveourbodiestowarmusupandit

willhelpyousoberup.”I’mnotdrunkanymore,just

alittletipsy.Zizwepressessoftkissesallovermy

face.

“Ihateitwhenwefight,Ican’tstayawayfromyou.

Don’tmakeme,Buttercup.”Hiseyestwinklewith

worshipforme.

“I’msorry,Iwasadick.”Hesmilesandshakeshis

head,hishandscloakaroundmywaistandIcoil

myarmsaroundhisneck.Hewasrightabout

heatingeachother,thisclosenessmakesmybody

hot,makingmeforgetI’munderacoldshower.

Myeyesflapshutashislipstouchmine,thekissis

insatiable.Ahungerthathasnotbeenfedfora



while,savouringhislipshasmemoaningwith

pleasure.Mytongueplungesthroughhisteethto

tastehistongueandGodthismantasteslike

heaven.

RANDALL…

Sandrathrowsherselfonthefloorscreamingthat

shedoesnotknowwhereBarbrais,sheisnotgoing

togiveinsoeasily.Shecan’t,notwhenBarbrais

theonlythepersonwhocanhelphertakerevenge

onAmara.

“Areyoukiddingme?”NqabaseesthroughSandra’s

drama.“Getupwoman.”Hegrunts,grabbingher

arm.Sandrasitsup,butrefusestostand.You

wouldthinkthetearsfloatingdownhercheeksare

real.

“Iwantyououtofmyhousenow.”Randallsays,

bluntly.

“Randy,please.”Sandradoesnotwanttoleavelike



this,shecan’thavehersonhateher.

“Getoutnow.”Herepeats,glaringdownather.

Sandrafranticallyshakesherheadasifpossessed

byacrazydemon.

“NO!”Sandrascreams,foldingherarmsacrossher

chest.

“ISAIDGETOUT.”Randalltrackshisstepstowards

Sandra,“Getoutofmyhouse.”Sandrafightsto

remainonthefloorasRandallgrabsherarmand

pullsherupwithsomuchease.StylesandNeo

knowtheydon’tinterferewhenRandallisthisupset,

NqabathinksSandraknowssomethingandthey

havetoforcehertospeak.Lettinghergoshould

notbeanoption,buthehasnosayinhisbrother’s

house.HewantsanswersfromBarbraandwillhave

tofindher.

“NoUze,pleasedon’tdothis.Ihavenowhereelseto

go.”Sandragrovels,wastingherbreath.“Iamyour

motherRandall,don’tthrowmeoutplease.”

Randallpushesheroutsideandwithoutasecond



look,shutsthedooronherface.Desperate,Sandra

thinksoftheonlypersonwhocanhelpher,she

takesofftofindthem.

Meanwhileinthehouse,StylesandNeojointhe

othersinthefoyersotheycangivethecouple

space.NqabaandRandallhavesomuchtosayto

eachother,rightnowhejustneedsamomentwith

hiswife.Nqabadeparts,leavingashakenAmara

alonewithanenragedRandall.Wavesofemotion

consumehimtheminutehisbrotherleaves,the

onlypersonhecanbeweakaroundisAmara.

Randall’slegsfailhim,hisbodydropstothefloor

nexttothecoffeetable,Amaracovershermouth

withherhandandtearsspringout.Seeingher

stronghusbandbreakoutintearslikethiskillsher,

Randallburieshisfaceinhishandsandcries

withoutmakinganysounds.Amaracanseehis

shouldersconvulsing,heisinpainandheartbroken.

“I’msorryRandall,I’msorry.”Shecomfortshim,

softly.Hertremblinghandsreachingouttohim,



theylandonhisshoulders.Randalldoesn’tprotest,

butcontinueshisinaudiblesnivels.

Amarakneelsdowninfrontofhimandpullsher

husbandintoherarms,Randall’sheadfindsshelter

onAmara’schest.Shecriesalongwithhim,her

tearsarecausedbythepainshefeelsfromseeing

themanshelovesinpain.Inalltheirdaystogether,

Randallhasneverbeenthisvulnerable.

“Randall,please.Don’tdothisplease.”Shebegs

himnottoshedtearsanymore.“Ican’tseeyoulike

this,itbreaksmyheart.”

Randallpullsawayatthesoundofherwordsas

realityhitshim,themostimportantpersoninhislife

betrayedhim.Hewipeshisfacewithhishandand

getsuptohisfeet,withtearsrunningdownher

cheeks,Amarafollowshimnotsurewhathisnext

stepwillbe.

RandallturnstoAmaratomeetherdesperategaze,

herwholebodyisvisiblyshuddering.Randall



noticeshowterrifiedsheisandasmuchashe

wantstoconfronther,thelovehefeelsforherjust

won’tlethimassheisinabadstate.Randallglares

atAmarawithtearsrunningdownhischeeks,her

heartsinkswhenheturnsandstartstowalkaway

fromher.

“Randallwait,don’tgoplease.”Amarascreams

runningafterhim,Randallwantstoturnand

comforther.Hecanhearpaininhervoice,however

heishurtingtoo.Amarafallsonherkneesas

Randallshutsthefrontdoorbehindhim.

“Amara?”Amara’sheadwhipsaroundtoseeLiyana

standingbehindher,tearsstreakingdownherface.

“What’sgoingon?Areyoutwogettingadivorce?”

FeartakesoverLiyana’svoice,whileher

confrontationpiercesAmara’sheart.Sheopensher

armsforLiyanawhorunsintothem.

Itallfeelslikeanightmare,Amaracannotbelieve

whatjusthappened.Howcansheturnbacktime

andtellRandalleverythingthemomentshefound



out?Howcanshechangethepast?

BULELWA…(Explicitcontent.)

MyerectionbumpsagainstZizwe’shardening

pecker,hishandswolfishlyroamaroundmybody.

Hislipsmovefromminetotraceallcornersofmy

neck,Ibuckmyhipsforwardtogrindagainsthim.

Myhandsgoonapleasuretrip.

“Waithere.”LikeIhaveanywhereelsetogo.Zizwe

boltsoutofthebathroom.HeisbackbeforeIfinish

countingthetilesonthewall,hehasthebottleof

lubeinhishand.Zizwecoatshimselfwiththeliquid,

hesmirksashefindsmemouthajar,staringathis

member.Heisbacktoshoweringmewithkisses,

therearebitesthathavemewhimperinginhis

touch.

“Zizwe.”Bashfully,Imurmuragainsthislips,feeling

needy.Ineedhimburiedinsidemenow.

“Iknowmylove.”Thewhisperticklesmymost



sensitiveparts,myd**kthrobsatthewarm

sensationofhisbreathonmyskin.Zizwespinsme

aroundandpushesmeagainstthewall,heimprints

kissesonmybacktomyneck.Hishandsslidefrom

myshoulderstomyhips,hepullsmywaistbackso

myassisout.

“Iwouldprepyou,butyou’resoimpatient.”Hebites

myearlobeashewhispers,makinglustfulmoans

escapefrommymouth.Ibitemybottomlip,

thinkinghowpainfulitwillbeifhedoesn’t.

“Youliketorturingme,Zizwe.Yousawthestateyou

foundmeinandnowyou’remakingmewait.”

Zizwegoesdownonhisknees,Ibracemyselfwhen

hespreadsme.I’madjustedgentlyandpleasurably.

Myforeheadlightlyhitsthetiledwallashistwo

fingersrepeatedlypokemyprostate,Iflinchand

gaspattheemptinesswhenhepullshisfingersout.

Thelongingdoesnotlast,Zizwethrustsintome,

eruptingaloudgaspfrommymouth.Ipalmthe

walltosupportmybody,mychannelstretcheswith



eachslowpush.Ihissattheburningsensation,

grindmyteethandholdmybreath,tryingtoadjust

tohislength.Hishandisonmyhipandtheotheron

mybackgentlypushingmeagainstthewall.

“That’sitbuttercup,I’min.You’reokaynow,that’s

mygoodboy.”Hegroans,slowlypushinghimself

insideme,hislipsareonmyneckandshoulders,

pastingopenmouthedkisses.“Myflawless

Buttercup,you’redoinggoodNdlondlo.”

Hekissesmewhilewhisperingcomfortingwords,

hedoesn’tmoveuntilInodtomotionthathe

continues.

Zizwegripsmyhipsandplungesinandoutofmy

stiffchannel,heincreaseshispistons.Mymindis

wipedout,Zizwenuzzleshisfaceonmyneck,

leavingwetkisses.Hetightenshishandsonmy

hipsashegoesdeeper.Hegroansinawaythat

makesmefeellikehetakesdelightinme,I

surrendermyselftothismanrelishingmeso



perfectly.Mybodyfiresup,andthecoldwater

hittingourbacksmakesmybodymoresensitive.

Histhrustsaredeep,mymoansarelouderthanhis

grunts,myprostateisbeingrelentlesslypounded

andpleasuredinwaysIhaveneverexperienced

before.Hottearsspikemyeyesattheintense

pleasure.

“Zizwe…I…lo…Ilove…”Ican’tgetthewordsout,

theyareatthetipofmytongue.I’msobbingfrom

theferventamountofpleasureflowingthroughmy

body.

“Iloveyou,Buttercup…Iloveyou.”Zizwesays,

repeatedly.Mybackisagainsthischest,Icanfeel

hisheartthumpingonhischest.Hisfaceonmy

neck,lipsonthecurveofmyneckandbreath

whiffingmysensitiveskin.IfeellikeI’mgoingto

explodeasthepleasureintensifies,criesof

euphoriaeruptfrommymouth.

“Z-Zizwe.”Icryouthisnameasmylegsbeginto

shakeandIreleasehardonthewallinfrontofme.



“Goodboy.”Hishuskyvoicemakesmewhinge,

Zizwesendshishandaroundmyhipstopumpme

throughmyorgasm.Theoverstimulationhasme

cryingout,itdoesnottakelongforZizwetoreach

hishigh.Ilovethewayhemoans,warmthfillsmy

channelashereleasesinsideme.Hisarmsclaps

aroundmeandheplaceskissesonmyneck.

“Iloveyou.”Awhisper,Icanbeacrybaby.I’m

cryingbecauseofthisintenselovethismanhasfor

me,Ifeelitinthewayhetouchesme,looksatme

andthingshedoesforme.

Carefully,Zizweslipsout,makingmehissfromthe

hollowness.Heturnsmearoundandshutsthe

water,hishandsembracemysidesbeforeheholds

medown,mylegsarestillshakingandrightnow,

standingisthesameassolvingforX…Hardasfuck.

Hiseyesarefixatedonmine,hungerglisteningin

them.

“Yousaidyouloveme.”DidI?Whydoeshemake

meshyallofasudden?Isnapmyeyesawayfrom



his,theadorationinhiseyesmakesmefeelbadfor

beingsuchajerk.Thismandeservesallthelovehe

canget,Ionlyhaveasmallamountinmyheartand

Iwanttogiveittohim.Iwanthimtoacceptitwith

hopesthatitwillonedaygrowintoadeliciouslove.

“IloveyouBulelwa.”Hesayswithawarmsmileand

pressesasoftkissonmycheek.Hishandsthatare

smoothlyrubbingmyarmsfeellikehome,Irelax

underhistenderness.

“Iloveyoutoo.”Itellhim,tryinghardtohidethe

shynessthatisnudgingme.Zizwesmasheshislips

onmine,thekissisquick.I’mwhiskedupagain,is

hehintingatsomething?

“Roundtwo?”

“Never.”Hechucklesatmyreply,walkingusoutof

thebathroom.IknowIwillendupunderhimbefore

wesaygoodnight.



THANDIWE…

Myeyessnapopenasaconversantvoiceharasses

myears,eveninmydeepestsleepIcanrecallthat

aggravatingvocalsound.Myeyesnarrowinonthe

manstandinginthedoorwaytoseeNtuthukowith

adevilishsmirkonhisface.Ibringmybodyup,

readytoquestionmyhusband’sunwantedvisit.

“I’mgoingawayThandiwe,won’tyoucomewith

me?”Ntuthuko’svoiceswaysinundertones.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Hetiltshisheadatmy

question,givingmeareasontojumpoffthebedin

searchofanswers.

“Remember,IsaidIwilltakeyouawayfrommy

brother?ThetimehascomeThandiwe.Comewith

me.”Ishecrazy?Iwouldneverfollowhimevenif

hewerethelastmanleftbreathing.

“I’mnotgoinganywherewithyou.”Isnap,finding

hisrequestinsane,acoldchortleeruptsoutof

Ntuthuko’smouth.



“Fine,ZuluandIwillleaveyoubehind.”I’mpuzzled

byhisremark.Howismysonwithhim?Nqabawill

neverletNtuthukoanywherenearZulu.

“Mama.”Zulu’stinyscreameruptsfromoutsidethe

bedroomdoor,myheartleapstomythroatatthe

devilishsmirkonNtuthuko’sface.

“Zulu.”Iscreamformyson,runningtowardsthe

door.Ntuthukosmoothlysauntersout,he’smoving

slow,yetI’munabletoreachhim.AsIturnthe

cornerIseehimandZulustrappedonhisback.

“Ntuthukostop,givemysonback.”Hedoesn’theed

mycries,ifmyfeetcouldmoveataspeedoflight

theywould.Mymindiscompletelymuddledby

everythingthatishappening,Ntuthukohas

disappearedonme.Ican’tseehimanymore.

WhereisNqaba?Whereiseveryone?Theliving

roomisunoccupied,thehousewaspackedbeforeI

wenttobed.



Ihearfootstepscomingfromthecorridor,I’mthere

innotimeandseeNtuthukodashoutside.IfIlet

himtakemyson,Iwillneverseehimagain.

“Ntuthukowait.”Mystepsaredense,thereisa

forceweighingheavyonme.Idon’tletitstopme.

AsIstepoutside,thecoldnightbreezepushes

againstmealmostsendingmebackintothehouse.

Thisplaceisusuallypackedwithguards,thereisno

oneouthere.I’mfranticasIscatteraroundtheyard

insearchofNtuthukoandZulu,myearsaretickled

byZulu’sscreams.

Howisitthatthereisnoonearound?DidNtuthuko

getridofthem?Thatisimpossiblethough,he

doesn’thavethatkindofstrength.

IshadowZulu’svoice,itleadsmetotheouthouse.

Amarasaidtheguardslivethere,thelightsareoff.

Movingcloser,thedoorslightlyopensandIseea

glimpseofNtuthuko.

Irunintothehouseandthelightgoeson

instantaneously.I’minthekitchenandNtuthukois

standingafewstepsawayfromme,myeyesfind



mysonnexttohim.Hishandstuckinmy

husband’sclaws,mybabyissobbingandIwantto

comforthim.

“Baby,cometome.”ZululeersupatNtuthukofor

approval.“Pleasegiveme,myson.”Idesperately

plead.

“It’stimeThandiwe,weareallgoingtobetogether,

forever.”Ntuthukodoesnotwaitformetogivean

answer,butpullsaknifefromthepocketofhis

pants.MyworldcrasheswhenhelugsZulutohim

andpositionstheknifeonhisthroat.

“No,noNtuthukopleasedon’tdoit.”Aterrific

scream.Iseeagunonthekitchencounter,myfeet

movefasttowardit.Idon’tknowhowtouseagun,

itcan’tbethathard.

Ntuthuko’sbrowpuckersasIaimthegunathim.

WithoutwarningIpullthetrigger,myeyesclasps

shut.One…Two…Three…Four…Ilosecountofthe

numberofshotsandopenmyeyestoseehimlying



onthefloorinhisownblood.Withmysoninmind,

myeyesfindZulustandingnexttoNtuthuko’sdead

bodywithablankexpression,hishandisstillin

Ntuthuko’shand.

Thinkingmychildistraumatised,Irushtogethim,

buttheirhandsarestucktogether.Theknifelainon

thegroundcatchesmyattention,Igrabitandstart

butcheringNtuthuko’swrist.Iwanthimtoletgoof

myson,myplanisnotworkingandthatonly

frustratesme.Exasperated,Iscreamwhileputting

morepressure.

“THANDIWE!!!”Myheadspinsatthesoundof

Nqaba’svoice,Stylesiswithhimandtheireyesare

judgingme.IseefearandshocktooinNqaba’s

eyes.

“Whathaveyoudone?”Nqababreathes,myeyes

movetomyhandsandIstarttopanicbecauseof

thebloodsmearedonthem.

Mygazeflicksfromsidetosideuntiltheyfindthe



manonthefloornexttome,eyeswideninginterror,

anearpiercingscreamsurgesfrommychest

throughmymouth.Realitykicksin,myheartstarts

poundingasifsearchingforanescapeoutofmy

darkchest.

ThisisnotNtuthuko,themanIjustkilledisnotmy

husband,butastranger.Howisthatpossible?I

swear,IsawNtuthuko.Hewasabouttokillmyson

andIkilledhimfirst.IsearchthekitchenforZulu

andheisnolongerhere,everythingfeelssounreal.

Likeaterriblenightmare.

Disjointedthoughtsfillmyheadasthemindsips

fromoneunrelatedthoughttoanother.Ihavekilled

aninnocentman.

Tobecontinued…
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BARBRA…



“Someonejustwalkedthroughthegate.”Sgwili

panicsonbehalfofme,nooneknowsthisplace.

Whocoulditbe?Thehouseisinthemiddleof

nowhere.

“Gocheckandgetridofthem.”Thecatgrumblesat

theinstruction,heisgrumpylately.ItcouldbethatI

amtoodemanding,theplantogetThandiwe’sbaby

failed.Veronicaishavingproblemswithherboy

lover,Sgwilihasfoundawaytogetthemtomate,

buttheyhavetobeongoodterms.Ihaven’tspoken

tomyhusbandinweeks,Ihavetogobackhome.

“Relax.”Sgwili’svoicejoltsmeoutofmythinking.

“It’syoursister,Icansmellherfromhere.Sheis

coveredinfear.”

WhatcouldhavehappenedwithSandra?Shehas

thekeystothehouse,shecomesrunningin.Her

puffyeyescoursefrommetoSgwili,thisisthefirst

timesheisseeinghim.Sandrajumpstomysideas

ifSgwilibites.



“Khabonina,isthisyou?Yourgrandmotherisvery

ashamedofyou.”Sgwiliisforward,whogavehim

therighttospeak?

“Barbragetthatthingawayfromme.”Sandrayaps,

IwouldbeoffendedifIcaredaboutSgwili,hecan

fighthisownbattles.

“You’retheprodigaldaughter,youneedtocome

backhomeKhabonina.Workalongsideyoursister,

sheneedsyou.”Whatisthiscattalkingabout?

“Youknownothingaboutme.”Sandraseethes.

“Sgwilishutup,areyousuddenlyaprophet?”He

jumpstoachair,makingmysisterscootfurther

awayfromhim.“Ohrelax,hedoesn’tbite.”Ichide

her.

“He’sademon.”Sandrarejoinders,muchtoSgwili’s

annoyance.

“Ademonisthathusbandofyourswhodiedlikea

dog.Doyouknowheisroamingtheearthwithno

placetogo?Heisalostsoul,hisancestorswill

neveraccepthim.”Dammit!HowdoIgetthiscatto

shuthiswhiskers?



“WouldyoustopitSgwili?Iamnotgoingtotellyou

again.”Idon’tgiveadamnaboutSandraandher

deadhusband.Iwanttoknowwhysheisback.

“WhatareyoudoinghereSandra?”Herwideeyes

darttome,Iseefearinthem.

“We’reintrouble,thetruthisout.Randallknows

everything,Nqabatoo.Theyarelookingforyou.”

Thisstupidwoman,theycouldbefollowingher.

“You’resocarelessSandra,youcouldhaveled

themhere.”

“Wheredidyouwantmetogo?Hethrewmeoutof

hishouse,thatstupidAmararuinedeverything.”

Sandrascreams,gettingupfromthebed.Shehas

forgottenthatshewasterrifiedofSgwiliseconds

ago.“Ihateher,Barbra,Ihatethatwoman.Sheis

thereasonIlostRavenandnowIhavelostRandall

becauseofher.Iwantherdead,Iwantherbodyto

layonthestreetsfordayswithnoonetoidentifyit.”

PridetakesabiteatmeasIhearmysisterspeak



suchbeautifulwords.Shehasitinhertobeawitch.

“Wecanhavethatarranged.”IalsohateAmara,

whatdidThamsanqaseeinher?

“Ndlovukazi,you’reforgettingthatshebelongsto

theOkoliesnow.Wedon’twanttrouble,lookatyou.

You’restrugglingtogetbackonyourfeet.”Sgwili

voicesandheisright.

“TheokoliecursedoesnotapplytoanOkolie.”

Sandra’seyesshiftfrommetoSgwilithenbackto

me.“ThereisariftbetweenRandallandAmara,all

wehavetodoismakeitbiggerandgetRandallto

killher.Myson…”

“HeismysonSandraandyournephew.”She

narrowshereyesatme,thetruthhurts.

“My…son…”Theunderlinemakesmewanttolaugh.

“WilltakecareofAmara,itwillbesoeasyforhimto

do.”

“You’restupid,Randalllovesthatwoman.Doyou

wanthimtokillhimselfaswell?Can’tweget



someoneelse?Likehisbrat,what’shername

again?”Myplansoundsamazing.“Wecanpossess

her.”

“Liyanabelongstotheancestors,thatchildcan’tbe

touched.Theywon’tallowit,sheisstrongerthan

youandthisuglycatcombined.”Sandraexclaims,

givingfoodforthought.

“Or…getatotalstrangertodoit,youdon’thaveto

tellthemaboutthecurse.”

Sgwilithegenius.Acontentsmilecreepsuponmy

sister’slips.

“I’llfindtheperson,asanOkoliewife,thecurse

won’taffectme.”OkolieprivilegesIsee,Ishouldbe

theonewiththistitle.

NQABA…

I’mfrozentothecorewatchingthewomanIlove

coveredinsomeone’sblood,thebloodshespilt.I



thoughtseeingherownbloodcouldbetheworst

thing,butthisislivehorror.Thandiwehasmurdered

someone,it’sallmyfault.Iknewnottoleaveher

alone.

Herbiginnocenteyesaredrenchedinterrorand

drowninginapuddleofsaltywater,shewantsthis

tobenothing,butadream,hereyesneverlietome.

Iwanttomoveandtakeherawayfromthere,Iwant

tohideherfromallthisandmakeherfeelsafe.But

Ican’t,Idon’tknowhowto.

“Mzi.”StylesbringsmebackfromthetranceIam

trappedin,Iblinkafewtimeswithoutremovingmy

eyesfromThandiwe.“Getheroutofhere.”

MymindgraspsStyles’words,itrelaysamessage

tomyfeetandImovetowardsher.Thandiwe’seyes

snaparoundthekitchen,fearlurkinginthem.Her

bloodcoveredhandscoverherears,myfeetfalter

whenshescreamshorrifically.

“No,shutup,shutup.”Thandiweplummetsdown

andcurlsinafoetalpositionrightnexttothedead



body.AsIcloseinonher,Ihearherrecitingthe

versefromthebookofPsalm.Hereyesaremore

wildthanadeercaughtinheadlights,thereis

nothingbeautifulaboutherfaceanymore.Thereis

somuchbloodsmearedonherplumpcheeks.

MygazechasesStyleswhoisonthephone,IwishI

couldbeascalmasheis.Hiscomposedeyespoint

atThandiwe,gesturingIgetheroutofhere.

“EventhoughIwalkthroughthevalleyofthe

shadowofdeath,Iwillfearnoevil.”Shecontinues

asIscoopherstiffbodyup,myheartclenchesat

hertremblingframe.

“I’vegotyouTshabalala.”Iknowshecan’thearme,

herhandsarecloggingherearsfromsomething

onlyshecanhear.

“I’lltakecareofthis,”StylessaysasIwalkpasthim,

Itrusthim.IthinkoftakingThandiwehome,butit’s

toofar.Sheneedstocleanupallthebloodcovered

onher.I’msurprisednoonehascometoinspect



theplace,thosegunshotsweretooloud.

Saunteringoutside,Ipasstwoguardsrushingto

theouthouse.ThisisworsethanIthought,Ican

onlyhopethatRandall’semployeesareloyal

otherwiseThandiwewillbeintrouble.WhatIfear

themostisthatshewillneverbeabletoforgetthis

day.

“Nqaba.”Idragmyeyesdowntoher,ahugelump

sitsonmythroatasmyeyesmeethers.HowdoI

getridofthefearlivinginsideher?Iseeitmocking

methroughhertearyeyes,unabletotakeit,Ishift

minefromhersandkeepthemonthepathI’m

treading.Herhandscurlaroundmytopgarment,

thegripistight,it’safearfulone.

Randall’shouselooksghosted,tothinkitwas

packedtoday.Mybrotherishurting…Ihaveatwin

brother.Ihaven’thadtimetoprocessthenewsyet

andwithThandiwe’ssituation,Iwon’tbeableto

givemybrothertime.Heishurting,Randalldoes



nothurteasily.Todayhewasbrokenbeyondrepair,

peoplelikehimfindithardtomovepastbetrayal.

TheroomappointedtoThandiwehasabathroom,I

runherabathwhileIrinseherhandsinthesink,

sheisoglingatthemwithnoemotion.Ihelpherout

ofthebloodstainedclothes...slowly,shegetsinto

thetubfilledwithwater.Herhandsenfoldaround

herlegsasshebringsherkneestoherchest,Ifind

aplacetositonthetoiletseat.Thandiwehasn’t

directlylookedatme,I’mworriedabouther.

“Styleswilltakecareofeverything,youdon’thave

worryaboutanything.Noonewillcometoknow

whathappenedtoday.”Isthisenoughtocomfort

herandputhermindatease?Shedoesn’tsay

anythingforagoodminisculesecond.

“I…Ikilled…him.”Thandiwebreaksthesilence,my

jawclenchesatherwords.Iwanttoerasethis

memoryfromhermind.“I’msorryNqaba,I’msorry.

Itried,Ican’tfightanymore.It’stoomuchforme,



I’mnotstrongenough.”

“No,don’tyougiveuponme,Thandiwe.Itoldyou

thatIwillprotectyou.”

“UntilwhenNqaba?Mylifeisamess,Ihave

becomeaburdentoyouandeveryonearoundme.”

I’mblank,wordscan’tfindthewaytomymouth.

Thesilencemustbegivingherwrongthoughts.

“Iwillcallmymothertomorrow,it’stimeIgoback

home.”Sheannounceswithadeadpantone,

readingherwackedfaceIknowwhatherwords

mean.Mymindisstillbuffering,tryingtofind

knowledgeinherstatement.

“Zuluisyourson,hestillhastoknowhisfather.He

willstaywithyou,Iwilldieonmytwentysixth

birthdayanyway.”

“IwouldstoptalkingifIwereyou,donotpissme

offThandiwe.”Myvoiceiscold,onlybecauseher

planisstupidandselfish.Sheturnsherheadtoleer

atme,IamlookingatthestubbornThandiwe.The

onewhogetsclosedoffwhenshefeelsshehas



becomeaburden,convincinghertostaywon’tbe

easy.Aminutepasseswhilewearelockedinthe

silentmoment,Imovetokneelinfrontofthe

bathtubandtakeherfaceintomyhands.

“Ididn’tgothroughallthisforyoutoleavemeinthe

end.”Itellher,hopingshewillatleastshedatear.I

candealwiththeemotionalThandiwe,notthisone.

Sheistoocold.

“Ikilledaman.”Sheremindsme,Icanseehowshe

istryingtoconvinceherselfthatnothingofthesort

happened.

“Don’ttalkaboutthatanymore.”

“Itwon’terasewhatIdid,ItookalifeNqaba.An

innocentmanisdeadbecauseofme.”

Dammit!Imakethedecisionforherandignoreher

declaration,itisdepressing.Seizingthesponge,I

startbathingher,nowordssaidnordoIkeepeye

contact.

Thandiwedoesn’tliftahand.WhenI’mthrough,I



helpheroutofthebathtubandtakehertothe

bedroom.Amaramusthavegottenmymessage

throughChioma.Comfortablesleepwearislainon

thebed,Thandiweinsistsonmenothelpingher

dressup.Shescampersintobedandhidesher

bodyundertheblankets,there’sadeepurgeinme

tocuddlehertosleep.Myarmdrapesaroundher

waistasIpullherin,shemovescloseruntilher

backisagainstmychest.

“Nqaba.”Herfirstvocabulary.

“Iwon’tleaveyou,I’llbehere.”Iassureher,burying

myfaceonthearchofherneck.Asshestarts

driftingoff,mymindrunstoStyles.Willheableto

convincetheguardsnottosayanything?Thandiwe

killedtheirown,theymustbefuming.

AMARA…

Amaradoesnotknowhowtogetoutofthemess

shehasputherselfin.Randall’sphoneisoff,she

hasnoideawhereheis,themanwhonevergoesa



minutewithouttalkingtoherisavoidingher.

Amara’sheartpouncesincrazybeatsassheenters

herbedroom,itsmellslikeRandall.Ofcourseitwill,

shehasneverbeenafanoffragrances.Her

husbandontheotherhandhasquiteafew

masculinefragrancesandwhateverscenthewould

useonaparticularday,wouldlingerintheroomthe

wholeday.

Shelugsherfeettothebedandtossesherbodyon

themattress,thedooropens,deprivinghera

chancetosobinpeace.

SethuandAyizewalkin,Amarahatesthepity

glazedontheirfaces.Tearsform,butsherefuses

toletthemfall.

“Areyouokay?”Ayizequestionsherfriend,sheis

themostworriedassheisawareofRandall’swrath.

ColdtearsbegintostreamdownAmara'sface.She

swipesahandathereyes,butthetearsare

determined,theycomeanyway.SethuandAyize

rushtohugtheirfriend,atthefeeloftheirwarm



armsaroundher,afloodoftearsgushdown

Amara’scheeks.

BULELWA...

IfeellikeIwasontheKarateKidmovie,myback

hurts.Mybrainhadtoldmetoputapillowunder

mewhenZizwewashavinghiswaywithme,stupid

medidn’tlisten.Lookwherethathasledme,a

painfulback.Ifanyoneislookingforme,Iwillbe

theguywalkinglikeanoldman.

IstirinbedandstretchmyhandtowhereZizwe

wassleepingtofinditempty,myeyespopopen.

Theroomisdark,Zizwemustbeinthebathroom.

UsuallyIwakeupwithhimclungontome.Zizwe’s

clinginessisonahundred.Sometimeshewould

holdontomefornoreason,youcanimaginehow

heavyhisbodyiscomparedtomine.

Thetimeonmyphonesaysitis5am,Ineedaglass



ofwater.ZizwewillprobablycomebackwhileI’min

thekitchenandIbetyouhewillfreakout,finding

thebedempty.Myfeetslideintomysleepersas

theyhitthefloorfromthebed,Ihavetotakeiteasy.

Mybackaches.

IthoughtZizwewasinthebathroom,thereheisin

thelivingroom.Iwanttosneakuponhimfrom

behindandmaybescarehimabit.Glidingcloser,I

starthearingsounds.Heisnotalone,thereis

someonewithhim.Ican’tseethepersonthough,he

istoweringoverthem.

“Youmadeyourbed,nowyoucan’tsleeponit?”

Zizwegrunts,Ican’tseehisface,howeverI’m

certainheisfullonmad.

“Idon’tcareBhekizizwe.”Thatismymother’svoice,

whatisshedoinghereatthistime?

“YoushouldcareLilian,I’mdonehidingthetruth

fromhim.”Whatisgoingon?

“That’senough.”Lilianbarks,tryingtokeepher

wordsfaint,butfailingatit.Whyismymother



scoldingmyboyfriend?“Don’tyouthinkyouhave

ruinedmyfamilyenoughalready?Myhusbanddied

becauseofyou,leaveusaloneBhekizizwe.Myson

doesn’tneedyou.”

“Thenyoudon’tknowyoursonasyouthinkyoudo,

Bulelwacan’tlivewithoutme,justasIcan’tlive

withouthim.”Zizwedisputes,Ithinkofinterfering

untilmymother’snextwordskilleveryfeelinginme.

“Youshouldbeashamedofyourself,sleepingwith

bothmotherandson.”Inthismomentofemotional

disorientation,Irealiseitwilltakeforeverformy

braintofindthewordstosufficientlyexpresswhatI

feel,soIletmyfeetleadmeintothelivingroom.My

stepsaresilentasIwalkonthegreyfuzzycarpet,

wordshavefailedme,buttearsarealwaysfaithful

unlikethesetwopeopleintheroomwithme.

Asiffeelingmypresence,Zizweturns.Hiseyes

guardedlytracethetearsstreakingdownmyface,

heiscaughtinconfusionatfirstuntilalightbulb



switchesoninhishead.

“Bu…Buttercup.”Hestuttersawhisper,arushof

coldseepsthroughmewhenmymotherslidesfrom

behindZizwe.It’snothardtonotetheshockonher

face.Iguesslikemotherlikeson,hertearsare

quicktoshowupaswell.

“Y–Youslept…withmymother?”Myheart

smashestosmithereens…abillionsplinters,Zizwe

isquietandthatdrivesmecrazy.

“DIDYOUSLEEPWITHMYMOTHERZIZWE?”He

clampshisjawatmyshouting,Lilianisa

shudderingmess.Icouldn’tcareless,IfeellikeI’m

goingtoexplodewithangerandthathasme

throwingtheclosestthingIcanfind.Idon’tcareifit

hitshimorLilian.Zizweduckstheglasscomingat

him,itmissesLilianbyaninchandsmashes

againsttheTV,leavingacrackontheblackscreen.



“Buttercup,please.”Thismanbetternotcomeany

closer,onlyGodknowswhatIwilldotohim.

“Bubu,mybaby…whatyouheardisnot…”

“Idon’twanttohearanythingfromyouLilian,Iwant

himtotellme.”MygazefixatedonZizwe,Idemand

foranswers.

“Letmeexplainmylove.”Zizwepleads,pissingme

off,Ican’tstandthis.

“Didyou,ordidyounotfuckmymother.”I’m

shoutingwithallthatIam,it’stheonlywayIknow

howtofreemyselffromthepainandangerthat’s

suffocatingme.

Zizweglancesatme,handsacrosshischest.This

isnotimetobearrogant,Iwantanswers.Hedrops

hisheadandleisurelynods.

“Yes,Idid.”Hisconfessionfeelslikeadagger

throughmyheart,arapidtransitiontakesplaceas

myheartfeelslikeithasbeenrippedoutofmy

chest.Mylegsfailme,causingmetostaggerback.

Iamgoingtokillthem.
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BULELWA...

“It’snotwhatyouthinkBubu,”Liliansniffles,trying

tohelpmeupfromthetableIfellon.Ipushher

handsawayandshestumblesback,atinyshriek

fleeingherdeceitfulmouth.

Zizweisstandingtall,furrowedbrowand

compressedjaw.Eyesgleamingwithtears,he

starespainfullyatme.Thebetrayaltheycausedme

isindescribable,Iopeneduptothismanandgave

himallofme.

“Getoutofmyhouse.”Somethingflashesinhis

eyes,Idon’tseeitbecauseit’swipedawayinajiffy.



“Bulelwa!”Zizwehardlytakesmyname,whenhe

doesheisusuallyserious.Likewhenhetoldmehe

lovedmelastnight,atleastIthinkitwasserious.If

helovedme,hewouldn’thavecheatedonmewith

mymother.

“Gosh!HowcanIbesostupid?”Apainfullaugh

surgesoutofmymouthasIgivethisgiantaround

ofapplause.“GreatoneZizwe,youplayedmewell.”

“Ididn’tplayyou,Ipromise.”

“You’regood,Igiveittoyou.”

“Ididn’tplayyou,dammit.”Ohhellno,hedoesnot

gettoshoutatme.Notwhenhefuckeduplikethis.

Everythinginmeitcheswithaneedtoscreamand

shout,mybonesfeelliketheyareabouttojumpout

ofmyskin.“I’msorry.”

Athislousyapology,Igrabavaseandthrowitat

him.Itmakesmeangrythatheducks,Iwanttosee

himbleed.Zizweraiseshishandsinsurrender,his



eyesarebloodshotred.Thisbastardbetternotstart

crying.

“Bulelwacalmdownplease,letmeexplain.”Why

thehellisLiliantalkingtome?Ihatehowsheis

hidingbehindZizwe,sheistryingtodrivemeoutof

myboots.

“SHUTUP!”Iscreamather.“Idon’twanttohear

anythingfromyou,Lilian,youshouldbedead,not

myfather.”Tearsdribbleoutofherwidenedeyes.

“Youdon’tmeanthatbaby,I’myourmother.”

“Youarenothingtome,”Ihissundermybreath.The

declarationhurts,Idon’tmeanit,butthepainshe

causedmewon’tletmetakethewordsback.“Get

outofmyhouseLilian.”

“Bubu…”Shetakesastepheadedmyway,Iwillkill

herifshecomescloser.

“Isaidgetthefuckoutofmyhouse,Idon’tever

wanttoseeyourfaceagain.”Idon’twanttohear



anythingfrommymother,Iwantherawayfromme.

“You’reupset,wewilltalkwhenyouhavecalmed

down.”LilianglaresatZizweandturnstoleave,that

lookshouldhavekilledthismanstandingafewfeet

awayfromme.

“Ididn’tcheatonyou,ithappenedbeforeIknewyou

existed.”Whendidhegetthisclose,closeenough

totouchandsmellhim.“Iwouldneverhurtyoulike

this,Iloveyou,Buttercup.”

“It’sover.”Myheartcrackstenderlyunderthebulk

ofhishurt-filledeyes.Agreatneedtocomforthim

arises,Ifightit.I’mhurtforfuck’ssake,yetIwantto

takehiminmyarmsandcomforthim.

“Wejuststarted,Buttercup.Howcanitbeover?”He

saysshakily,hiseyesbecomefoggywithunshed

tears.

“Idon’tcare,wecan’tbetogether.Notafteryou…

you”Thethoughtofhislipskissingmymother



makesmegag,hishandscaressingherbody

makesmybloodrushtomyears.Iturnawayfrom

thepainreflectinginhiseyes,somethingIcan’t

standtosee.Damnyou‘love’,damnyoutohell.

Inasplitsecondhisarmsenfoldmybodyfrom

behind.Ifeelhisfacerestonthecrookofmyneck,

thehotbreathfromhisnostrilspaintsmyskinand

rushesintomystomachtoformcrazytingles.This

isnotthetime.

“I’mnotlettingyougoButtercup,Ijustfoundyou

please.”Zizwemumblesagainstmyneck,awarm

wetsubstancepoursdownmycollarbone.Ifigure

it’shistears,thethoughtofhiseyeswatering,

painfullytwistsmyheart.

“YouhavetoletmegoZizwe,wecanneverbe.”I

griphishandstounlockthemfrommywaist,my

handsareshaky,bodyweakandIhavenostrength

tofightthisgiant.

“Doyouknowwhatyou’retalkingabout?Doyou



haveanyideawhatyou’resayingtome?”Zizwe

questions,hurtdrippinginhisvoice.Hisnose

nuzzlingmyear.

“Idon’twantittobelikethis.”Gosh“Youmademe

losemymind.Doyouknowhowharditwasforme

toopenuptoyou?Idon’tknowanythingabout

relationshipsZizwe,Idon’tknowhowitfeelstobe

cheatedon.”

Slowlybutsurely,Zizweturnsmearound.Hisarm

slidestothesmallofmyback,pullsmeintohimso

thatourbodiesareeven.Icanalmostfeelevery

inchofhim,it’sasifhe’sinsideme.Hishandglides

upmycheektorestbehindmyear,oureyes

stationaryoneachother.

“Ididn’tcheatonyou,Bulelwa,itallhappened

beforeImetyou.IpromiseIstoppedonceIrealised

whoshewasandthatIwasinlovewithyou.”I

alwayslovedthewayhewhispered,buttodayit

hurts.

“Youmeantotellmethatduringthosestolenkisses,



youweresleepingwithmymother?”Heclampshis

teethandpresseshisforeheadagainstmine.Why

ishenotsayinganything?“You’reasickbastard

Zizwe,Ihateyou.”

Godwasnotgraciouswhenitcametogivingme

strength,Zizwedoesn’tmoveaninchwhenIpush

himawayfromme.Insteadholdsontometighter.

“No,youdon’t.”Ishedeaf?

“IsaidIhateyou,dammit.”Ayelpvolunteersto

showthelevelofmyanger.He’sglaringdaggersat

me,apuckeredbrowholdingmehostage.Myheart

clips,jumpingtomythroat.Tearscascadedown

mycheeks,thelumponmythroatclogstheairin

mylungs.Zizwetakesastepforward,Iwantto

move,buthisgazeisholdingmedown.

“S-Stop.”DammitNdlondloatleaststopmefrom

squeaking.Zizwepaysnoheedtome,hecushions

mycheeksandwithoutwarningsmasheshislips

againstmine.Thekissrendersmeweak,Ican’t

moveanything,butmylips.



Zizwereleasesagrowlfromhisthroatthathasme

shuddering,hepushesmewithoutbreakingthekiss

untilthebackofmylegshitthecouch.Don’task

howithappened,butI’monthecouchwithhimon

topofme.Hefeelsgood,Lordhedoes.Butmy

motherevadesmyhead,IseeZizwekissingherthe

wayhe’skissingmeandthatvisionalonedrivesme

insane.

“Stop.”Imurmurwhenhestartsgrazinghislips

downmyjawlinetomyneck.“Zizwe…stop.”

Hislipsquicklymovebacktomine,kissinghissins

intoawaveofforgetfulness.Ican’tdothis,itisnot

happening.

“Getoffme,”Ikickhimandhetumblestothefloor

withaloudthud.

“Whatwasthatfor?”

“Youdon’trespectmydecision,Itoldyoutostop.”

“Bulelwayou…”Hiseyeswideninshock.



Iknowwhathe’sthinkingandtohellwithhim,Ihate

him…I-Ihate-fuckit…Ilovehim,butIhatehimfor

fuckingmymotherandthinkingIwouldbeokay

withit.

Freshtearsthrowanafterpartyonmyface,I’m

sobbinglikeastupidnaïveteenwhogottheirheart

brokenbytheirfirstlove.

“Buttercup.”I’mdonewiththisman.

“It’sover.”ThisisthelastthingItellhimbeforeI

rushbacktomybedroom,maybeI’mgoingtocry

myselftosleepordrinklikethereisnothingelseto

do.Anythingtomakemeforgettheirbetrayal.

NQABA…

AtextfromStylessendsmetothefoyer,Thandiwe

isfastasleepinthebedroom.



Neoishereaswell,hegivesmealookwhile

sippingonacupofcoffee.Stylesispositioned

besidehim,theylookdeadtired.

“WhereisRandall?”Ifindachairatthetable,where

acupofblackcoffeeisplaced.Chiomais

responsibleforthis,sheisthemostcordialpersonI

know.

“He’sfine,Ispoketohimnotsolongago.”Iforgot

StylesisthebrotherRandallneverhad,mymother

isselfish.Howdoyoukeeptwinsawayfromeach

other?ItstingstoknowthatIwasnevertherefor

mybrother,thereweretimeswhenheprobably

neededmeandIhadnoidea.

“Isheokay?”I’mworriedabouthim.

“He’sRandallOkolie,hewillbefine.”Stylesmakesit

soundlikeRandallhasaheartofstoneandcan

handleanythingthrownathim.“Howisshe?”Heis

enquiringaboutThandiwe.

“Shehasn’twokenupsincelastnight,shewantsto

leaveme.”Isoundweak,Thandiweistheonly

personcapableofmakingmethisvulnerable.



“Whatdoyoumean?”Styles.

Heistooseriousrightnow,usuallywhenhe’swith

Neo,theyjokearound.Theyareindifferenttoday,

thereisagloomyatmosphereprowlingintheair.A

mandied,thisisexpected.

“Thandiwewantstogiveupfighting,shespoke

aboutgoingbacktohermotherandwaitfortheday

shewilldie.”

“Shecan’tdothat,”Neointerposes,agrim

expressionplayingathisface.“Thespiritworldis

realMzi,Thandiwewillnotbefreeifshedies.That

demonhasaclaimonherandifhesucceeds,sis

Teewillbedoomedforeternity.”

Ofcoursethereisareasonwhythatdemonisso

bentongettinghishandsonThandiwe.

“Mamsontohadsaidthebabyinherwombwillbe

theonetodefeatthedemon,Idon’tknowhowand

atthispointI’mlosinghopealongwithmy



saneness.”Iletmyhandsroamaroundtheseams

ofthewhitemug,Ihavenoappetite.

“WecouldcallMamSonto,butsheisgoingthrough

alotasyouknow.Shejustburiedherfamilyand

nowherniecehasbeenhospitalized.Remember

thelittlegirlwhowasatherhousethefirsttimewe

visitedher”Neorubshisforehead,takingafew

deepsighs.TherealNeoisintheresomewhere,

quieteddownbythedepressedNeo.

“Whathappenedtoher?”IaskNeo,hisbrow

furrows,hiseyesaredippedinthecuphe’sholding.

“Nooneknows,MamSontosaidshe’sbeenhaving

nightmaressinceherfatherandsisterdied.The

childhadgonemuteafterhearingabouther

family’sdeathandMamSontocouldn’tgetherto

speak.Lastnightthegirlsuddenlystarted

convulsingandfoaminginhermouth,theyrushed

hertothehospital.Thedoctorsaredoingtests,they

haven’tfoundanythingyet.”



“Itcouldbespiritual,”Ivoiceoutthefirsttheorythat

comestomind.

“Itis,anyonewhotriestohelpThandiwewillmeeta

terriblefate,remember?”Neo.

HowcanIforget?IshrugatNeo’sremark,not

becauseI’mnotfamiliarwiththetruth.Wordshave

failedme.

“Didn’tyousayshehadgonetothemountainto

pray?”Stylesbringshisconfusionforward.

“Shouldn’tGodbeprotectingherandherfamily?”

“You’reaskingmethingsIcan’tanswerStylos.That

sameGodworksinmysteriousways.Noone

knowstheplanshehasforourlives,Ihaveseenhis

powerinmylifeandIrefusetobelievethatheis

sittingbackwatchingMamSontosuffer.Something

hastogive,shehasbeenthroughenough.”Neo

speakswithdread.“Wehavetokeepthisinmind,

sheishumanandneedsus.Theonlythingwecan

offerherareprayersandsupport.”



“I’mhereifsheneedsanything.”I’mreadytolenda

helpinghand.

“IwantyoutofocusonsisTee,hersituationisbad

Mzi.Anotherthing,yourmotherhastobefound.I

don’tunderstandwhyyou’rewaitingforthatNgidi

guytoconfirmthingsforyou,bythetimehecomes

back,itwillbetoolateforThandiwe.Youhaveto

stopyourmother.”Neo’sgazeiscaughtinthecup

ofcoffee,heisdoinghisbesttoavoideyecontact.

Awaytohidethepaininhiseyes.

“Iknowhowtodealwithmymother.”It’stimewe

bringBarbrabackfromhervacation,myeyesshift

toStyleswhowinks,returningthemischievous

gazeIsendhisway.

“Whatdidyoudowiththebody?”Stylesraisesa

brow,I’mtryingtofindareactiononhisblankface

whilewaitingforhimtoanswer,butnothing.He

shouldbeaffectedbywhathappenedconsidering

themanwhodiedwasaninnocentcitizen.



“I’vegotthisoneMzi,don’tworryaboutit.LikeNeo

said,Thandiweshouldbeyourfocusrightnow.”

“Idon’tknowwhattodowithheranymore,

MamSontohaslostsomuchbecauseofus.Itwon’t

berighttoexpecthertocontinuehelpingus.

Thandiwehasfivemonthslefttillshegivesbirth,

I’mafraiditwillbetoolatebythen.Sheisslowly

losinghermind.”Ifeelthemostpowerlessatthis

stage,howcanIhavemyloveonlytoloseitagain?

“IwouldtakeonthisdemonifIcouldorhadthe

strength,butthiswarisnotforthefainthearted.He

would’vefinishedmyentirefamilybythetimeI’m

donewithhim.Ontheotherhand,sisTeehas

becomeadangertoeveryonearoundher.”Neo.

Hestandsandplungeshishandsinhispockets.

Hiseyesareengrossedonme,theyarticulatea

suggestionIamnotreadytohearnoraccept.

It’stoolatetotellhimnottosayit,hiswordsare

fasterthanmine.



“Thetimewillcomewhenyouwillhavetolockher

awaytoprotectyourfamily,youhaveasonto

protectaswell.Don’tforgetabouthimwhileyou’re

fixatedonhelpingsisTee.”Withapatonmy

shoulder,Neoamblesoutofthefoyer,leavingme

withsomethingtochewon.Stylescontinues

drinkinghiscoffee,youwouldbethehasno

problemsinlife.

AMARA…

Amarahastriedhisphonemultipletimesandit

wentstraighttovoicemail,sheisgoingoutofher

mind.Stylesisaroundandclaimshedoesn’tknow

whereRandallis.

Nkomoisthelastpersonshewantstocall,but

maybehemightknowwhereherhusbandis.

Nkomohaschangedovertheyears,heisnotthe

cowwhotriedtorapeAmarayearsago,heisnot



theidiotRandallhatedwitheverymarbleofhis

preciouscoldheart.Randallhasceasedtosee

NkomoasanMkhize,butregardshimasafriend.

TheymightnotbeascloseasRandall,Stylesand

Neo.

R.Jfeelsneglectedbythemotherwhoobsesses

abouthimthemomentheopenshisminiatureeyes,

thismorningAmaraisdifferent.Hermindis

trappedinthoughtsofherhusband,leavingher

childreninthehandsofChioma.

WhatifsomethingbadhappenedtoRandall?What

ifhegotinanaccidentwhiledrivinginanger?

Amaratrieshardtobrushoutthethoughts,butfails

dreadfully,herworryforhimisunderstandable.

Randallcanneverdistancehimselffromhisqueen,

thefactthathehasdonethismeansthesituationis

biggerthananticipated.

“Chioma,pleasetakeR.J.”Amaraistalkingabout

thelittleboywhoisclingingtoherleg,tears



streamingdownhisfaceashecriesforher

attention.It’snotthatshedoesn’tlovehimanymore,

shewantstobringtheboy’sfatherbackhome.Her

marriagecan’tfail,theyhavesomuchtoexperience

together.

R.Jthrowsanunusualtantrum,seeinghismother

walkoutofthekitchenwithoutgivinghimasecond

look.AlthoughAmaracanhearherbabyscream

crying,shefightstheurgetoturnbackandtakehim

fromChioma.

“WhyismysoncryingAmara?”Randall’svoice

reverberatesinherears.Atthesoundofher

husband’svoice,herheartthudsfastalmost

suffocatingthelifeoutofher.

Amarastopsjustatthebottomoftheflightofstairs

andturnstowardthedoortofindnoonebehindher.

Randall’svoicewasinherhead,herheartsplatters

intotwo.R.J’sscreamshavestopped,Chiomais

goodwithhim.Asecondmothertohim,sheis.



Amaradragsherfeetupthestairway,eachtimeshe

enterstheirsacredroom,herheartstopsbeatingfor

asecond.

Theportablemobilehasbeeninherhandsinceshe

wokeup,waitingandcheckingforanythingfrom

Randall.Whileswipingherfingerupanddownthe

gadgetinsearchofNkomo’snumber,Amarafindsa

placetorestherfeetonthesmallcouchadjacentto

thewindow.

SheholdsherbreathwhenNkomo’sphonestarts

ringing,thelasttimesheheardhisvoicewasabout

eightmonthsago.Heishardlyaround,unlikeStyles

andNeowhocan’treallystayawayfromtheir

brother,Randall.

“Hi!”Itisanawkwardsalutation,theyarenotbestof

friends.OutofrespectforRandall,Nkomohas

madesuretostayawayfromAmara,alsotomake

thingslessawkwardbetweenthetrio.Nowto

receiveacallfromherisstrange,butheisawareof

thereasonbehindit.



“I’vebeentryingtocallRandall,buthisphoneis

off.”Straighttobusiness…Timehasalreadybeen

wasted,sheneedstoknowifthemanwho

promisedherforbetterorforworseisreallystaying

forworse.

“Don’tworry,he’swithme.”Nkomo’sresponseis

surprisingtothewoman,thethoughtthatRandall

mighthaverantohimwasonlyathought.She

didn’tthinkhewouldactuallybethere.

“Puthimonthephone.”Excuseherrudeness,sheis

anxioustospeaktoRandall.

Nkomowantstopassthephone,Godishiswitness.

Buthecan’tforcetheman,thisishismillionth

chancetoprovehisloyaltytothemanhehas

knownsincetheywereteenagers.Along-term

friendshipiswhathehasalwayswantedwith

Randall.

“I’mnotsurehe’sreadytospeaktoanyoneAmara.”

Nkomohatestheconflictbetweenthem,ifanyone



deservestobehappythenitisthewomanhe’s

talkingtoonthephone.

“Okay,Iunderstand.”Amaraswallowsthepain

slurpinghersoul.“Whereareyou?I’llcomethere

andspeaktohim.”GreatsuggestionAmaradear,

beautyandbrainsisagoodthing.

Hermindhasconvincedherthattheplanisperfect,

onceRandallcatchesaglimpseofher,hewillmelt

andforgiveher,hewillforgethewaseverupset

withher.

“Idon’tthinkit’sagoodidea”OhNkomo,comeon

now…Okaygiveherahintandshewillfindherway.

“Then,whatdoyouwantmetodo?Tellme.My

husbandisawayfromme,he’sinabadstateandI

needtoknowifhe’sokay.Pleasegethimtotalkto

me.”HersoftwordshavefailedinmakingNkomoa

marshmallow,shedoubtshertearswilldothetrick.

Besides,shehascriedenough.

Thereisnotimeforthatnow,sheneedstobe

strongforthewholefamily.R.Jprobablyfeelshis



father’sabsence,hencetheclinginessandLiyanais

notdoingwellthinkingherparentsaregettinga

divorce.Amarahasnochoicebuttoclingonto

strength,cryingatatimelikethiswouldcallher

weak.

“Listen,I’llspeaktohimandhe’llbehometomorrow,

youknowhecan’tstayawayfromyoufortoolong.”

Whodoesn’tknowthat?Thewordsarecomforting,

thankyoufortryingNkomo.Asweclaphandsfora

usefulMkhize.Whowould’vethought?

Lookwhowalksintothelounge,themanwhohas

runawayfromhisproblems.

NkomounderstandsRandall’sproblem,butthat

doesn’tstophimfromgrimacingatthegloomyman

wholookslikehejustsurvivedanearthquake.

BythelookonRandall’sface,heknowswhoison

theotherreceivingline,immediatelyhescowlsat



Nkomoputtinghiminaspot,nowNkomohasto

choose.Amarawhoisdesperateorhisfriendwho

wantshimtorespecthisprivacy.

“Pleaseputhimon.”Nkomo’sloudsilencegives

himaway,ithintsthatheisnotalone.Amaracan

onlythinkofRandall.Itdoesn’tmatterifheisupset,

sheneedstohearhisvoicejustonce.“Iknowhe’s

there.”

WhileR.JisgivingpoorChiomaahardtimeby

throwingtantrums,Randallisdoingthesamethis

side,throwingadulttantrums.Thegloweronhis

facegrowsandhewalksoutwithoutaword,

leavingNkomotodealwithagrief-strickenAmara.

Randallisnotreadytolistentoanyexplanations

shehas.

“He’ssleeping,Idon’twanttowakehimup.”The

MkhizeinNkomospeaks,theyareknownfor

deceivingpeopleafterall,butwewilltakeourhats

offforhimasthislieisforagoodcourse.

“Pleasetakecareofhim.”Amaraimplores,asshe



harksbacktohowherhusbandisabigbabywho

needstobefollowedaroundjustincasehe

stumblesandhitshisforeheadagainstthewall.

Thereisnostrengthtoargueinher.

Randallisclearlynotcominghometoday,the

thoughthurts.Herfaceisdoingagoodjobinhiding

thepaininherheart.Howisshegoingtosleep

withouthim?Theyhaveneverbeenapartlikethis

before.Everythingthathappenedlastnightfeels

likeaterribledream.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

76...

BULELWA…

“Buttercup,”Zizwe’svoicecallsfromtheotherside



ofmybedroomdoor,IthoughtItoldhimtoleave.

“Buttercupopenthedoor.”

“Getlostasshole.”Ijumpfromthebedwhenthe

doorfliesopen,oureyesinstantlymeet.

“Bulelwa.”

“Whyareyoustillhere?”

“Pleasedon’tleaveme.”Tears?Whyishecrying?

I’mtheonewhosehearthasbeengrilled.

“Itoldyou,it’sover.GetoutofhereZizwe.”He

amblestowardsme,bodyshuddering,lips

quaveringandtearsstreamingdownhisface.Ican

beanarsesometimes,butthatdoesn’tmeanI

enjoyseeinghimcry.WithonemoveIturntoleave

thebedroom,I’mstoppedbyapairoflargearms

encirclingaroundme.

“LetgoZizwe.”

“Idon’twanttoletgo.”Hisvoicepainfullycracks,he

burieshisfaceonmyneck.GodknowsIdon’twant

tobreakhim,Iwanttobewithhim,butI’mbroken.



“Whatif…WhatifIsayIstillwantyou?Ican’tlive

withoutyou,don’tsendmeawayplease.”

“Whatdoyouwantmetodowiththisbetrayal?How

doImoveonfromit?HowdoIforgetthatyouhad

anaffairwithmymother?”Finallyheletsgo,Iturn

tofindhimonhisknees,sobbinglikeachild.Zizwe

isnotshywhenitcomestoexpressinghimself.

“Whatareyoudoing?Getup.”

“Don’tleavemeplease,”hisarmsenfoldaroundmy

waistashepullsmeinanembrace.“I’lldoanything.

I’llmoveinwithyou,righthereinthishouse.I’lllet

youdragmetoaclubandI’lldrinkawholebottleof

winewithyou,I’llevenletyoucursemeasmuchas

youwant.”Hecriesonmybelly,Idon’thavethe

strengthtosaynotoZizwe.HoweverifIdon’tput

myselffirst,hewillthinkIamokaywithwhathedid.

“Don’tleavemeButtercup,don’tbreakupwithme.I

willmakeitrightIpromise,Iwillloveyouright.”

“Ican’tdothisZizwe.”Ican’tcurtailmyowntears,it

hurtsmeasmuchasithurtshim.Kneelingbefore



him,mypalmcradleshischeek.

“Ididn’tcheatonyou.”hebreathes.

“Iknow,Ibelieveyou.ButthisisforthebestZizwe,

wewerenevergoingtolastanyway.”Hishead

shakesindenial.

“Why?Iloveyou,weloveeachother.”Ishakemy

headathisdeclaration,thetearsinhiseyeshave

metearingupaswell.HiseyescloseasIplanta

softkissonhisforehead.Mywholebeingis

numbedbythepaininmyheartasIwalkawayfrom

themanIlove,maybeifheweresleepingwith

someoneelseIwouldforgivehim.I’mgoingto

leavehiminthehouse.Thesoundofhissniffles

havemewantingtoturn,butIfighttheurge.Ihave

togetoutofhere,Zizweknowshiswayoutofthe

house.

NQABA…



“MAMANO!”I’mhalfwayupthestairswhenIhear

theagonizingscreamsofmyson,theyhaveme

scurryinguplikeacrazymantothedirectionthey

arecomingfrom.

“MAMA,MAMA!!!”

“PEANUT!PEANUT!”IgivemyselftopanicasI

movefasterwitheachstrideandboltintothe

bedroom.Eyeswidewithalarmandmyheart

knocksonmychest,myeyesmovearoundthe

emptyroomuntilmybrainswiftlyrelaysan

emergencymessagethatmysonisinthein-suit

bathroom.Myfeetturntothatdirection,leadingme

withfaststeps.Kickingthedooropen,Ifind

ThandiweforcinganakedZuluinsideabathtub

filledwithwater.Heisscreaminghislungsoutand

kicking,tryingtojumpoutofthewater,but

Thandiweisstronger.

“THANDIWE!”Ishout,inasecond,Ipushherfrom

Zuluandwhiskmysoninmyarms.Hissmallarms

tightlyhooparoundmyneck,hisfaceburiedonthe



cornerofit.Hisbodyishot,takingmyeyestothe

bathtubInoticethatthewaterisextremelyhot.

“WhathaveyoudoneThandiwe?Whathaveyou

done?”Zuluhasn’tstoppedscreaming,Irushhim

outofthebathroomtofindChioma.Sheknows

wheretheykeepthemedicalkit.

“It’sokayPeanut,yourfatherisherenow.I’mhere

myson.”HisbodytremblesinmyarmsasIrubhis

backtogethimtoshush.Ican’tfindChioma,nordo

Iknowwherethemedicalkitis,Stylesemerges

fromthebackyardintothelounge.Heisnot

alarmedbyZulu’scries,butraisesaquestionably

eyebrow.HewantstoknowwhyI’mcarryinga

crying,nakednineyearoldinmyarms.

“Ineedthemedicalkit,”Iinformhimwithurgency.

“Followme.”Hiseyeshavecaughttheproblem,I

followhimtothekitchen.Zulu’scriesarenotso

loudanymore,hisbodyisstillshuddering.

“Whathappened?”Stylesquestions,takingZulu

fromme.“It’sokayson.”HesaysasZulustruggles



inhisarms,herelaxesatStyles’wordswhositshim

onthekitchencounter.Ican’tstandtoseethetears

streakingdownmyson’sface.

“WhathappenedMzi?”Stylesrepeats,myjaw

clenchesasmymindshowswhatIwalkedinto

upstairs.

“SheburntmysonStyles.”Angertakesovermy

tone,Idon’tknowifI’mangryatThandiweormyself.

Stylesdoesn’traisehisgaze,butcontinues

attendingtoZulu’slegs.

“It…hu…hurts.”Zulugripsmyhands,scrunching

hiseyesshut.

“YouwillbeokayPeanut,Iwon’tleaveyou.”

“AndThandiwe?Whereisshe?”Stylesqueries,I

didn’tthinkofcheckinguponherafterpushingher

fromZulu.IwassoworriedaboutmychildthatI

forgotaboutThandiwe.

“Ithinkit’stimeyoutakeNeo’sadvice,youcan’tdo

thisalone.Whileyouwaitforhelporwhatever,take

Thandiwetoaplacewhereshewillbeclosely

lookedafter.Unlessyou’rewillingtoputyourlifeon



hold,distanceyourselffromyoursonandtake

Thandiwesomewherewhereyouwilllookafterher

untilthetimeshegivesbirth.”Styleshasrippedmy

chestopenwithhisstatement.Couldthisbeit?Am

IlosingthewomanIlove?

Zuluistoofocusedoncryingtounderstandwhat

Stylesissaying,Isendahandtowipehistears

away,hisinnocenteyesrisetomeandmoretears

cascadedownhisface.Ican’tstayawayfrommy

son,notagain.

“Iwouldn’twanttobeputinapositionwhereIhave

tochoosebetweenmysonandthewomanIlove.I

don’tlikethisfeelingStyles.”

“Iknow,honestlyIdon’tknowwhatIwoulddoifI

wereputinsuchaposition.Ilovemywifeandbaby

andIwoulddoanythingtoprotectthemboth,Sihle

thoughissotinyandinnocent.Sethuwouldwant

metochooseourdaughteroverherandIwoulddo

justthat,Sihleseesmeasherhero.IfIcan’tprotect

her,thenwhowould?Thiswon’tmeanthatI’m



givinguponher.”

“IsitwrongthatI’mupsetwithher?”Ican’tseemto

wipeawaytheimageofThandiweforcingZuluinto

thewater,tohavemysonscreaminglikethatdid

somethingtome.

“It’snot,butdon’tforgetthatsheisnotokay.Take

herforevaluation,lettheprofessionalsdiagnose…”

“SheisnotcrazyStyles.”Whatishesayingtome?

“I’mnotsayingsheisand…”

“Nqaba.”Afamiliarwhisperhasmeturningtoward

thekitchenentrance,Thandiweisstandinginthe

doorwaywithanapologeticexpression.Asoureyes

meet,sheholdsmeasmallgown.“Heneedsto

coverup.”

Herwordsareunhurried,eyeswetwithtears.Zulu

startscryingwhenheseesher.

“I’msorrybaby,mamadidn’tknowthewaterwas

hot.”NotwantingtoscareZuluanyfurther,



Thandiwedoesn’tmovefromwheresheis.Ofall

people,Ishouldbethemostunderstanding,butI’m

upsetwithher.Itakethegownfromherwhileher

eyesholdmeinplace.

“I’msorry,”anundertone.Ishouldtellherthatit’s

okay,whyamInotdoingit?

“I’mtakingmysontothehospital.”Hurtflashesin

hereyesatthesoundofmywords,itmustbethe

coldnessinthetoneofmyvoice.

“Idon’tknowwhathappenedNqaba,pleasebelieve

me.HecametomyroomandIwantedtobathe

him…then…I…Ispacedout,Idon’tknowhow.The

waterwasn’thot,it…”Ilethertakemyhand,the

touchdoesn’twipeawaytheangerI’mfeeling.

“Pleasetellme,youbelieveme.”

“HewasscreamingThandiwe,didn’tthatatleast

snapyououtofwhereveryouwere.”Idon’t

understandhowhereyesaresocoldand

inexpressiveallofasudden.



“I’msorry,I’msorry.”Herarmssnakearoundmy

torso,herheadfallsonmychestasshepullsme

closertoher.

“I’mtakinghimtothehospital,I’llaskChiomato

keepaneyeonyouuntilIcomeback.”

“Idon’tneedbabysitting.”Sheshouts,startlingZulu.

Stylesdoesn’tturn,butsnatchesZulu’sgownfrom

me.Putsitoverhimandtakeshimoutofthe

kitchen.

“Whatisyourproblem?Don’tyouthinkyouhave

scaredZuluenough?”

“Ididn’tmeantoshout,"herriposteishalfashout.

“I’mtakinghimtothehospital,Chiomawillkeepan

eyeonyou.”Mytoneisstonyandfinal,withone

tongueclickThandiweboltsaway.Iwouldfollow

her,butZuluneedsme.

RANDALL…



“Aren’tyougoinghome?”NkomoquestionsRandall,

hehasbeenlayingonthecouchsincemorning.Itis

notlikehimatall,threewholedaysawayfromhis

wife.

“Homewhere?”FunnyquestionfromMr.Okolie.

“Hometoyourwife.”Nkomoreplies,hesettleson

thecornercouchwhereRandall’slonglegsare

dangling.Notwantingtogetintoit,Randallrebuffs

Nkomo’sanswer.

“Youcan’thidefromyourproblems,Amarais

waitingforyou.She’sworriedsick,gohomeand

talktoyourwife.Youknowshe’snotatfault,she

justhappenedtooverheartheconversationand

yourmothershadnochoicebuttotellher.”Nkomo

explainstohisstubbornfriend.

“Butshehadachoicetotellmethetruth,sheknew

aboutitforfourmonthsandsaidnothing.HowdoI

livewithsomeonewhocaneasilylietome?She

claimstoloveme,yet...”NotRandall,nottheman

whohasalwaysbeenobsessedwithAmarafrom

thefirsttimehesawher.



“ThatisnotfairRandy,Amaralovesyouandyou

knowit.Donotmakethemistakeofstayingaway

fromyourwifebecauseofyourmother’smistakes,

you’llregretit.”GreatadviceNkomo,weare

treadingontherightpath.Randallscowlsatthe

advice-giverandemitsagreatsigh,hemisseshis

wifedeeplyandcravestoseeher.

ThefuturekingoftheAshantikingdomhates

himselffortakinghisangeroutonhisnaïveAmara,

sheisnotatfaultandsheprobablykeptthetruth

fromhimtoprotecthisheart.Butnomatterhowhe

triestolookatitdifferently,hefails.

“Ihearyou.”Thekingstillhashisvoice.

“Yeah,wecan’tstayhere.Ialsohaveawoman

waitingforme.”Nkomostatesashesitsbackon

thecouch.

Randall’sphonebeeps,andwhatheseesonthe

screenoftheportabledevicehashimsmirking

coldly.

“ThereissomethingIhavetodofirst.”Asinister



smileliesuponRandall’slips,Nkomocanonly

wonderwhatitis.Hehopsoffthecouchand

doesn’tthinkoftakingashowerfirst.Whatever

newshereceivedmustbemoreimportantthanhis

hygiene,notthathewouldhavepeoplegivinghim

looksifhepresentshimselfinpublicasheis.

NQABA…

3rdpersonPOV…

NqabahasalwayshadtrustinThandiwe,he

believesshewillheedhiswordsandnotleave.Just

likeeveryday,heknowsshewouldbewaitingfor

himwhenhegetshomefromwork.Thatisnotthe

casetonight.

Nothingpreparedhimforwhatisgoingtohappen

next,somethingabouttheatmosphereinthehouse

isgloomy.Tryingnottopanic,Nqabasearchesthe

house,thandiweisnowheretobeseen.Hisheart

stopswhenheseesanoteonthecoffeetable,he

somehowhasanideaofwhatiswritteninit.



‘IknowwespokeaboutthisandIunderstandwhere

you’recomingfrom,butIneedyoutounderstand

whereI’mcomingfrom.Whatallofthisisdoingto

me,Idon’thavethestrengthtofacethisbattle

anymore.Ihurtmysonagain,heiswithSethu.I

thoughtIwasokay,butIhavebecomeadangerto

him,todayIscoldedhimforspillingwateronthe

carpet.Ididn’tknowwhatIwasdoing,untiltearsin

hiseyessnappedmeback.

Ican’tseeyouworryaboutmeallthetime,Ihave

becomeaburden.Iamtiredofleavinginfear,I

needtobreathe.IpromiseIwillbeback,Iloveyou

toomuchtoleaveyou.Atthispointmybabyismy

numberonepriority,Iknowmydecisionwillhurt

you,thisishardformetoo.Bythetimeyouread

thisIwillbeonabusbackhome,Ihopeyouforgive

me,mylove.’

Somedreamsseemsorealuntilyouwakeupand

realizeyouweredreamingandhopefullyNqaba



wouldwakeupanysecondnow.Heisnotoneto

havebaddreamssoitisquietstrangeforhimtobe

stuckinone.

Nqabastaresatthepieceofpaperinhishand

hopingitwoulddisappear,afterallitwasadream

andanythingispossibleindreams.Hisheadstarts

spinningwhentheletterisstillinhishand.

Thandiweclaimstolovehim,sowhyleave?Luck

hasalwaysbeenonhisside,guessitmust’vehave

runout.Perhapsifhehurrieshewouldmakeitto

thestation,hewouldfollowhertotheendsofthe

earthifhehadto.

‘Ican’tseeyouworryaboutme.Ihavebecomea

burdentoyou.’

Thosewordskeeprepeatinginhismindlikea

brokenrecord.HowcouldThandiweeventhink

suchthingswhensheishiseverything?Shemeans

theworldtohimandhewouldgiveupanythingto

bewithher.Hewouldprotectherwithhislifeif



needed.Yes,hesaysstupidthingswhenheisupset,

butthatdoesnotmeanhehasstoppedlovingher.

Thestationisloudandbusy.Nqabaremembers

howhegothometoasilenthouse,thepiercing

silencealmostkilledhimthemomenthewalkedin

likehealreadyknewshewasgone.Thandiwehad

mentionedleavingbeforeandhewascompletely

againstitanddismissedthematter,littledidhe

knowshehadhadenoughandwantedtogetaway,

buthowcouldhelether?

Heisselfishwithher,wantsherwithhimevery

secondifpossible.KZNoranyotherplaceisoutof

thequestion,theyhavesomethingspecialorsohe

thought.Whyleavehimanoteandnottellhimin

person?Therearetimeswhenhefeelsthatsheis

childish,shedoesn’tconsiderhisfeelings.

Nqabaclogsthetears,wantingtospurtoutofhis

eyesashespotsThandiwefromadistanceinthe

busycrowd.

“Tshabalala!”Theprofoundcroakyvoicepierces



Thandiwe’sears,andstartlesher.Shedidn’texpect

toseeNqabastandingbeforeher,heisstillinhis

formalworkclothes.Blackpantsandaroyal-blue

unbuttonedcollaredshirt.Hehasnotieon,

probablyleftitathomeorinthecar.Thandiwe

knowshesawthenotethesecondhegothome,

hencehispresenceatthestation.Helookslikehe

hasbeentohellandback.Sheseesinhiseyes

somethingshewouldneverforgetanditbreaksher

heart.

“What’sgoingon?”Thatquestionthough.Howis

shegoingtoanswerit?Suddenly,Thandiwe

rememberseverythingshewroteonthenoteand

mortificationwashesoverher,hiseyesare

condemningher,shecan’tlookintothemanymore.

“Whereareyougoing?”Thequestionskeepcoming.

Nqabaknowswheresheisgoing,everythingis

explainedintheletter.Howeverhewantstohear

hersayit,butThandiwecan’tspeak,shedoesn’t

wantto.

“Nqaba.”Finally,hewasstartingtothinksheis



ignoringhim.

“Whyareyoudoingthistome?”Thereisconfusion

inhiseyesashethrowsthisquestionather,he

needsanswershencethevarietyofquestions.

Thandiwecan’tblamehimeither,whensomeone

whopromisedtoloveyouforeversuddenlypacks

upandleaves,youwouldbeconfused.“Let’sgo

home.”Heorders,hehasn’tmovedaninchsincehe

stoodbeforeher.

IsThandiweabouttoloseanotherbattletoNqaba?

Walkingawayiseasywhenheisnotthere,buthow

wouldshebringherselftowalkawayfromhimnow

thatheislookingatherlikethat?Whydidhehave

tocome?

“Thandiwe.”Nqabapurrswhensherefusesto

conversewithhim.

“I’msorry.”Shewhispersunabletolookathim.

“Let’sgohome.”Thishabitofrepeatinghimself,

thereisnowayheisgoingtoletherboardthatbus.



“IneedthisNqaba”Nqabahasheardthesewords

beforeandhestillfindsthemegocentric.What

abouthim?Whatshouldhedowithhimselfwhen

sheleaveshim?

“AndIneedyou.”Therehegoesagainbeingself-

centred,

Itdoesn’thelpthattheireyesarelockedforafew

seconds,it’slikeeveryinchofpaininhisheartis

beingtransferredtoher.Helovesherandit’sreal,

morerealthananythingshehaseverknown.Soit

isnotstrangethatheisintears.Therewasatime

whenhetoldherthatonlyshecouldmakehimcry

andhopedhewouldneverlivetoseethatday.

“Please.”Apleadingwhisper,theyareinloveafter

allandyoudon’tdecidetopackupandleaveyour

significantotherbecauseyoucan’thandlethetest

lifehasthrownatyou.Theyaremeanttobeateam.

Doesn’tshegetthat?

“It’snotaboutyou.”Sheletsthatout,hermindstill

hasatendencyofrunningtohermouth.

“It’saboutusright?Weareateamright?”Hestates,



hiseyesstillfixedonher.

“Yes.”Shecounters,naturally.

“Thenwhyareyouleavingme?”

Thatquestionagain,Thandiwestillhasnoproper

explanationforitexceptthatshehastogo.She

oglesathimunabletorespond.Whydidhehaveto

makethingshard?

“I’llcomeback.”Ofcoursesheknowsitsounds

stupid.

“It’snotenough,Idon’twanttobewithoutyou.I

don’twanttomissourbaby’sbirth.”Thelookinhis

eyeskillsher.Nqabawouldfollowherifhecould,

buttheirlivesareinJohannesburg.

Histwinbrother,theonehejustfound.Theyareyet

tobond...Hissisterneedshimandhisfatherwho

hasn’tspokentoanyonesincethetruthhasbeen

revealed.Nqabahasproventobethestrongest,he

stayedandfacedwhatRandallcouldn’t,facedwhat

Dumaiscurrentlyavoidingbehindclosedcurtains



andabottleofalcohol.

“Please,Ineedthisplease.”Thandiwefindsherself

repeatingtheexactwordsagainandsoundingmore

selfisheachtime.Withtremblinghands,Nqaba

takesThandiwe’scheeksintohis.

“IneedyouTshabalala,Ineedyoutotrustme.Baby

I’mscared,I’lldieifyouleave.IknowIsoundlikea

coward,butIhaveneverbeenafraidofanythingin

mylifeuntilnow.Ican’tloseyouagainThandiwe,

whatifIdon’tgetyoubackthistime?”

“NqabayouarethestrongestpersonIknow.”

Thandiweassureshehim,makingphysicalcontact,

herarmsenfoldaroundhistorso.

“Thenwhythisfear?Whyismyheartracinglike

this?”AsmuchasNqabatrieshecan’tholdback

thetears.

“Nqaba.”

“I’msorry.”Heapologizesforthenoticeablepain

runningdownhisface.ThishasThandiwe



rethinkingherdecision.Lookatthedamageshe

hascaused,themaniscrying.

“No,I’msorry.”AnapologyfromThandiweafter

takinghishandsandkissingthem.Theirforeheads

meet,aquickkississhared.Ashismannishscent

tickleshernose,shewondershowshewouldbe

abletoleavewithoutthat.

“Holdme.”Nqabarequests.

TheloveNqabahasforThandiwehasdeemedhim

aweakling,hedoesn’tcareaboutthatnow.What

mattersistakinghisbelovedbackhome.Thisisa

differentNqaba,thesensitiveone.Thesensitive

sideofhimisalwayshiddenespeciallyinpublic,

buttonightThandiwehashimcryinginthe

presenceofacrowd.

“Holdme.”HerepeatsandThandiwecan’tresistas

shewrapsherarmsaroundhisshoulders.Rightat

thismomentinherarms,NqabayomziBiyaseisat

hisworst,hisweaknessdisplayedinpublic.Butthat

shouldbealrightbecauseheishiddeninthearms



ofthewomanheloves.Heiswrappedwithacloak

oflove,safefromthecoldworld.

“Let’sgohomeplease.”AkissonThandiwe’sear

accompaniesthisrequest.Heisnotgoingtorepeat

himself,hegrabsherluggage,takesherhandand

walkswithher.Thereisnothingmoretosay,he

wantstotakehiswomanhome.

BARBRA…

“Ihavefoundsomeonewhowilldothejobforus.”

Sandrasmileswiththisnews,sheislikeachild

whohasbeengivenalollipop.

“Doyoutrusthim?Randallhaseyesandears

everywhere,wehavetobecarefulaboutthis.”

“I’mnotstupidBarbra.”Hereyesnarrowatme,my

sisteriseasilyoffended.Istretchmyhandtopush

heroffthebed,herpresenceannoysmeatthe

moment.

“Whatisyourproblem?”Sheyelps,glaringdaggers



atmeandrefusingtomovefromthebed.

“I’mtiredSandra,don’tyougetit?Idon’twantyou

makinganymistakes,thisplanhastobeperfect.”

“Ohtrustme,Barbra.Amarawillbedeadbynext

week,mysonwillthankmeoneday.Hedoesn’t

needthatwitch…”IhavetoagreewithSandra,men

tendtobeweakwhenitcomestobeautifulwomen

andbothmysonshavebeeninfluencedbythese

twowomanwhowilldonothing,butdestroythem.

Suddenlythedooriskickedopen,myheartjumps

atthesightofRandallinthedoorway.Helooks

readytoexplodewithanger,hiseyesblazing

murderously,teethgrindingandveinsinhisneck

standingoutinlividridges.

“Randall?”Sandramumbles,hervoicetrembling.I

wouldstandtooifIwasn’tthissick,howdid

Randallfindthisplace?

“Mywife,mother?”Hegrindsoutthewordsthrough



clenchedteeth.“Youwanttokillmywife?”Hebarks

withauthority,spacingoutthewordsevenly.

Wearedead.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

77…

RANDALL…

Sgwiliisnotaround,heseemstohaveescaped

withSandra’stongue.Thewomancan’tspeak,she

standsfrozen,goggleeyedandindisbeliefthather

sonhasfoundherhidingplace.Rigidinthe

doorway,Randallawaitsananswerfromhis

tremblingmother.

Hecan’timaginethatsheisstillthesameperson

shewasyearsago.ThewomanwholetRavenhave



hiswaywithAmara,self-blamelickshisheart.Ifhe

hadn’tallowedherbackintotheirlivesthiswouldn’t

behappening,hewouldn’thavefoundouthislife

hasalwaysbeenalie.

“W…Whyareyouhere?”Sandracanonlyservea

question,herhearthasfallenintovariousbeats,

leavinghershakenandterrifiedtoherintellects.

“Youdidn’tthinkIwouldsitbackanddonothing

aboutthis,didyou?”Thatisexactlywhatshe

thought,hencetheplantokillhiswife.Hisgaze

chasesthewomanonthebed,hisbiological

mother…theonewhogavehimlife.

Thefirstthinghenoticesisherburntskin,her

charredlegsandarms.Shecouldpassoffasa

corpse,orratherapigleftinthegrillhalf-cooked.

HismindwondershowBarbraisstillalive

consideringthe3rddegreeburns.Sheisnowhere

closetodeath’sdoor.

“Whatisgoingonhere?”Randallhasneverbelieved



inthesupernatural,althoughLiyana’sgiftseemsto

bechanginghismind,itisnotdefiniteyet.Ifyou

wouldtellhimthathismother,Barbraisawitchand

wasstruckbylightning,hewouldcallyoubluffand

ifhewerealaugher,laughinyourface.

ThickspittleglidesdownSandra’sthroatasshe

contemplatesaresponse,hereyesmovetoher

sisterwhoisjustasnervous.Howdotheyexplain

this?

“She…Sheburntherselfwithwater.”Quickthinking

Sandra,Randallglowersatthetwowomenand

shrugshisshoulders,depictinghowmuchhe

doesn’tcareaboutBarbra.

“Fatecanbeabitch,hey?TothinkIwasgoingto

burnthislittlehousedownwiththetwoofyouinit.”

Sandra’seyeswidenatherson’sdeclaration,he

wouldn’thurtherlikethat,wouldhe?Barbraknows

shewillneversurviveafire,notevenSgwiliwould

beabletosaveher.

“Son…”Barbra’sattempttointerveneisinterjected

byRandall’sraisedhand.



“Don’tcallmethat,Idonotknowyou.”

Randallfindsthisconversationimpractical,hence

theneedtocheckthetimeonhiswristwatch.A

sneertakesformonhisfacialfeatures,heturnsto

thedoorandmotionsforhisacquaintancetostroll

intothelittlehouse,Nkosistridesinwithaboxand

adiabolicallookonhisface.Theladiesare

oblivioustothecontentsofthebox,theyexchange

glances.Neitherknowswhattheotheristhinking.

“Baby…”Sandra’svoicetrembles,sheisawarewhat

hersoniscapableof.Hedidkillhisbrotheronce

uponatime,allforthelovehekeepsinhisheart.

“Wh…Whatareyoudoing?”

Sandraquestionsthesecretsofherson'smind,the

manismerrilywhistlingtoasongthatappearsto

givehimjoy.Randall’sheadslantstotheside,a

smuglooktakingfullcontrolofhisfeatures.

“Relaxmother,Idon’twanttospoilthesurprise.”



“W…whatsurprise?”That’sBarbra,dammitshe

doesn’twanttodie.Herdreamofbeingqueenof

theunderworldwillbeshuttered.

Randallpullsachairfromthecorneroftheroom,he

slidesittowardSandraandcommandsthatshesits.

Theauthorityinthetoneofhisvoicehasher

obeyingthecommand,Barbradoesnotseeahappy

endingtothis.

Herlifeisflashingbeforeeyesandcallingupon

Sgwiliistheonlythingshecando,buttheywon'tbe

abletotakeonanOkolie.Thosepeoplearehighly

protected.

Makhafulahasturnedonher.Shehasno

knowledgeofhiswhereabouts.Ishedead?Didthe

Okolieancestorsdealwithhim?Thatwouldbea

gainforher,shecanfinallysitonthatthroneshe

hasbeencravingfor.

“I’mnotGod,butIhavedecidedthatyourtimeis

up.”Randallhaspliersinhishand,Lordknowswhat



heplanstodowiththose.Sandrajiggleswithfear

oftheunfamiliar.

“W…Whatareyougoingtodowiththose?”Randall

grimaces,amenacingglareuponhisface.

“IhaddifferentmotiveswhenIcamehere,butafter

hearinghowyoutwoareplanningonhavingmy

heartrippedoutofmychest,itwouldbesounfairto

letyoulive.”Historycan’trepeatitself,Randall

cannotkillhismotherlikehedidhisbrotherandall

forAmara’ssake.Fearfulandshakinglikealeafon

awindyday,Sandrascreams.Shewouldrisefrom

thechair,butparalysisfromfearhasherunyielding.

“Shhh!!!”Afingeronhislip,Randallordershis

mothernottomakeasound.Heleansin,hishands

placedonthearmofthechair.“Youseemother,I

havethispentupangerIneedtoreleaseand

torturingyouistheonlythingthatwillmakemefeel

better,Idon’tknowaboutyoursisteroverhere.”

HiseyesdarttoBarbra,herfaceisunmoved.

Howeverherheartisreadytoescapeherchest.



“Thiswholesceneiswrong,”Randallsighsatthe

soundofStyles’voice,hestandsstraighttoglance

athisfriendatthedoor.Stylesisallsmiles,asif

happyhecamejustintime.“That’smyroleyou’re

playingUze.”AsmirkthatleavesRandallhuffing

outoffrustration.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Randallgrunts,he

knowsStyleswillruinthefun.

“Youdidn’tthinkyouweretheonlyonelookingfor

thesetwo?Yourtwinhasbeenhardatworkaswell,

unfortunatelyhecan’tbehererightnow.”

Nqabahasn’tvisitedRandall’smindthusfar,he

crosseshisarms,contractinghisgaze.Styles’

smilehasnotfaltered,hekeepsittoannoyhis

friendanditseemstobeworking.

“We’regoinghomeRandall,hometoyourfamily.”

Thevoiceofreasoncommands.

“NotbeforeIdealwiththesetwo.”StubbornRandall

clashes.



“You’renotgoingtodothat,Iwon’tletyoutake

anotherlife.Raven’sdeathhashauntedyoutill

today.Whatdothinkkillingyourmotherwilldoto

you?”

“Theywanttohavemywifekilled.”Randallsnaps,

Stylesisfurthergettingonhisnerves.

“Iknow,nothingofthesortwillbefallAmara.Don’t

youtrustmeanymore?”Thatisarhetorical

questionfromStyles,ifanything,Randallwould

jumpoffthebridgeknowingStyleswouldrescue

him.StylesfindsananswerinRandall’ssilence,

BarbraandSandraaregratefultotheirsaviour.

Littledotheyknow,theirsonhasamindofhisown,

heisnotcontrolledbyanyoneandoncehehas

madeuphismind,noonecanchangeit.

“I’mtakingyouhome.”Thatisamandatefrom

Styles,hespotsawoundedBarbraonthesingle

bed.“Thisoneneedstofaceherfamily,thedamage

shehascausedisbiggerthanshecanever

imagine.”



Barbrafrowns,unabletounderstandthewordsof

themanwhojustsavedherlife.

“Youwantmetotrustyou,rightStyles?”Yeah!His

mindisunchangeableatthispoint,Stylesknowsit

hencetheshouldershrug.“I’maskingyouthesame,

Iamnotachild,IknowwhatI’mdoing.”Randall

shootshisgazeatNkosigesturingthatitistimefor

planB.

“Mhlonishwa.”Nkosinods,receivingallthatjazz.

ThemangrabsBarbra’shand,roughlypullingher

up.Painengulfsthewitch,causinghertoscreamin

agony.Styleswantstointervene,nonethelesshis

friendisstabbingdaggersathim,daringhimto

makeamove.

“Whereareyoutakingthem?”Stylesqueries,

withoutturninghiseyesawayStyles;Randallgrips

Sandra’sarmandbeginslugginghertowardthe

door.Thewomandoesnotscreamlikehersister.

Instead,followshersonout.



“NqabaisnotgoingtolikethisRandall.”

“Ifhehasaproblem,hewilltakeitupwithme.”

Nonchalantly,Randallthrowsananswerback.

Barbraishelpedintothecar,nowordhasbeen

utteredbyher.Shewouldcalluponherdarkpowers,

butstrengthiswhatshedoesn’thave.Themoment

everyoneisinthecar,Stylesdashestohiscarto

trailthem.

NQABA…

Myheartthundersrobustlyasmyeyesrelishthe

sightofThandiwefastasleeponthebed,aman

cannotbethispowerless.Failurelaughsinmyface

thesecondmykneeshittheground,it’shardto

praywhenyoudon’tseeanyprogress.Idoit

anyway,Iprayforhermorethananything.Iwant

myfamilytobeokay,Iwanttoliveanormallife

withthewomanIloveandmychildren.AmIasking

fortoomuch?



Myphonerings,Iretrieveitfromthebedtosee

Ntuthuko’snameflashingonthescreen.Idashout

oftheroomtotakethecall,mybrotherbarelycalls

me.Itmustbeimportant.

“Cometothehospitalnow,it’sdad.”Theurgencyin

hisvoicehasmeworried.

“Whathappenedtofather?”

“Suicidalattempt,heshothimself…”Hisvoice

breaks,he’scrying.

“I’monmyway.”Hangingup,Irushbacktothe

bedroomtofindThandiweseatedup.Sheseesthe

worryinmyeyesandcuriositytakesover.

“Areyouokay?”Idon’tgettimetostopherfrom

gettingoutofbed,nordoIhavethestrength.

Everythingaroundmeistumbling,asThandiwe

getsintomypersonalspace,Istumblebackandhit

thewall.Ihavenoideawhattodowithmyself,my

mindisindisarray.Nothingmakessense,Ihave

beenlockedintoablurryworldwherenothingis

vibrant.



Ithinkshecanhearthehammeringofmyheart

becausesheplacesahandonmychest,hereyes

expandwithworryandpanic.

“What’swrong?”

“Myfatherisinthehospital,heshothimself.”It’s

hardformetosaythewordsoutloud.

“What?”Agapsbubblesoutofhermouth.“Howis

he?”

“Idon’tknow,Ihavetoseehim.”

“Go,heneedsyou.”

“Ican’tleaveyoualone.”Ican’ttakeherwithme

either,Imightbeatthehospitaltilllate.

“Iwillbefine,gotoyourfather.”Thandiweassures

asherarmsenwraparoundme,theembraceshe

offersissoothing.“Dumaisastrongman,he’llbe

okay.”

“Letmedropyouoffatmyfather’shouse,themaid

isthere.Atleastyouwon’tbealone.”



“TakemetoSethu’s,Iwanttobeclosetomyson.”

It’snotsuchabadidea,sinceshewillbe

surroundedbypeople.

ThedrivetoSethu’shousedoesnottakelong,I

parkoutsideandwaitforThandiwetoexitthecar.

“Nqaba!”Thereissadnessinhervoice.“Iloveyou.”

Sheexclaimswhenoureyesmeet.“Youhaveto

knowIloveyoubeyondanything.”Whydoesthis

soundlikegoodbye?Mymindgoesonrecessfora

momentasIpraythatsheisnotbiddingme

farewell.Ireachforhercheektokissherlips.

“I’llcomehometoyou,right?You’llbeherewhenI

getback?”Myeyesarefixatedonhers,knowing

shewouldneverlietomyface.

“I’llbehere,Ipromise.”Shesay,releasingmefrom

thebondageoffear.

“Takecareofyourselfandourbabies.”Igive

directives,toreceiveanodfromher.Iwaitforherto

gointhehousebeforedrivingaway.



LastnightIhadspokentomyfather,hesounded

fineoverthephone.Ishouldhavetoldhimtowait

forme,thatIwillcometoseehim.It’ssounlikehim

todosuchathing.DumaBiyaseisastrongman

andnothinghaseverbroughthimdown.Coulditbe

thatsomeoneshothimandcriedsuicide?

Ormaybethetruthwastoomuchtohandle.

Besideshischildren,myfatherhasaweaknessand

thatishiswifeBarbra.Helovesherlikesheisthe

onlywomanintheworld,sheiseverythingtohim

andonlyshehasthepowertobreakthatman.

Veronicameetsmehalfwayinthehospitalhallway,

sheisawhimperingmess.Herbodycollidesinto

mine,Idon’tknowhowtocomforther.Wordshave

failedme,Ntuthukoemergesfromoneoftherooms

lookingfrazzled.Hetakesleisuredsteps,heading

myway.VeronicashiftsasIremovemyarmsfrom

her.

“Bafo.”I’mstillspeechless,atearescapeshiseye.



Hegetsridofitwithoneswipeandforthefirsttime

inalongtimemybrothercriesinmyarms.Ihold

himbackwithonearm,Veronicaisholdingonto

myotherhand.Sheburstsintopainfulwaterworks,

thisputsmeonthespot.

WhodoIcomfort?Itooneedashouldertocryon,

howeverIhavetobestrongformysiblings.

Judgingfromtheircries,father’scaseisbad.

Countedminuteslater,weperchourselvesonthe

silverbenches.Veronicaisneedyandclingy,Idon’t

mind…sheisthebabyofthefamily.

“Howishe?”IaskNtuthuko,heisseatedwithhis

headbowed,entertainingsniffles.

“Heisinsurgery,thereisnohopebafo.Heputa

bulletthroughhishead.”Ntuthukoexplains.

“IwasinmyroomwhenIheardthegunshot,I

thoughthewasdeadwhenIfoundhimlyinginhis

ownblood.Itwasterrible.”Mysistertellsherside

ofthestory,didImentionthatsheisgettingher

normalspeechback?Nothinghasbeendoneto



cleanseheryet,butsheisstartingtosoundmore

likeanadult.“Dadhastobeokaybhuti,wecan’t

losehim.”

“Iknewhelovedmom,Ididn’tknowitwasthis

much.Howcanhetrytotakehisownlifebecause

hiswifeisawayfromhim?”Ntuthukosays,roughly

scratchinghishead.Itrustfatherdidnotdisclose

thereasonbehindhisdepression.

Myattentionturnstothemotheranddaughterwho

walkinthehallwaycryinghysterically,myheart

goesouttothem.Idon’twantmyfamilytogo

throughthat,myfatherhastomakeit.Heismy

crutch,Ineedhimwithme.

I’mgrowingimpatient,thiswaitisfrustrating.Thirty

minuteshavepassedandnoonehascometo

updateus,Veronicahasfallenasleeponthebench.

“Thisisforyou.”Ntuthukohandsmeanenvelope.“I

signedthemlastnight,I’mtiredofthiswar.

Thandiweneverbelongedtome,Iwon’tfightyou



anymore.”Hadwebeenindifferentcircumstances,

Iwouldbeecstatic.“Theplanwastoleavethe

country,anewstart,youknow?Igotajobin

Germany,Iwasmeanttoleaveinthreedays.Ican’t

nowthatfatheris…”

“Hewillbeokay.”I’mtryingtoconvincemyselfas

well.

“Hehastobeokay,dadisthepillarofthisfamily.

Hekeepsustogether,ourfamilywon’tmakeit

withouthim.”Iamastonishedbymybrother’s

suddenchangeofheart.“Whataboutmom?Where

willwestartlookingforher?”

Styleshasn’tgottenbacktomeregardingBarbra’s

whereabouts,Itrusthimtofindher.

THANDIWE…

MymindracestoNqaba,Duma’ssituationreminds



meofmyfatherandhowhelosthislife.Ifanyone,I

knowwhatNqabaisgoingthrough.Memoriesof

mymotherfloodmyhead,Ineedtocallher.I

excusemyselffromSethuandthekidsinthe

loungeandheadoutsidetomakeacall.It’sgetting

dark,theeveningbreezehastakenitsposition.

“Thandiwe.”Myheartclasps,Imisshersomuch.

“Mama,howareyou?”Sheisquiet,herfloppy

breathsspeaktome.

Acoldshiverabruptlyrunsdownmyspine,the

atmosphereisswiftlypaintedwithaneeriefeeling.

“Mama.”Atthesoundofawhisper,Iturnaround

andmyheartjoltsasifelectrocutedbyavoltage.

Howisshehere?Ithoughtshehadleftmealone.I

wasmeanttobefreefromher.Itisher...thered

raincoat…thebarefeet,Icannevergetthiswrong.

“Mama!”sheghostlycalls,titlingherheadbackand

cacklingwithbrutal,maliciouslaughter.Thephone

dropsfrommyshakyhandwithaclatter.Mymind



goesintoprotectivemode,Istartpickingstones

fromthegroundandthrowingthemather.They

seemtodonothing,butmakeherguffaw.These

stonesarebig,whydotheyhavenoeffectonher?

“Mama,mama.”Hervoiceescalatesalongwithher

mockinglaughter,thisdoesn’tstopmefromtrying

toprotectmyself.IthinkofscreamingforSethu,but

Ican’tfindmyvoice.

“THANDIWEWHATAREYOUDOING?”Sethu

boomsfrombehindme,Iturntofindherpalefaced

andterrifiedasifsheislookingataghost.

Somehow,I’mgladthatshecanseethelittlegirl.

Thoughsheislookingatme,hereyesconvicting.

“Sethu,she…”Rapidly,Sethumoveswithmyhand

asIpointittowardthelittlegirl.Sheliftsherupand

ittakesasecondformetorealisethatZuluisthe

oneinherarmsandheisinjured,mymouthdrops

attheopenwoundonhisforehead,thereisso

muchbloodoozingfromit.Ittricklesdowntohis

chin.No,no,no…Thiscan’tbe,IswearIsawher…



she…oh!God,whatishappeningtome?

“It’sokaybaby.”Sethuconsolesmybaby,while

rushinghimintothehouse.Zuluiscrying,myheart

bleedsatthesoundofhiscries.Ifollowpursuitto

findSethuinthekitchen,applyingpressureonthe

wound.

“I…Ididn’tseehim…Iswear,itwassomeoneelse.”

Sethuwon’tlookatme.

“Givehimtome,please.”Sherebuffsmystretched

arms,turnsawayfrommeandrushestotakeSihle

fromthefloorinthelivingroom.

HerdaughterisafewmonthsyoungerthanR.J,she

crieswhensheseesaninjuredZuluinhermother’s

arms.Thenoiseseemstobefrustratingthelifeout

ofSethu,shewon’tletmehelp.AllIcandoisstand

andwatchhergrabwhateversheneedswithtwo

cryingkidsonherhips.

Ishadowthemtothecar,SethuordersthatIsitin



front.ComfortingwordsmollifyZuluassheplaces

himinthebackseat,shestrapsSihleonababycar

seat.

“Idon’tknowwhathappenedbackthere,therewas

alittlegirlandshe…”Ineedtoexplain,Sethuhasto

knowthatIdidn’tintendonhurtingmyson.Ifeel

likeanidiotwithherignoringme,she’smakinga

phonecall,drivingasfastasshecan.

“Sethu!”Nqaba’sunnervedvoiceflouncesfromthe

phone,it’sconnectedtothecar’sBluetooth.Biyase

isgoingtokillme.

“Nq…”Iwanttoexplainwhathappenedbefore

Sethugiveshersideofthestory.

“Whyismysoncrying?”Ohshit!“Whereis

Thandiwe?WhyisZulucryingSethu?”Hesounds

crosserwitheachword.

“I’mrushinghimtothehospital,pleasewaitforus

atreception.”Sethuhastilysays,shedidn’thaveto

callhim.



“Whathappenedtomyson?”Heshouts,Nqaba

doesn’tjustshout.WhathaveIdone?Thisisthe

secondtimeIhavehurtZulu,butitwas

unintentional.He’smyson,Igavebirthtohim,I

wouldneverdreamofhurtinghim.Iturntocatcha

glimpseofZulu,thebloodonhisfaceissuddenly

nauseating.Iwouldjumptocradlehimandgethim

toshushifhewerenotterrifiedofme.It’swrittenin

hisbloodshotredeyesandhowhetriesnottolook

backatme.

“We’realmostatthehospital,I’llexplainwhenwe

getthere.”SethusoundsasangryasNqaba,Idon’t

blameher.I’madisgrace,whatkindofamother

doessuchathingtoherson?

“IsThandiwewithyou?”Ohmyheart…HowdoIget

outofthis?IcanneverforgetthelookonNqaba’s

facethatdayIburntZuluwithhotwater.Ican’t

imaginewhathelookslikenow,willIbeableto

bringmyfacebeforehim?Sethugivesmeone

goodglare,Ifeelbadasitis.Mysonwon’tletme

anywherenearhim.



“Sheis.”Nqabatakesamomentofsilenceright

afterSethu’sresponse.LordIknowwhatheis

thinking,heknowsI’mthecause.

“Mysonbetterstopcryingnow,orIsweartoGod…”

Heretortsandthelinegoesdead.Thatexclamation

wasdirectedtome.IturnbacktocheckonZulu

again,Sihlehashisheadonhershoulder,patting

him.

“Zulu.”Hedoesn’tlookup,Ineedhimtostopcrying.

“Lethimbe,youwillonlyupsethimfurther.”Whose

childishe?Idon’twanttoarguewithSethu,

keepingmymouthshutisbest.Sihleseemstobe

doingagoodjobwithZulu,slowlybutsurelyheis

settlingdown.Hewon’tbewailingwhenwegetto

thehospital,thatwon’tcurbNqaba’sangerthough.

Jesus!EitherwayI’mscrewed.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

78…



AMARA…

Anotherdisappointmentfromthemanwhohas

neverletherdownbefore,morningsarenotthe

samewithouthim.Shecan’texpresshowmuchshe

missesthatmanofhers.

FourdayshavepassedandAmarahasgrowntired

ofcallingsomeonewhodoesn’twanttospeakto

her,eventuallyshegaveup.Ifhewantstocome

homethenhewillcomehome.Randallisabigbaby,

weallknowthat.However,thebigbabyknowshis

waybacktohisfamily.Amaraisnotgoingtoforce

him.

Shehasbeeninthekitchenpreparingfoodforgod-

knowswho,sheisnothungry,butneedstokeep

herselfbusybeforeshegoescrazyofthinking.

LifeiscurrentlynotgoingthewayAmarahoped,



shehasn’theardRandall’svoiceindaysandthat

hurtsmorethanhittingyourtoeonthecornerofa

wardrobe.

“Amara.”Ifeanyicalls,althoughshehasherown

problems,sheisworriedaboutthecouple.Amara

neglectsthepotsandtakesherattentiontoher

sisterin-law.TheoldIfeanyiwouldofferan

apologeticsmileonbehalfofherbrother,thisone

hasapoker-face.

“Whereisbrother?”Ifeanyiwantstoknow,inher

opinionshethinksRandallisactinglikeachild.

Amarashrugs,tryingtoavoidtalkingabouttheman

whohasfrustratedhermorethananything.Ifeanyi

guidesherstepsintothekitchen,shewantstosee

whatAmaraispreparing.Ghanaiandishes,justlike

Ifeanyitaughther.Thiscouldonlymeanonething,

Randallisonhermindasexpected.

“Youmisshim?”

“Ican’tthinkofanythingelse,buthim.”

“Brotherisstupid,Idon’tcareifheisheirapparent.



Nanawillhavetoforgiveme,buttheirkingisan

idiot.”Theurgetolaughisthere,Amaraclogsit.It

isnotwhathersisterin-lawhasuttered,butthe

toneintroducedinhervoice.Hereyessmileatthe

girlinfrontofher,AmarawouldpointoutthatIfeis

comingback,theirIfe.Nonetheless,thatwould

probablytakeherbacktothehovelshehadshut

herselfin.

“Hey,that’smyhusband,you’retalkingabout.”

Amaramanagesasoftlaugh,Ifeanyirollshereyes

likemostgirlsherage…it’sdramaticandspeaksa

lotofwords.

“ThankGodheisyourhusbandalone,imagineifhe

hadtwowives.Brotherwouldbeamess,hecan’t

makeonewomanhappy.Whatdidyouseeinhim

anyway?Heisjustagiantwhoiscluelessabout

women.”AmaraspotsasmileonIfeanyi’slips.

“Iamnotagiant.”Speakofthedevil…Welcome

homesirOkolie.



IfAmara’shearthadlegs,itwouldescapethrough

herribcageandrunamile.Itisasifshe’sseeing

himforthefirsttimeinalongtime.Anexhilarating

feelingovercomesher,shehatesbeingneedyand

obsessedoverherhusband.Sheiscomfortedby

theexcitementshefeelsofhavinghimhome.

Amaraletshereyesinspecteverypartofthebig

manandnoticeshowhehaslostsomuchweight.

“Youareagiantbrother.”ShocknudgesatRandall

athowhissisteriscomingbacktothem,hiseyes

shifttoAmarathenbacktothelittleprincess.He

wantstohugher,andspinheraround,butdecides

againstit.

“You’reabigcluelessgiant,”Ifeanyifinishes.“Ifyou

askme,Mzishouldbenextinlinetorule.He’staller

andhandsome,wewantahandsomeking.”Isita

miraclethatIfeanyijustsmiled?Randallseemsto

thinkso,heisnotbotheredbyherlamespeech.

Happinessoverwhelmshim,withaghostofasmile



hetakestwolargestepsandhashissisterina

whirlwind.Ifeanyichurnsinhisarms,fightingtobe

putdown.HerheadspinsasRandalltwirlsher

around.

“Brotherputmedown,”Ifeanyicomplains,herwish

isgrantedafterafewmoreswirls.

“You’reback.”Hisvasthandscoverherwholeface

ashecradleshercheeks,Ifeanyiflashesasmile

again.

“Myclothesarewrinklednow,Chiomawillshout

whenIchange.”Ifeanyiisbotheredwithheroutfit,a

laughsurgesfromAmara’smouth.Ittouches

somethinginRandall’sheart,allofasuddenhe

yearnsforhertouch.Ragewinsoverhisheart

though.Seeingtheelephantwalkintothekitchen,

Ifeanyiexcusesherselftogivethetwospace.

RandallfightsthestrongurgetoembraceAmara,

thisiswhenitdawnsonhimthatheisstillupset

andneedsmoretimetoheal.

“Wherehaveyoubeen?”Amara’smindbetraysher



asitrunstohermouth,butatleastshemanagedto

saysomethingthroughallthistensionandisnot

sureifhe’llrespond.Whatshefearshappensas

Randallturnsaroundandwalksaway.

Reliefswampsherstill,sheisgladthatRandallis

finallyhome,Nothingelsemattersatthismoment.

THANDIWE…

Agitationandangsthavecometokeepme

company,theyhavemeimmobileandchainedin

myownbodyasifIamaprisoner.Nqabaisgoing

tokillme,Iknowthatthiswillhaveadireending.I

can’tbreathewhilewaitingforhimtocomeback,

timehassloweddown.

Zuluhasbeentakenfortreatment.Ihadtostay

back,mypresencewasupsettinghim.Sethuis

perchedbesidemewithherbabyonherlap.She’s

talking,butIcanhardlypickupaword.Mymuddled

mindfailstograspherverses.Hervoicehas

becomebackgroundnoise.



Myhearttakesabreakforasecondasthedoor

cracksopen.Iholdmybreathwaitingforthe

inescapable,Nqabaemergesasecondlater

Ntuthukoappearsbehindhim.Iknewhewashere,I

guessImissedthepartwherehewentintothe

doctor’sroomwithNqaba.

Steadily,Irise,mywholebeingstandingatattention,

itmatterswhatNqabathinksofme.Hiseyesare

avoidingme,Iyearntolookintothem,it’swhereI

findmysanity.

“Howishe?”Sethuspeaks.

“He’llbefine.”That’sNqaba.

Hisarmsarefoldedacrosshischest,apuckerhas

takenoverhisface.Desperatetobecomfortedby

onlyhim,Isendmyhandtotouchhischest.His

bodytenses,hetakesonelookatmeandIdrownin

theangerheholds.Thatdoesn’tstopmefrom

throwingmyselfathim,myarmslooparoundhis

neckandclasp.Icagemyfaceonthecurveofhis



neck,mybodyshudderinglikeIwasthrowninice

water.Heisnotholdingmeback,Ilongforhis

embrace…hiswordsofcomfort.

“Yousaidyou’llalwaysbetherewhenIneedyou.”

Whisperingintohisear,Iremindhimofan

accustomedsaying.“Ineedyoutoholdme,please

holdme,Nqaba.”

Ifeelhimcomeloose,hishandsmovefromhis

chestandslowlytheycagemein,kickingfearout

andeverythingelsefadesaway.Nqababrusheshis

noseonmyneck,takinginmyscent.

“I’msorryNqaba.”

“It’sokay…Iloveyou.”Tearsburnmyeyes,he

leavesawetkissonmyneck“Iloveyou.”Hearing

thesewordsfromhimisenoughformetorest

assuredthathewillneverabandonme.

“Weneedtotalk.”Heintroducesthedreadedwords,

Iamgladthoughthatheiswillingtoletmeexplain



whathappened.“Comewithme.”

AsNqabagripsmyhand,myheadspinsand

everythinginstantlyblacksout.

RANDALL…

“Imadeyoufood.”Shetellshimwhenshefindshim

inthebedroomaftersearchingforhimalloverthe

house.Randallislayingonthetwoseatercouch,

hislegscrossedandhangingontheendofit.He

usedhisarmasapillow,thepositioncan’tbe

comfortable;Amarafiguresasshecomprehends

howtallheisforthatcouch.

Shestandsinthedoorwaywaitingforhis

responseevenaglimpsefromhimwouldsuffice,

butRandallisRandall.

“You’velostweight.”Amarapoints,hesighs

indicatinghedoesn’twanthertalkingtohim

althoughshegiveshimsomuchpeace.“Imissyou



todeathithurtsmyheart.”Hermindandmouthdo

whattheydobest,turnagainsther.

Amarawaitsforhisreaction,eventhoughit’snot

somethingsheplannedonsaying,shestillexpects

awordfromhim.

AndsinceRandallcan’tstandtoseehiswifeinpain,

hesitsupandwithoutathoughttoit,burieshis

headinthepalmsofhishands.

“Areweokay?”Thewifeneedstoknow.

“Idon’tknow.”Well,aren’tweabitchildish?Amara

letsherselfin,ploddingtowardshim,heistempted

toraisehisheadandlookather.

“Wehaveneverbeenapart,let’snotstartnow

please.Wecangetthroughthislikewe’vegotten

througheverythingelse.”Thereisanurgetotouch

hisheadandcaressitlikeshealwaysdoes,butshe

isnotsureifshestillhasarightoverhim.Holdon,



holdonAmara…You’rehiswife,ofcourseyouhave

arightoverhim.Ifnotyou,thenwhodoes?

Amaragoesdownonherkneesinfrontofhim,

meetinghisheightandplacesherhandsonhislap.

Thisisthesecondtimeinherlifeshekneelsbefore

Randall,shehasnoideawhathasdrivenherto

suchadecision.Itcouldbedesperation?Ordoes

thethoughtoflosinghimterrifyherthatmuch?

“Don’tbesilentplease,talktome.Youcanscream,

shout,anything.Ican’tstandyoursilence.”Itis

hardenoughthatshespentdayswithouthim.“This

isnotyou,Randall,youdon’trunawayfromyour

problems.Youdon’trunawayfromme.”

Randallhasneverbeenaloveroflies,fromwhenhe

wasaboyhehatedthemwithpassion.Amarais

verymuchawareofit.Needingtolookintohiseyes,

shetakeshischin,tiltinghisheadupsoheis

lookingather.Theireyesmeetandthereitis,the

hurtanddisappointmentshedidn’twanttosee.



ThestubbornnessofanOkolie…Randallslowly

removesherhandfromhisfaceanddoesn’tmiss

theshockedlookinhereyes.

“Stop.”TypicalOkolie,theyarefondofcommanding

andhavingtheirway.“YoualwayssayIshouldlet

youbeangry,Iamaskingthesamefromyou.”He

remindsherofafamiliarproverb.“AmIaskingfor

toomuch?Areyoutheonlyonewhoisallowed

spacewhenhurting?”Hesimpersinangerashe

questionshiswife.Inthisheatedmoment,Amara

sensesthatRandallisnotreadytoforgiveher.

“N...No.”Well,well,well…Myvoicewouldalso

tremblewhenglaredatlikethat.

“I’mhurt…alot.”Randalladmits“Ineverthought

youwoulddothistome.”

“IsaidI’msorry.”Ithinkthequeencangetupnow,

thenagain,sheiskneelingbeforeaking.Notjusta

king,butherking.“Howlongwillyoukeepmeaway

fromyou?”Amarastrugglestohidethepaininher

eyesandsomehowwantshimtoseeit,toknow



howsorrysheis.JustoneglancefromRandall,one

glancefromthemanwhocouldn’tkeephiseyesoff

ofhiswifeforthreeyears.

“I’mprotectingmyheart.”Hesaysasheleansback

onthecouchandcarrieshislargehandsonhis

head.

“Fromme?”Randall’swordshurtsomuchthatthey

suffocateher.

“Youfailedtoprotectitasmywife,whenItrusted

youthemost,youleftmeoutinthecold.I’msorryif

I’mfrozen,butthere’snothingIcansayordoright

now,Ican’tfeelanything.”Hespillshisfrozenheart

out,piercingherswithhiswordsintheprocess.

Amaraclencheshereyesshutashiswordsbruise

everyfragilepartofher.

“Youcantrustme.”Surehecan,thisisthesame

womanwhohaswatchedhimkillpeopleandstayed

withnoquestionsasked.Randallderivesanauraof

someonewhodoesn’twanttobedisturbed.

“Pleaseleave.”RelaxOkolie…Argh!Whattheheck?



Themanishurting.

Amaraisjustasstubborn,theboldnesstolainher

headonthelapofanangryman.Now,nowAmara…

let’snotforgethisbeastdays,howheshothis

fatherrightinhislivingroomandstabbedhis

brotherto…Okaay!Thisisnotwhywehave

gatheredhere.

“Randallplease.”Amaraimplores…Tears?That

shouldhelp,don’tweallusetearsasanescape?

Theyplummetonhislap,penetratingthroughthe

thickfabric.Theywarmhisdarkskinandinthis

instantthereisacrazy,insanely,undeniableurgeto

grabherandcomforther,butsomethingisstopping

thekingandhehateswhatevertheobstacleis

becauseitiskeepinghimfromhisbeloved.

Randall’smindworksovertimetryingtofigureout

whatitis,hewouldknowifitwereego,butRandall

Okolieisnotanegoisticperson.Maybearrogant…

Heclampshisfistinangerandgritshisjawashe

can’tstandthetearsofhiswife,lookingaway



seemslikeabetteralternative.

“WillyouleaveorshouldI?”Randallcrosseshis

arms.Wespokeaboutthestubbornnessofan

Okolie,hereitisatplayoncemore.Randall’spig-

headednessisbeyondAmara,itisdownright

draining.

Astrongwilledqueeniswhatsheaspirestobeand

thisisherchancetoshowoffherskills.Takingupa

straightface,Amarawipeshertears,gathers

herselftogetherandwithherheadheldhighbegins

tosaunteroutofthebedroom.Carefulnottodrop

thatcrown.

Randallhashiseyesonherandforasecondthere

hethinksshewilllookback,butourqueen

disappoints.Isthatallheisgoingtodo?Sighhis

lifeaway?

Ishepunishingherorhimself?Hisheartquestions

him,heneedsthatwomanandmissesherdeeply.

Let’srevisitthatpartaboutegos,perhapsheis



egocentric.

THANDIWE…

“Isthebabyokay?”

“Thebabyisfine.”Thenwhythehug?Whythe

gloomyface?

Youknowthatfeelingwhenyourheartjumpsto

yourthroatandyoufeellikeyourwholelifeisfalling

apart?ThatisthefeelingIwokeuptointhis

hospitalroom,somethingiswrong.Icanfeelitand

ithassaltywaterexudingfrommyeyes.

“Nqaba,whatisgoingon?You’rescaringme.”Why

isheholdingmelikeit’sthelasttime?

Hetightensthegriparoundmywaist,hisbody

shudderingandnowhisbreathinghasrocketed.Is

hecrying?Idon’twanthimtocry.

MaybeIshouldstopsnivellingbecauseitseemsto

fuelwhateveritishe’sfeeling.SometimesIhatemy

emotions,theyalwaysgetthebestofme.



Ihearhimheaveasighlikehefeelssuffocated.

IttakesafewminutesbeforeIamabletopull

myselftogether…WhatisthisthingIamfeeling?

Trappedinhisarmsisthebestthingthatcould

happentome,thereiscomforthere.

God!DidIeverthankyouforthismanandthelove

hehasforme?

Nqabakissesthecamberofmyneck,hislipsgraze

uptomychin.

Hepecksmynose,thenforeheadandlastly

worshipsmylipswithasweetkisscausingmy

hearttojumpoutofmychest.

Hecotsmycheeks,makingmelookathim.

“Ihatethesetears,theonlytearsyou’remeantto

cryaretearsofjoy.”Hedeclaresashisthumb

wipesthemaway.Myconscioustellsme

somethingisterriblywrong,that’swhyI’mcrying.

Nqaba’slipslingeronminebeforewehearthedoor

crackopen.I’maboutreadytopulloutofthekiss,



butnoNqabadoesn’tstoponanyone’saccount.

Whoeverentersthehospitalroomclearstheirthroat

andthankGodNqabastops.Webothturntoa

middleagedwhitewomaninadoctor’scoat,she

givesusthatsmilethatwhitepeoplegiveblack

people,thatonethathasyouwonderingifit’sfake

orshefeelslikesheowesusasmileforwhatever

reason.

“Yes?”Heraisesaneyebrow.Let’sscratchthispart,

Nqabaisnotrude,maybecondescending.

Overawed,theladyclearsherthroatagain.She

keepsthesmileandIdoubtit’sgoinganywhere

soon.

“Hi,mynameisDr.HacoAfrica.I’mapsychologist,

Dr.Lithulisentmehere.Sheexplainedeverything

aboutthehallucinations.”Thisishighlyupsetting.

WhosaidIneedapsychologist?

“I’mnotcrazy.”Sheishereforme,theythinkIhave

lostmymind.Iwantthatannoyingsmileonher



facegone,itmakesmefeelstupid.Iamnotachild

whospeaksthingsthatdonotmakesense.

Nqabakissesmycheek,Iknowthatlook,heis

abouttoconvincemetospeaktothiswoman.

“Tshabalala!”Myass…Iamnotinterestedin

whateverhehastosay.

“Atleasttryandhearherout.”

“I’mnotcrazyNqaba.”Irepeat,Icanevenputa

stamponit.Idon’tcarehowdominanthecanbe.I

willnotlistentohimwhenitcomestothis.

“PleaseThandiwe,there’sobviouslyareason

behindeverythingthathasbeenhappening.”What

thehell?HedamnwellknowswhyI’mgoing

throughwhatI’mgoingthrough.Ithasnothingtodo

withmysanity.

“Mostpatientsdiagnosedwithschizophreniaarein

denial,they…”Haco.

“Schizophrenia?”IwantanswersfromNqaba,not

thiswoman.Hermindhasbeenmadeup,she



thinksIhavelosttouchwithreality.

“Yes,it’sa…”

“IknowwhatitisandIassureyoudoctorHaco,I

amnotschizophrenic.Iknowwhattheproblemis

andyoucan’thelpme.Idon’texpectyouto

understandthespiritualworld.You’readoctorafter

allandyouwillsurelytakethescientificroute.”I’m

upset,andwhyisthismannotsayinganything?

WhyishenottellingthiswomanthatIamnotcrazy?

Heevenhastheaudacitytolookmestraightinthe

eye.

“Iunderstandyourfearma’am,it’snormaltobe

afraid.Butwecan’tignorethisanyfurther,from

whatIhaveheard,you’refargoneandtheonlyway

foryoutohealistobeadmitted.Thatwaywewill

keepaneyeonyou.”Admitted?

“Youmeanamentalhospital?”Nqabatakesmy

handintohis,IsnatchitbackbeforeIslaphim

acrosstheface.

“Nqabapleasetellhertoleave.”



Idon’tevenbothertolookather,I’mnotcrazyand

thelastthingIwantisawomaninawhitecoat

tellingmethatI’mlosingmymind.”

“Thandiweplease…”Heistouchingme,Lord…

“Tshabalala…”

Goand‘Tshabalala’awayfromme.

“Getthiswomanoutofhere,Nqaba.”I’mnotoneto

berude,buttheyarepissingmeoff.

“Icancomebacklater.”Howaboutnever?Iamnot

goinganywhere.

“Wait.”MyeyeswidenatNqabastoppingHaco

fromamblingoutoftheroom.

Hefixeshisgazeonme,brownedoff.

“Whatthehelliswrongwithyou?”

No,whatthehelliswrongwithyou,thinkingIwould

agreetothishocus-pocus?

“Nothingiswrongwithme.Itoldyou,I’mnotcrazy.

Youofallpeopleshouldknowthat.”Heglaresat



meforawhilewithoutsayinganything.

UncomfortableItellyou.

“AreyougoingtoletthemtakemeawayNqaba?”

No,hedoesnotgettodrophiseyes.Iwanthimto

lookmeintheeyeandtellmethatheisnothaving

melockedup.

“It’sforyourowngood.”Hishandstrailmyarms,

fromshouldersdowntomyfingers.Iwouldhave

himstop,buthistouchishavinganeffectonme.It

isthelasttimeIwilleverfeelhim?“Somethingis

wrongwithyouTan-tan,wetriedeverythingandthis

istheonlyoptionleft.”

Heislyingtome,IhaveheardNqabaprayingfor

meinthemiddleofthenight.Ihaveheardhiscries

toGod,IhaveheardhistearsandIhaveheardhis

heartbreakintoamillionpieces.Allofthis

happenedeverynight,intheweehoursofthe

morninginutterdarkness.HethoughtIwas

sleepingthewholetime,Iknowhedoesn’tthinkI’m

crazy.



WhereisGodwhenyouneedhim?Whyishenot

answeringourprayers?Whyishesittingback

watchingthedevilhavehiswaywithme?TheGod

whosaidhewillneverleavemeissilentandithurts.

“Therehastobeanotherway,Idon’twanttobe

awayfromyou.Idon’twanttobeawayfrommy

son,I’lldieNqaba.”

“We’llvisityoueveryday,Ipromise.”

“No,Idon’twanttohearit.Don’tmakepromises

youcan’tkeep.”

“Thandiwe.”Hecontinuestotouchme,Ipushhis

handaway.“LookatwhathappenedtoZulu,twice

Thandiwe.Whatifhewon’tbeluckynexttime?”

Howcouldhesaythattome?Iwouldnever

consciouslyhurtmyson.

“I’mnotcrazy.”That’sall,Iwon’tsayanythingmore.

Idon’tknowwhathegesturestothedoctor,she

sauntersoutbrieflyandcomesbackwithtwo



nursesamaleandfemale.Iamnotgoingtocry,

althoughthelumponmythroatisforcingmeto.

“Iloveyou.”Nqabawhispersinmyear,nestlesmy

cheekwithhishandandpullsmeintoatight

embrace.Idon’treturnit,ifhelovesme,hewouldn’t

bedoingthistome.

Iwantedtogotomymother,Ishouldhavegoneto

mymotherandwaitedformydeaththere.Thisis

it…heissendingmeawaytodiealone.

WhenNqabaletsgo,Isinkonthebedandglanceat

theceiling.Ihearhimsigh,Ihavenoideawhatitis

about.Idon’tgivearat’sarseeither.Thisman

wantsmelockedup,hewantsmetominglewith

crazypeople.

“Iloveyou,Tshabalala.”

Tobecontinued…
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NQABA…

Myhearthasdied,rightaftermakingthedecisionto

separatemyselffromit.SinceIbrokethenewslast

night,Thandiwehasn’tutteredawordtome,nor

hasshelookedatme.IthoughtIwouldspendtime

withherbeforeshegoesaway,todaywasmeantto

beourday.SomekindofgoodbyeIguess,butmy

loverefusestoletmetouchher.Myarmshave

beenitching,desperatetofeelherbodybooks.

SethuunderstoodthesituationwhenIexplainedto

herlastnightandagreedtowatchoverZulu.

Thandiwerefusedtoeatbreakfast,shehasn’thad

lunchyet.Thebabywillbeindangerifshe

continueslikethis.

“Tshabalala.”Sheflinchesandgivesmeaglimpse

beforedartinghereyesbacktotheTV.“It’stimeto



go.”Sayingthesewords,darkensmyoncerubyred

heart.Iwishshewouldsaysomething,Ineedto

knowwhatshe’sthinking.Itakeherhandintomine,

shedoesn’tmove.

“Nkanyeziyami.”(Mystar)

Sheblinksatthewhisper,hereyesreleasetearsof

pain.Herlipquaversasmoretearsdisrespectfully

poolfromhereyes.Itakeherinmyarmstocomfort

her,shedoesn’tholdmeback,howevercriesonmy

chest.

“I’msorry.”Awhisperiswhatleavesmymouth.Ina

minuteThandiwecalmsdown,sheletsmehelpher

upandpermitsmetoholdherhand.Weheadout,

withloudsilencekeepinguscompany.

Wearriveatthementalhospital,itfeelslikeweflew

here.Thandiwedoesn’tgetoutofthecaruntilIhelp

herout,hereyesaredead.Thereisnothing

reflectinginthem,shekeepstheminoneplaceasif

sheiscaughtinatrance.Anurseapproaches,

takesherluggage.Ineedtoseeherroom,ifitis



fittingforher.

Thandiwestopsatthedoorwhenwegetthere,her

bodyisdiscerniblyshuddering.Fearhastakenhold

ofher,yetsherefusestospeak.Sheremains

inaudible…Whydoesitfeellikethisisthelastofus?

Ourstoryendshere?Iknowshewillneverforgive

me,myheartscrunchesatthethought.

“It’snotbad,look;youhaveacomfortablebed.”

That’stheonlythingIcanthinkofsaying,myfeet

sauntertoher.HereyesdonotrestwhereIam,

perhapsonthewallbehindmeortheshadows

lurkingabout;nottakinginwhatisinfrontofher.

Sheislostinherownpain,lostinherownthoughts.

Icradleherfacewithmyhands,hopingforatwinkle

ofsort,abizarreexpectationIknow.

“Pleasesaysomething,Imissyourvoice.”

Desperationswirlsinmyvoice,butfailstotouch

Thandiwe’sheart.

“Mr.Biyase.”DoctorHucoishere,alookofpity



residesonherface.Iturnmyeyesbackto

Thandiwetofindherlookingatme.Theeyesthat

weredullwhenwearrivedaresuddenlyfilledwith

panic.

“You’regoingtobeokay,wearegoingtoget

throughthis.Ipromiseyou,Tshabalala.”My

promisesmeannothingtoher,hereyesattesttoit.

Enfoldingmyhandaroundherwaist,Ileadher

insidetheroom.Iwouldstayifmyheartwasnot

breaking,Ican’tletherseemecry.Mylipsacheto

tastehersforthelasttime,Iexpecthernottoreturn

thekiss.Moreover,Iamdeprivedofachancetofeel

herarmsaroundmeonefinaltime.

Myarmsclasparoundher,herbodytrembles

undermyhold.

“Iloveyou.”Ideclareandstarttomarchtowardthe

doorwithoutsomuchaslookingback,aweakhand

gripsmyarm.ThesnivellingIhavebeen

anticipatinggushesintheroom,mybreathcatches

andmyheartclips…Iwanttoturntoher,butitwill



behardtowalkaway.

“D…don’tleavemehere,please.”Thandiwe’svoice

cracks,ifthesoulcouldbleedanoceanthroughher

eyes,thisistheterriblenatureofhersobbing.The

soundofherbrokenhearthasmetearingup.“Take

mehomeNqaba,Idon’twanttobehere.”

God,howIwishIcoulddothat.Makingherbelieve

shehaslosttouchwithrealityistheonlywayIcan

keepherhere.

“I’mnotcrazy,youcan’tdothistome.”Thandiwe

screamcries,Ican’tfaceher.Notwhensheis

sobbinglikethis.

“I’msorry.”Iwhisperundermybreathandwringmy

handawayfromherhold.

“NQABA!”Thescreamjoltsmyheartasifithas

beenelectrocuted,mytracksarehaltedbyarms

thattightlywraparoundmywaistfrombehind.

“I’msorryNqaba,Ididn’tmeantohurtourson.I

won’tseehimagainifitwillkeephimsafe,I’llstay



awayfromZulu,just…don’tleavemehere.Iwilllose

mymindinthisplace,ple…pleasedon’tleaveme

here.”

Angerandpainwrestleinmyheart,I’mangryat

myselfthatIcan’tfacethewomanIlove.Hercries

areheartwrenching,threenursesrushinandpull

Thandiweawayfromme.Shescreams,fightingfor

liberation.Icatchaglimpseofthempinningher

downonthebed,oureyesmeetandIdiea

thousanddeathsseeingthepainreflectinginher

tearyeyes.

ThesightofThandiwekickingandscreaming,while

tryingtoreachherhandouttomewillforeverbe

imprintedinmyhead.Ialmosttellthemtostopand

takeherhomewithme,butthoughtsofZuluplug

mymind.

“I’msorry.”Thewordsaresoundless,butshereads

mylipsstill.Thissetsheronacrazyrampage.

“Ihateyou,Ihateyou,Nqaba.”Almostbreaking



down,Iturnawayfromherscreamsandhurtful

words.AsIshutthedoorbehindme,heryelps

elevate.Mykneesgivein,Ican’tmovesoIsinkon

thefloorandletitalloutrightinthecorridor,with

Thandiwehystericallycallingouttome.

“I’msorry…forgiveme,Tantan.I’msorry

Tshabalalawam.”

BARBRA…

NeverhaveIimaginedmyselfinacage,Iam

incarceratedlikeananimalreadytobeslaughtered

andallthishappenedundermyson’scommand.

ThemanIbroughtintotheworldhasreducedmeto

aworthlessanimal,hehasleftustodieofhunger

andthirst.Sandrahasnotstoppedcryingherheart

out.Sheisdetainedinacagenexttomine,the

dimmedlightscreateagloomyfeeltothishovel.

“Willyoustop?”IcrockasloudasIcan.



“IamscaredBarbra,he’sgoingtokillus.”Shecries,

Idetestweakpeople.

“Heisnotgoingtokillus,I’msurethisisonlya

punishment.”

“Areyoustupid?Randallisevil,haveyouanyidea

ofthethingshedidinthepast?Heisyoursonafter

all.”Herhandscurlaroundthebarsassheleers

overatme.

“Todayyouarereadytodisownhim?Whata

hypocriteyouaremydearKhabonina.”Imbecileis

whatIwoulddubher.

“AAAHHH!!!”Sandrayellsout,ashoutmingledwith

rageandterror.Herbreathingcomesatlonger

intervals,herstrengthbeginstoebb.InshockI

watchadementedgrownwomanallowfuryto

consumeher;shedrawsinraggedbreathsafter

another.

“You’reonlygoingtoloseyourmindifyoucontinue

withthosetantrums,”Sandrafloutsmywarning,

shegaspsandgroans,sinkingdowntothecold



concretefloor.

“Myson,howcouldhedothistome?Iamhis

mother,Inaturedhimandprotectedhim.Isthisthe

thanksIgetforlovinghim?”Sandrashouts

painfully,Iamgettingtiredofheroutbursts.“You

havetodosomethingBarbra,callSgwilitocome

andhelpus.Idon’twanttodie,Ican’tdieBarbra.”

“OhshutupKhabonina,Ialreadytoldyounooneis

goingtodie.ThereisnothingSgwilicandohere,he

won’tbeabletounlocktheselocks.IfIhad

Makhafula’spowers,Iwouldbehomebynow.”

“You’reuseless,youaresoquicktobragaboutyour

powers,yetyoucan’tsaveusfromthistrap.”

“Iamnotamagician,Iamawitch.Iworkwithherbs

mostly,it’snotlikeIcanshootlightningrightoutof

myhands.Besides,Iamweak.Haveyounotseen

mystate?Wehavenochoice,buttowaitandsee

whatRandallhasinstoreforus.”WhatamIsaying?

Sandrabitterlycacklesatmystatement.



“Fine,you’rewillingtodieapainfuldeath?Thenso

beit,becausethatisexactlywhatwillhappenhere.

Wewilldieofhungerandthirstanddon’tthink

Randallwillgiveyouabefittingburial.LikeIsaid,he

isevil.Thatmanwillletusrotbeforeburyingusin

shallowgraveslikedogs.”

Sandraexclaims,fallingintotearsagain.Icanonly

believethatsheispushedbyfear,hencethewords

shespeaks.Callmestupid,butIchoosetoremain

positive.

BHEKIZIZWE…

Maybeit’smyfaultIfellinlovewithBulelwa,maybe

it’smyfaultIhadanaffairwithhismother.Howdo

IbreathewithouttheoneIlove?Isn’tlovesupposed

tobethemostbeautifulthingintheworld?Why

doesithurtsomuch?

Ihaven’tspokentohimindays,Iamlosingmy

mind.MybrotherkeepslookingatmelikeIamnot

normal.Idon’tknowwhathisstaresmean,he’s



givingmeonerightnowfromthekitchen.

“Howlongwillyousulkoveranotherman?”Trust

Ntsikatosaythistome,Ihavealwaysknownthat

heishomophobic,buthiswordsstillsting.Idon’t

givehimananswer,heisstupidandIrefuseto

entertainhim.

“Look,Idon’tmeantoberudendoda.Butdon’tyou

thinkit’sabouttimeyouletgoandmoveonwith

yourlife?”Likethat’saneasythingtodo,Iturnmy

gazefromhimandlayfaceuponthecouch.

“Zizwecomeon,stopactinglikeababy.”Iwould

cursehimifhewerenotolder,hejoinsmeinthe

livingroomandpercheshimselfontheopposite

couch.

“Thatboydoesn’tloveyou,”mybrotherbetterstop

talking,orIwillloseit.“Hewouldhaveunderstoodif

hedid.”

“Whatdoyouknowaboutlove?”Idon’texpecthim



tounderstand.

“Trustme,Iknowalot.”Hisintroductionhasme

sittingup,hesitsback,crossesonelegoverthe

other.

“I’minlovewithtwowomen.”Well,thatisexpected

ofhim.

“ArchieZondo!Whathaveyougottenyourselfinto?”

Hesimpersatthenamecalling.

“HowIwishIcouldburnthatnametoashessoit

ceasestoexist.””

“Youcan’t,yourancestorsrecogniseyouas

Archie.”

“That’sbecauseyourgrandparentsweretoo

forward,whatsaneZulumanwouldnametheir

childArchie?Thatisawesternname,itsimplydoes

notmakeanysenseatall.”Thetongueclickdoesit

forme.“Speakingofoldpeople,yourmotherwas

hereyesterday.Shesaysyou’renottakingher

calls.”



“That’sbecauseyourfatheraskedhertoconvince

metomovebackhome,theythinkI’muptono

good.DadwantsmetomarryFikile.”

“Fikile?”Hisfacescrunchesinconfusing.

“Theex.”Ntsikanods,asthememoryofFikileis

servedinhishead.Ibetallmyfather’scowsheis

fortheidea.

“Thatwouldn’tbebad,youtwoweregoodtogether.”

Howeasythesewordsjumpoutofhismouth.

“ThereisareasonFikileandIdidn’tworkoutand

neverwill,sheissimplynottheoneforme.Bulelwa

is,heismyheart.”Ntsikahuffsattheexclamation,

hewillneverunderstand.

“Look,I’mnotjudgingyouoranything.Butthink

aboutthisndoda,whatfuturedoyouhavewith

anotherman?Societywillneverapproveofyour

relationship,itwillalwaysbeseenasan

abomination.”Heisluckyhe’smybrother.“What

didyouthinkwasgoingtohappen?Getmarriedand

adoptchildren?ThatisinsaneZizwe,isitnotbad



enoughthatyourgrandparentsdeemedourparents

unworthyanddisownedthem?Doyouwantsociety

todothesame?Doyouwantyourfathertobea

laughingstockonceagain?”

“Fucksocietyandwhatyouthink,”anger

materialisesthroughthesewords.Ntsikahasno

rightwhatsoevertosaythistome.

“Bhekizizwe!”Fuckthatshockedexpressiononhis

facetoo,Iwillnotbetoldwhattodo.

“Iknowyou’reagainstthelgbtqcommunity,you

haveneverhiddenthatfromme,butIamyour

brother.Myhappinessshouldatleastmean

somethingtoyou,myheartisbrokenbafoandI

expectashouldertocryon.”Ilashoutathim,heis

notbothered.Ialmostlosemycoolwhenhehuffs

oncemoreandwaveshishandslikeI’mastupid

teenageboywhoiscontrolledbyhishormones.

“Cryoveranotherman?Indodaenamasende

njengawe?Givemeabreak.”(Amanwithtesticles



likeyou?)

“Howdareyou,Ntsika.Youhavenorighttodragme

downlikethis.Youdon’tseemejudgingthethings

youdo,Idon’tthrowtheminyourfaceandIsureas

helldon’tmakeyoufeellikeshitaboutthem.”

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?Ihaveneverdone

anythingasdisgracefulasshootingmyseeds

insideanotherman.”Disgustpaintshistone,his

eyescatchonaswellasmybrotherglaresatme

likeIamcoveredinshit.

“Areyoufuckingkiddingme?”Disbeliefleapsoutof

mymouthinachuckle,mybrotherfrowns,

disapprovingofmyloudness.“You’reahitman

ndoda,inkabi.Youkillpeopleformoney,ifyouthink

thatisnotdisgracefulthenthereissomething

wrongwithyou.”

“That’swhatrealmendoBhekizizwe,wepointguns

atothermen,notfuckthemasiftheyarewomen.”

Hisignorantexclamationisenoughtojoltmeup



fromthecouch,hestandstoo.Shouldersstraight,

noseflailingandchestrisingandfalling.

“You’resayingthistome?Youofallpeopleare

talkingtomeinthismanner?”Iutter,myvoice

brimmingwithhurt.

“Yeah,well…maybeyouwillwakeupfromthis

stupiddreamyou’rein.Iamgladthatfagdumped

you,hehasademonandtheonlythinghedidwas

corruptmybrother.Nothinggoodcomesfrom

peoplelikehim,theyareasdisgustingastheir

deeds.Youshouldthankyourancestorsyou

haven’tcaughtanydiseases.Thatboyisbrainless,

anidiotwithnomannersatall.Idon’tblamehim,

hisparentsdidn’tdotheirjobrightinraisinghim.

That’swhyheturnedoutlikethat,ifyouaskme,he

shouldgettestedforinfections.Whoknowshow

manymen…”

Myfistcollideswithhisjawline,interjectinghishate

speech.Hestaggersbackalittleandgainsbalance.

“Zizwe!”Thebastardcallsoutmynamewitha



bleedinglip.

“Idon’tcarewhatyousayaboutme,youcanlook

downonme…butdonotinsultBulelwa.”Iroar,

readytothrowinanotherpunch.

“Youhitmebecauseofthatfag?”

“Iwilldomorethanjusthityouifyoucontinuetolet

yourilliterateasscontrolyourtongue.I’lltake

anythingfromyou,Archie,butnotinsultsonmy

Bulelwa.Doyouhearme?”Hisangryeyeswidenat

myshouting,Idon’tcarewhatIloseatthispoint.

“Soyou’rechoosingagaymanoveryouronly

brother?”

“IchooseBulelwaoveranything.”

“You’readisgraceZizwe,youshouldhavedied

insteadofBhekisizwe.Hewouldhavenever

broughtshameuponthisfamily.”Icouldcarewhat

hesays,butIamtooangrytocare.

“DamnyoutohellArchie,yousonofabitch.”Ipush

himoutofthewayandstormoutofthehouse,

fuckingasshole…



Tobecontinued…
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BULELWA…

Zizweisstupidforlisteningtome,heisgoneandI

misshimtodeath.AlmosteverythingIdoreminds

meofhimandIamsosickofit,tomakematters

worse,Ihavethisurgetocallhimandpleadthathe

comesbacktome.However,Icannotconjureup

thecouragetodoso.AbrokenheartissomethingI

neverthoughtIwouldexperience,lookatme;love

sickandstarvingmyselfbecauseofawrecked

heart.

Theknockonmydoorsummonsanaggravation

thatleavesmepantingwithirritation,I’vebeen

avoidingtheworldsincethebreakupandbythe



world,Imeanmysiblings.Thobekileisstillaround,

pesteringme.SheisteamZizwe,Ineedanescape.

“Bubu!”Speakofthedevil.

Don’ttheyhavetidalwavesinMozambique,there’s

awomanherewhoneedstobeflushedbackthere.

“Thobe.”Thesmileisfake,sheknows…shedoesn’t

care.I’mshovedasideasshemakesherwayinto

myhouse.Thescrawnypenguinishereaswell,

lookinglikesheisabouttogivebirthanysecond

fromnow.

“Aren’tyousupposedtobeatthehospital,readyto

pushorsomething?”Igetagoofyfaceformy

question,Lindiwepushesabagofwhatsmellslike

freshdoughnutsonmychestandglidesinlikethis

isherfather’splace.Iturntofindtheduocrowding

mylivingspace,thebabycarrierflippingthrough

channels.

“Whatareyoupeopledoinghere?”Ihaveanattitude,



thesetwoknowtheycan’tcompetewithmewhenit

comestothat.

“IfMohammedcan’t…”Thobekile.

“Yeah,yeah…sparemeplease.”Iinterject,itislate

atnightandthatonebroughtmedoughnutsat8pm.

Pregnancymustbeadiseasebecausewow!!!

“Bettymadethosebytheway,shesaidtheywill

helphealyourheart.”Lindiweintroduces…wait!

“Bettyisback?”Iask,stillstandinginthemiddleof

thelivingroom.IfIsit,theywillthinkIamokaywith

theirlatenightvisit.

“Lastweek,she’sstayingataguesthouseinthe

east.”ThobekileisnotokaywiththisBettytopic,the

stonyglaresheisgivinghersistermakesmefeel

cold.Ineedcoffee.

Iheadtothekitchentoboilwater,thesisterswon’t

botherhelping.Theythinktheyareguestshere,

beingthelastbornisnotfunsometimes.Lindiwe

doesn’tdrinkcoffee,theorangejuiceisforher.I



servethemonkeysliketheyareroyalty…thesmiles

ontheirfaces…rubbish!

“What’sthedealwithBettyanyway?Whydidshe

disappear?”Iask.

IknowwhysheleftKZN,buttheleastshecould

havedonewascontactus.

“Shewasgoingthroughsomethings,”Bettyhasa

specialplaceinLindiwe’sheart,sheisalways

standingupforher.

“Dowehavetotalkabouther?Ithoughtwecame

heretoconsolebubu.”That’smyfather’s

displeasedfirstborncomplaining.

“Shouldn’tyoubehatingonLilianandnotBetty?

Lilianistheman-stealer,shetookMandlafrom

Betty.ThatwomanhasaPHDinman-stealing.”

Zizwehassuddenlycometomindandhowmy

motherhadhimfortwoyears,Ineedtocurtailmy

emotionsorIwillburstwithfury.

ThesistersaregivingmelooksasifIblasphemed



againsttheholyone.

“What?”

“Howlongwillyoukeepthatgrudge?Itwillswallow

you,areyouawareofthat?”Andthen?Dr.Phil…

“Youdonotexpectmetoforgivethatwoman

overnight,doyou?”IaskLindiwewhoseemsto

havethebiggestmouthoutofusall.

“AllIamsayingisthat,youneedtoletgo.You’re

holdingyourselfprisonerbynotforgiving.Iknow

momwaswrong,shecheatedondad,but…”

“ButnothingLindiwe.”Iinterpose,itisnotagood

night.Iamnotinthemood…Whyisshetryingto

convincemethatLiliandeservesmyforgiveness?

Thobekileisthefavouritesisteratthemoment,she

isquietasachurchmouse.

“Okayfine,atleastforgiveHulk.Thepoorguy

lookedterrible,Isawhimatapetrolstation

yesterday,arghshame.Iwouldgivemyselftohimif

Ididnotlooklikeaballoon.”Lindiwe.



Iwanttolaugh,howeverthereisastinginmyheart.

Idon’twantZizwetosuffer,perhapsIwashoping

thathewouldn’tleaveandfightforus.

“Idon’tknowaboutLilian,Idoknowthoughthat

Zizweisyoursoulmate.”Thobekileadds,suddenly

findinginterestintheconversation.“Didhetellyou

thathehadavisionofsomesortaboutuncle

GcinumziandIfalakhe.”Didshejustsayvision?

Shefrownsatmyhilarity.

“Vision?Incaseyouhaveforgottenmydearsister,

thisisreallifenotPassions.

“Saysthemanwhosebestfriendseesdead

people.”Thobekileretorts.

“Butitcan’tbepossible,Zizwehasnorelationwith

anyofthedeceased.”

“Tellthattotheuniverse.”Sheistheuniversekind

ofgirl,don’tmentionGodoryouwillbeaddedtoher

listofthemostannoyingpeople.



“Whatdidhesay?”Iscootcloser,Ineedtohearthis

properly.

Thereissomeonesuddenlytappingonmydoor,I

guessIshouldgetitsinceit’smyhouse.Betty

smilesasoureyesmeetandputsherarmsaround

me.Whatisshedoinghere?Thobekileisnotgoing

tobehappyabouthersuddenvisit.

NQABA…

3rdpersonPOV

Visitinghoursareover,however,Nqabafinds

himselfatthehospital.Aftertoday,jumpingdowna

bridgeisbutagoodidea.Somethingastrongman

likehimwouldnevercontemplate,nonetheless,

humansareweaklingscomparedtothisthingwe

callfate.Itwilltossyouskyhighandletyouhitthe

groundfacedown,sendingyoutoyourdemise.

“I’msorry,butIcan’tletyouin.”Thenursehas



growntiredofconvincingthemantoleave,

stubbornnessknowshimbestandheisnotusedto

beingtoldwhattodo.Heisabossafterall,gives

ratherthantakesorders.

“DidIsayIwanttosleepover?Letmeseemy

father.”Exasperationhascometodwellinhisheart,

itcouldstayalittlewhilelongeruntilguiltdecides

topackupandleave.

Thandiweisaforgivingperson,sureNqabaknows

thattoowell.Willsheforgivehimforseparatingher

fromhimandtheirson?Totopitoff,thebabywill

beborninafewmonths.WillThandiwe’ssituation

havechangedbythen?Sheisshowingalittleandit

painshimthathewon’tbearoundforeverykick

andhercravings.Fourmoremonthsandheis

goingtobeafatheroftwo,Zuluandthebabywill

havetobehisfirstpriority.

“Sir,Ialreadytoldyou…”

“AndItoldyou,Iwanttoseemyfather.”Hisloud

gutturalvoicecatchestheattentionofthemembers



ofthepublic.

“Strange,Ineverpicturedyouabully.”That’s

Randall’svoicespeakingbehindhim,theBiyase

giantturnstohistwinbrother.Nqabadoesn’tdo

hugs,theybothdon’tdohugs,butNqabaneedsone

rightnow.Thisishistwin,theywerecrampedupin

theirmother’swombthirtysixyearsago.What

differencewillitmakeifhestealsashouldertocry

onfromhistwinbrother?

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Nqabadecidesagainst

thehug,thenurseleavesrelievedthatshedoesn’t

havetodealwiththetallgrumpyZulumanwho

thinksheisinthestoneages.The‘Isaybarkand

yousaywoofwoof’typeofguy.

“Youlookspent.”Randallobserves,snubbing

Nqaba’squestion,heisRandallandhecandothat.

Nqabacannotfindananswer,heoptsformuteness.

Theystandinawkwardsilenceinthereceptionarea,

aclearingofathroatisheard.



TheawaitingkingoftheAshantisistheonetogive

it,heseeshisbrother’sagony,butcomfortingisnot

oneofhisstrongestattributes.

“Shallwegrabadrink?”Wearemakingprogress

withthefutureking,butwhyishewalkingaway?

Nqabahasnotagreedtohavedrinkswithhimyet…

Ohtherehegoes,stridingbehindhisbrother.

Nqabacouldtakehiscar,drivingwithsomeone

seemslikeagoodpathtotakesotheyjumpinto

Randall’scar.It’saToyotaFortuner2.4V,Amara

usesitwhentakingthekidstotheirdesignated

institutes.Randallwouldexplainthesmellof

cheesysnacksandbabymilk,butthatisthelast

thinghewantstoentertain.

“Areyouokay?”Randallprobesandthisisafterten

minutesofsilence,Nqabanodsforgettinghis

brother’sgazebelongstotheroadasheisdriving.

KingOkoliewouldfindhimrude,buttheyaresimilar

andthemantakesnooffence.



TheygettoapubinSundowns,Randallloveshis

whiskey.Themoreexpensive,thebetterwhile

Nqabaisacastlelagertypeofguy.Theysettleat

thebararea,silentlydrinkingtheirtroublesaway.

“Shewillneverforgiveme.”Itmustberaining

outside,Biyasehasfoundhisvoice.Randallwas

briefedbyStyles,sinceSethuhappened,Sishihasa

femaletongue.Theonethatwantstoshare

everythinghisearsgetachancetohear.

“Givehertime.”Randall.

Whatelsecanhesay?Hetooisstuckinthistrainof

unforgiveness.Whymustlifebesodifficult?

“Youdidn’tseeherRandall,shebeggedmenotto

leaveherthere.”Tearsarereadyfortheshow,but

Nqabawillnotgivethemthesatisfactory.

“Ihavelearntthatwomencanholdgrudges,but

onceyouwholeheartedlyofferaheartfeltapology,

theywillforgiveyoulikeyouneversinned.”Maybe

Amara,NqabaisnotsureifThandiwewoulddothat.

“YouneedtorelaxMzi,you’rethinkingtoomuch.”



“Iwouldrelaxifmyheartwouldstopbeatingsofast,

dammitIcan’tbreathe.”Nqaba.

“Wellbreathedammit,it’stheonlywayyouwill

survive.”Thatismeanttobeajoke,stillRandall

doesnotgiveachuckle,notevenasmiletoshow

thatheistryingoutforcomedy.

“Whereismother?”Random,aren’twe?Randall

doesnotreacttoNqaba’ssuddenquestion,he

continuestogulpdownthesoul-huggingliquid

withoutacare.“Areyougoingtokillthem?”

Nqabaseemstoknowalotforsomeonewhohas

beenbusywithhisfamily,Randallcan’thelp,but

wonderifitwasStylesorNeowhoranandtoldhis

brothereverything.Thosetwocombinedareamess,

achatteringmess.

“Maybe.”Thedarkskinnedbrother,Okolieretorts.

“Youarenotgoingtodothat.”OhNqaba!Arewe

tryingtosaveBarbrathewitch?Randallturnsto



Nqaba,athreateningfrownonhisface.

“And,youarenotgoingtotellmewhattodo.”Are

thetwinshavingtheirfirsttwin-fight?

“I’mnotkiddingRandall,she’smymother.”

“Sheismymothertoo,unfortunatelyandshehasto

payforwhatshedid.”

“Yes,butnotwithherlife.”Nqabasizzles.

AfurrowedbrowisRandall’ssignature,butthis

timeithasgrown,elucidatinghowexasperatedhis

brotherismakinghim.

“WhatisitMzi?Areyoustillsuckingyourmother’s

breast?Isthatwhyyouaresoattachedtoher?”

Thisquestionmusthavecomefromtheheart,the

littleboyinRandallisbotheredbythefactthathis

motherchoseNqabaoverhim.Theinsultdoesnot

hitanynerveinNqaba.

“Unlikeyou,Idon’tmakehastydecisionswhen

angry.YouneedtocalmdownRandall.”

“Youneedtofocusonyourwomanandstoptelling



mewhattodo,surelyyouareawarethatyou’re

wastingyourtime?”Randallisnotbackingdown,

he’susinghis‘Okolie-head’,hardasarock.

“Asifyoudon’thaveproblemsofyourown,giveour

motherbackandIwilldealwithhermyself.”

Randallwouldifhewerenotasstubborn,their

stubbornnessclashesthough…letthebestmanwin.

“GivemeaweekorthreeandIwillmakesureto

deliverhercorpserightatyourdoorstep.”Oh

Randall!AreyouchallengingthisZuluman?Imean

Ghanaianman…

“Don’ttestmelittlebro.”Nqabasnorts,Randall

giveshimoneunaffectedglance,stirstheglassof

whiskeyinhishandandslowlybringsittothe

seamsofhislipstotakeasip.Hepurseshislips

oncetheliquortricklesdownhisthroat.

“Howdoyouknowyou’retheeldest?”Randall



questions,Nqabaisdeniedachancetorespondby

ahandthatslamsonthetableinfrontofthem.A

R50noteisleftasthehandslidesaway.

“R10saysUzewins.”Theyknowthatvoice,ithasto

bethecrazySothoboyfromPretoria.

“ButyouputR50onthetable?”Thetwinsturnat

thesoundofthesecondfamiliarvoice,Stylesand

Neoareengrossedonastupidconversation.

“Idon’thavechange,I’llwinthebetanyway.”Neo.

“IsayMziwins.”StylesfishesforaR10inthe

pocketofhisjeans,hefindstwoR5coinsand

placesthemnexttotheR50note.

“Cheapskate.”Neomumbles,hewouldrollhiseyes

ifheweredramatic.Thetwofallintoawitless

argument,muchtoRandallandNqaba’sannoyance.

“WhatthehellStyles?IexpectthisfromNeo,not

you.”Randallcutsthedispute.

“Thankyou,Uze…”Neointerjectsandposeswhen



herealisesthatRandallisnotsinginghispraises,

butinsultinghim.

“WeheardyoutwoarguingaboutBarbraandNeo

thoughtitbesttoplaceabet.”Stylesexplainshis

childishbehaviour.

“IneverthoughtIwouldseepeoplefightovera

witchandyoutwojustfoundeachother.You

shouldbegoingoutforice-creamdates,buyeach

othersocksandunderwear,dosleepovers,hold

handsorsomething.Notthisbickeringyou’redoing,

youremindmeofthosetwoshortNigerianactors.

Thoseidiotsfoughtaboutanything,buttheyalso

gotintomischieftogether.Iexpectyoutodothe

same,gorobabankandblameitoncovid.Do

something,fightingoverBarbrawillgetyou

nowhere.”Neoprattles.

“WhydoIknowyou?”Nqabaisthefirsttoargue,he

isdoneanddustedwiththisfriendofhis.

“I’moutofhere,”Randalltakesthefirststep.

“Waitforme,”Nqabafollowshistwin,leavingdumb



anddumberthunderstruck.

“Werethosetwonotfightingsecondsago?”Neo

questions,hiseyesgluedtothetwinswhoare

amblingtowardtheexit,sidebyside.

“That’swhatwegetforintruding,lookwhothe

idiotsarenow,whiletheysailoffintothesunset.”

Stylesrepliesandaddsatongueclick,heshould

getbackhometohisfamily.

“Godisnotserious,whydidithavetobethemborn

intoroyalty?IknowIhaveroyalbloodntwana,I

dreamofbeingakingeverynight.MaybeBarbra

hadtripletsandgaveherthirdsontoousie

Ntsoaki.”Neobroodsoverthefact,Styleswould

laugh,butheisusedtoNeo’smindlessbehaviour.

TheSothoboysearchesforhisphonesomewhere

inhispockets,hescrollsthroughthescreenin

searchforhismother’snumber.

“Whoareyoucalling?”CuriosityvisitsStyles.

“Mymother,sheneedstoexplainwhereshefound

meandwhyIamnotwithmyrightfulfamily,the

Okolies.”



Stylesisfinished,hedecidestowalkawaybefore

losinghismindlikehisfriend.

*******

“Breakfasttomorrow?”Randallinviteshisbrother,

Nqabaturnstohimfromthepassengerseat.They

areparkedatthehospital,Nqabahadtogobackfor

hiscar.

“9am.”Nqabareplies.

Hehasplanstogoseehisbelovedat8am,the

thoughtofitmakeshisheartflutter.Heisoblivious

tohowThandiwewillactaroundhim.Hegetsoutof

thecar,Randalldrawsdownthewindow.

“Gohomeandsleep,todayhasbeenalongday.”

ClaimingthebigbrothertitleIsee.

NqabahuffsatRandall’sorderandheadstohiscar.

TheOkoliebrotherdrivesoffwhenNqabapullsout

oftheparkinglot.Lookingoutforhisbrotheris



whatRandallplansondoing,hewantstomakeup

forlosttime.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL…

Randallcouldn’twaittogethometohiswife,the



longridefromthehospitalwaslonelyand

agonizing.Allhecouldthinkaboutwaswhathis

brothermustbegoingthroughseparatedfromthe

womanheloves…Hewouldn’tbeabletocope

withoutAmara.

Nowthatheishome,hecan’twaittogettoAmara

andholdher.Forgivingherhasbeenlongoverdue,

itistimehegrowsupandtackleshisissueslikean

adult.

Thehouseisdarkandquiet,everybodyhasgoneto

sleep.It’safter12am,hestartswithLiyana’sroom.

Sheissoundasleep,heisextracautiouswhenhe

entersR.J’sroomlestthelittlemanwakesupand

startsfusingoverhim.Hetakesthistimetocheck

onhissisteraswell,itmakeshimhappythatsheis

healing.

Quietly,Randallclimbsintobedbesidehiswife,

carefulnottowakeherupandspoonsher.He



missedhavingherinhisarmsandatthismoment

Randallrealiseshehasbeenajerk.

Thefeelingofloveandsafetyhashimclingy,itis

anoverwhelmingfeelingknowingthatthewoman

heloves,loveshimback.Helovesthewayshe

smellsandthefeelingofherwarmbodyinhisarms

hashimdriftingofftosleep…

*********

Stirringinbediswhathumansdo,especiallywhen

sleepingcomfortably.LikeRandallrightnow,

thoughhecan’tmoveeffortlessly.Heexerts

strengthtomovehishands,itisnothappening.His

senseswakebeforehim,inaminisculeheflickshis

eyesopen.Thefirstthingheseesarehishandstied

totheheadboardwithhisveryownties.

Randall’sbraindrownsinconfusionashiseyes

scanthecapaciousbedroom.Theyfirstlandonthe

clock,it’s6am.Ashemoveshisgaze,itfindshis

wife.Sheisstandingbythewindow,handscrossed



inherchest.Shehasacoaton,Randallfrowns.He

can’tcomprehendwhatishappeningandwhyheis

tiedtoabedhalfnaked.Hedoesn’tremember

goingtobedinboxers.HowdidAmaramanageto

doallthis?

“What’sgoingon?”Hesoundscalmerthanhefeels,

Randallisgoodatschoolinghisemotions.

“Whatdoesitlooklike?”

“Don’tplaygameswithme,Amara.WhyamItied

up?”Oh!Oh!Someoneisgrumpy.

“You…havebeen…abad…badboy.”Sheexclaims

doingalittlecatwalktowardhim.Randallis

flabbergasted,histimidfragileAmarahas

transformedintoatigress.Howonearthdidthat

happen?Hisjawdropsasshethrowsthecoatfrom

herbody,revealinganicesexynumber,blacktobe

exactsinceitishisfavouritecolour.

Hisfrustrationsjumpoutthewindowatthesightof



herhalfnakedbody,hasshebeenworkingout?It’s

beendayssincehehasseenherunclothedandhe

can’tbelievehehasdeprivedhimselfofsuchbliss.

Hiseyeswander,trailingeveryinchofher.Her

cleavagethatisscreamingforattention.Herlittle

underwearthatisbarelythere,almostrevealingher

ladyparts.Randallgulps,histhroatsuddenlydry.

“Idon’tunderstand,”seriouslyhedoesn’t.Thisis

nottheAmaraheknows,thiswomanisconfident

anddaunting.Shelookssexierthanhehasever

seen,hisheartispalpitatingatthesightofher

physique.

AmaraclimbsontopofRandall,straddlinghim.All

thiswhile,hehasafrownonhisface.

“Whatisitbaby?Youseemtense.”Shemocks,

leaningintosniffhisneck.Hecan’tdenythathe

lovesthose.Amaratrailsherlipstohis,shegives

thecornerofhislipsaslightlickjusttotastehim.

Cravingtotasteheraswell,Randallchasesher



mouth,butshemovestohiscollarbone.Amara

cradleshisface,theireyeslock.

Unhurriedlyshekisseshim,Randalltriestogain

controlbypushinghistongueintohermouth.She

rejectshimaccessandpullsaway,leavinghim

frowning.Themanisnotonetobepatient.

AmaralicksRandall’slowerlip,smirksbefore

kissinghimpassionately.Hertongueplunges

insidehismouth,meetinghis.Randallusesthis

chanceagaintodominateoverherusinghistongue.

Amarafightsforherspotatthetop.Sheisnot

willingtogiveittohimsoeasily,shemovesaway

andgrazesherlipstohisneckinsearchofa

sensitivespot.Justabovehiscollarbone,Amara

takesaslowgentlebitethatforcesaneroticsound

fromRandall.Sheknowsshehasfounditand

startssuckingandbitingonthatonespot.Herhips

grindagainsthiserection,sendinghimhighon

ecstasy,puretortureiswhathedubsit.

“Amara.”Hisvoiceawindedwhisper,heknows



whatsheisupto.Howwillheexplainahickeyto

hisfriends?Neowillsurelyhaveafielddayanditis

toohottobelockedinaturtleneck.“Don’tdothat,

please.”Helovesthefeeling,butnottheaftermath.

“WheredidyoulearnthatAmara?”Concernor

ratherjealousytakesoverhim.

Amaragrazesherteethonhisneckandlicksthe

swollenspotwheresheleftahickey,thesensation

joltstoRandall’sd**k.“Fuck!Don’tdothat.”He

curses,afraidhemightexplodefromtheeuphoria.

“IamnotachildanymoreRandall.”Hervoiceis

sensual,arousingtotheear.

“Okay,that’snice.”Hisvoicenowhusky.

Randallwantstobeincontrol…hehastobe,that’s

hispositioninherlife.“Untiemenow.”

Thecommandisheard,butnotaccepted,Amara

smirksathiswords.Shenibblesonhisearlobe,

lickinghim.Hertongueslowlyplungesintohisear



causingRandalltosquirmandshiverunderher.His

d**kfindshappinessinit,ithardensjusttheway

shewantsit.Randallgritshisteethashefeels

himselfabouttolosecontrol,itwouldbe

embarrassingifheclimaxesjustfromthis.

“Youbetterknowwhatyou’redoingAmarabecause

whenyouuntiemefromthis,Iwon’tspareyou.”

Amaragatherswhathemeansfromthat,hiswords

haveheraroused,thethoughtofRandall

dominatingherwholebody.

Amarajumpsoffofhimtoretrieveatieonthe

drawer,Randallcanonlywatchandwonderwhat

hiswifeisupto.

“Whatisthatfor?”Heasks,confused.

“Relax,I’vegotyou,baby.”Shereplies,slowly

bringingthetietoblindfoldhim.Panictakesover

Randall,shecan’tdothattohim.

“NoAmara,youalreadytookawaymyhands,don’t

takemysightfromme.”



Shegiggles,itsoundssexyanddoessomethingto

hismanhood.Randallfrowns.Wherethehelldid

shelearntogigglelikethat?Hasshebeenwatching

porn?Thethoughtofherseeingothermennaked

angershim.

“Itoldyoutorelax,”Randallhasnochoice,buttodo

so,Amarablindfoldshimagainsthiswill.

“Fuck!Ican’tseeadamnthingAmara.Ineedtosee

you.”Shelovesseeinghimsopowerlessandunder

hercontrol.Amarastraddlesherman,shefeelshis

hardnessandthishashergrindingonhim,the

frictiondrivesRandalltotheedge.Hewantstograb

herhipsandstopher,buthedoesn’thavehands.

“Stopdoingthat.”Hesnaps,onlytohaveherlaugh

athim.

“Whatisitmyking?Areyouwet?”That’sridiculous

andsheshouldknowit.Herwordsarejustnot

helpinghimatall.

“IsthisapunishmentAmara?IsthisbecauseIam

upsetwithyou.”Damnrightitis…Youbloodyleft



homeandstayedawayforfourdays.Amara

refuseshimananswer,insteadkisseshimdownto

hischest.

Onherwaythere,herhandglidestohisnipple,she

fondlesit.Hisheartbeatsfasterwhenshetakeshis

nippleintohermouth,notthis…itwillmakehim

weak.Herteethgrazearoundthenipple,throwing

herhusbandintotheworldofeuphoria.

“Shit!Shit!Okay,I’msorry,I’m…I’msorryAmara.”

NouseinapologisingRandall,thereisnoturning

backnow.

Amararepeatstheprocess,biting,lickingand

blowingaironhisnipples,herwarmbreathonhis

skinsendinggoosebumpseverywhere.Shecircles

hertongueonhisteatswhileherhandglidesdown

tohisboxers.Randall’sbreathingbecomeslengthy,

heisabletocurbitalongwithhisbodythatwants

tobetrayhimbytossingandturningoffthebed.

Amarahasacrazysurpriseforhim,shehasnoidea

wheretheconfidencestemsfrom,howeverthisis



herhusbandandtheyhaveexploredsomuch

together.Rightthereinthebedroom,although

Randallhasbeenholdingback,afraidhemighthurt

hisfragileAmara.Awholesex-godhadtolimit

himselfforthesakeoflove.Amaralowersdownhis

boxersandhiserectionspringsupasifitwere

waitingforher.Feelinghimselfcompletelynaked

heightenshissanities,itisbadenoughthathecan’t

seehernortouchher.Hewouldbeonhiswayto

heaven.

Thekinganticipateshiswife’smouthonhislength,

butthequeenletshertongueplayaroundhis

bellybutton.Sheseemstolikelickinghimtoday,her

tonguedrawsslowcirclesaroundhisnavel.She

licksherwaydowntohisboxers,feelingwhereshe

istreading,Randallclampshisteeth.Euphoria

takingcontrolofeveryfibreofhisbeing.

RandallarcheshishipswhenAmaragrabsahold

ofhiserection,asifholdingatorch.Heisashard



asarock,sheswipesherthumbonthetipandthe

feelinghashimtossingandturningonthebed.

“Amarastopteasingme.”Randallgrunts,his

phallusdesperatetobepleased.Shelicksthetipof

itlikeitissomethingedible.Oookay!Itisnotasbad

asshethought.

“Mmmhhh.”Thefirstmoanisheardanditis

comingfromthegiantmanlyingfaceuponthebed

blindfolded.Amaratakesanotherlick…onelick…

twolicks…threelicks…shesucksthetopasifitisa

lollipop.

“Ohfuck…fuck!!!”Randallcursesoncemore.

Amaragulpscouragedownherthroatbefore

grabbingablockoficefromaglassonthe

nightstand.Sheputsitinhermouthandbraces

herselfbeforeswallowingRandallintohermouth.

Hejoltsatthecoldsensationonhissensitivemale

memberthathealmostthrowsAmaraoffthebed.

Sheholdsontohisthighs,pressingthemdown.



“WhatthehellAmara?”Heisfrustrated,sexually,

hencethecursing.Thisisherfirsttimedoingthis,

hecan’tbutwonderifshewillbeabletotakeit.

“Stoptorturingme,Ineedyoutomove.”Patienceis

virtueohdearking.

Theiceisstillinhermouth,beginningtomeltdueto

thewarmthofhermouth.Shecloseshereyesand

swirlshertongueroundandroundalonghistip,

Randallcanbarelycontainhimself.Hefeelsthe

backofherthroatandtriestodrawbackafraidit

mightbetoomuchforher.

Amarapusheshishipsdown,holdingtheminplace

andstrokeshimwithhermouth.Sheissucking,

twirlinghertongueasifshehasdonethisbefore,

herheadbobblingontopofhim.

“Amara…ohgod.”Ohhowsheloveshearinghim

desperatelycallhername,itcouldonlymeansheis

doingthingsright.Randallistryingtoloosen

himselffromthebind,desperationhasvisitedhim.

Heyearnstotouchhiswife.



Inthedarkness,Randallcanonlytrytoimaginehow

hothiswifelookswhilepleasuringhim.

“Dammit,IwishIcanseeyourightnowAmara.”His

voicesoundshuskierthanusual,thesoundarouses

Amara.Herclitthrobswithneed,butshedoesn’t

wanttotakeawaythismomentfromRandall.For

daysshehasbeenmemorisingandtryingout

positions,theplanwastotakehimoutandbring

himhometoaromanticsettingthentakeitfrom

there.

AmarasqueezesRandall’sballs,asoftbutgentle

touchwhiledevouringhiserection.Salivatesofice

waterinAmara'smouthdripdownRandall'sballsto

hishole,hefindsthefeelingabituncomfortable.

HoweverthepleasuregiventohimbyAmara

surpassestheunease.

“Fastermehemma…”(Myqueen.)

Randallgrunts,losingcontrolandabouttoexplode.

Amaraupsherpace,moaningwithallofhiminher



mouth.Sheswirlsherhips,grindingthem

left…right…up…down.Sheisnearingherownclimax

withoutbeingtouched,thereisanitchtotouch

herself,butthatwoulddistractherfromthetaskat

hand.

“I’mgoingtocummehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Yeah.Yeah.Wenoticehowyouhavetransitioned

fromAmaratomehemma…

“Move…Amaraletgo…”Randallgrowls

euphoricallyashismemberpulses,depictingaload

thatneedstobereleased.Amaracouldletgo,but

shewastoldthatlettinghimshootinsidehermouth

isanaddedbonus.

“Nomatterwhatyoudo,donotvomit.Itoffends

thosecreatures.”ThewordsofAyizeringinher

head.

“Fuck…Ohfuck…”Thekinghasbeenloweredtoa

weakling,heisheavingandgruntingandcursing



underhisbreath.Heneedstorelease,buthiswife

won’tletgo.Shecontinuestomovefaster,herhead

bobbingvigorously.Randall’shandsfiststhetie

noosebindinghim.Hisheadfallsbackonthepillow,

heclencheshiseyesandwithaloudgroanshoots

hisloadintoAmara’smouth.Amaraquickly

liberatesRandall’scockandclampsherteethto

stopherselffromthrowingup.Thefeelingisthere…

lastnight’sdinnerandhiscreamwantstogushout

ofher,butsheholdsitin.Shewillhavetobraveit

up…Randallimmediatelybringshimselfback,

Amaraisonhismind.Heneedstoseeherand

knowifsheisokay.

“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hecallschasinghisbreath.“Areyouokay?Letme

looseAmara.”Amarahoversuphisbodyuntilshe

islookingathisface.Shestartswiththeblindfold

andmeetsaworriedexpressioninhiseyes,she

giveshimagenuinesmile.Sheisokay,shewould

sayifshewerenot.



“Areyoualright?”Randallpanics.

HehasnotrecoveredfromthesexualabuseAmara

wentthroughasababy.Amarakisseshimto

answerhisquestion,herhandsroamingalloverhis

body.Hetiltshisheadtotheside,breakingfree

fromthekiss.Hiseyesglistenwithloveand

adoration.

“I’mokay,Ipromise.”Shewhisperskissingthetip

ofhisnose.

“Okay,untieme.Ifeellikeapigreadytobe

roasted.”Hesays,Amaralaughsandunfastenshis

hands.

“Comehere.”Hecupshercheeksandkissesher

passionatelyso.“Thankyou,thatwasamazing.”A

smilecreepsuponherface,sheisproudofherself,

itfeelslikeanaccomplishment.“Whereisyour

phone?”

“Why?”Shequeries…hebetternotstart.

“Iwanttodeletethepornyou’vebeenwatching.”



TypicalRandall,Amararollshereyes.

“Pointless,I’lldownloadmore.”

“Youcan’twatchthatAmara.”Hegrumbles,his

handslovinglymovingupanddownherback.

“I’mnotachildRandall.”Sheremindshimagain,he

istoopossessiveanditgetstohersometimes.

“You’remywife.”Hepromptsandflipsthemoverso

heistoppingher.Amaragaspsatthesuddenmove,

Randall’sarmsarestillaroundher,holdingher.

“You’remineAmara,I’mtheonlymanyou’re

supposedtoseenaked.”Hedipshisheadtobite

herneck,Amarawhimpersatthefeeling.“Theonly

manwhoshouldarouseallyoursexualsenses.

OnlyIhavetherighttodothat.”

Randallstripsherbraoffandlikeabeasttrailswet

kissesdowntoherbelly,causinghertoscream

eroticallyattheroughness.Randallpresseshis

faceonherladyparts,tokissher.Shesnakeson

thebed,yearningforhim.



“You’renotevenallowedtotouchyourself,unlessI

permityouto.”Asifasexgodlikehimwouldever

giveherthechance,everyventofherbodyaches

forhimwhenhisteethgripherunderweartopull

themdown.

Hiseyesnotmovingfromhers,Amara’sbreathis

ragged.She’ssquirmsonthebed,herlegsunable

toremainstill.

RandallsnatchesAmara’slegsandpullshertoward

theedgeofthebed.Hefloatsoverhernakedform

andashemeetsherfaceonceagain,heclaimsher

lips.Thereisnogentlenessinthekiss,heplunges

histongueintohermouthasheentersherwithout

warning.

Amarareleasesamuffledscream,Randalldeepens

thekissatthesoundofherscream.Histhrustsare

notgentle,heisamanonamissiontodriveherto

theedgeandissucceedingindoingso.Hishands

haveclaimedeveryinchofherbody,whilehersplay

withhishead,hisbackandmakingcirclesonthe

bedsheets.



Randall’smouthleavesAmara’slipstosuckher

neck,nipplesandbacktoherneck.Therearebites

hereandthereofwhichAmarayelpsatthefeelof

them.Itisapleasurablepainthathashermoaning,

heisgivingherallofhim.

Amaradoesn’tknowwhattodowithherself,she

throwsherheadback…herhipsarerelentless,she

bucksthemuptogetmoreofhim.

Kneelingonthebed,RandallputsAmara’slegson

hisshoulders.Gripshersides,hislargehands

almostcoveringherstomach.Theypressherdown

onthemattressandheslamsinandoutofherlady

part…once…twice…thencontinueswithhisdeep

thrusts.Theyarefast,hittingherpleasurablespots.

“Ra…ndall…Ican’t…breathe.”Shewantstotellhim

tostop,yetshereallydoesn’twanthimtostop.

Randallslamsharder,fuckinghertooblivion.

AmarascreamsinorgasmicfuryasRandallroughly

thrustsinandoutofherwithoutanymercy.Tears



burnhereyes,shestiflesasobandtohellwithit...

theintensesexualpleasurehashercrying.Her

handsflailwithnowheretoland,theyfindhis

chest…hishead…hisback…hisass.Sheisturned

onbeyondanythinghowheknowswhathe’sdoing,

hedoesn’thavetothinkorfalter,butdoesit

effortlessly.

“Ran…nd..all…”Hervoiceskipssyllables,everypart

ofherbodytrembles,includingpartsshenever

knewcould.

“YoulooksogoodlikethisAmara,won’tyouletme

keepthisimageawhilelonger?”Heistalkingtoo

much,that’swhatAmaraseemstothink.Hermind

islostsomewhereintheworldofeuphoria,her

bodyisnothersanymore.Herheartrateincreases,

herbreathingaswell…

Thereisfamiliarfeelingexoticfeeling,itstartsoffin

theexteriorofherbody…thetipsofherfingers…

insideofherknees…tipsofhertoes…andlastlythe

topofherhead.Thesebodypartsbegintovibrate

andhumwithelectricity.Asthesensationenvelops

hercoreandpulsesthroughherstomach,chestand



thighs,shefeelsasthoughthereisathousand

effervescentbubblesslowlyglidingacrossherskin.

Amarafeelslikesheishavinganouterbody

experience,asensationofflight.Eyesclosed,head

fallenbackandpantingcrazilyherbodygivesin.

Herhandstumbletothemattress,deemingher

weak,herlimbshavelosttheirstrength.You'dthink

shehaspassedoutfromanorgasm.

Randall’sthrustscometoahiatusashenotesthat

shehaslefthim,hewaitsforhertosoarinto

nothingness.

Hedidn’tthinkitwouldtakethislongforherto

comeback.Henibblesherlowerlipbeforekissing

her.

“Don’tkeepmewaitingmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Thewhispertakesplaceonherswollenlips,he

sucksthemagainandthistimeAmaragradually

fallsbacktoreality.Hervisionisblurry,herbody



buzzingandtremblingandheadspinningasifshe

ranamarathonaroundtheglobe.Panting,she

looksatRandallwithdrunkeyes,hesmilesdownat

her.

“Tookyouforevertocomeback,”theeffortisto

kissherbacktohersenses,sheforcesaweak

smile.

“Whatdidyoudotome?”Hervoicestillhastofind

itswayback,Randallcaressesherface.

“Ithrewyouup.”Hemurmurs,lovingthethoughtof

herflying.Theundertonehasherwhimperingand

shudderingunderhim.

“Nowshallwecontinue?”Hemeansit,Amaracan’t

goforanotherround.

“Canwetakeabreak?Ifeelnumb.”Sheispleading

forprobablyanhourtorest.

“DoyoureallythinkIwillletyougoafterwhatyou

didtome?”Should’veseenthisonecoming,hewas

boundtoavengehimselfforbeingtieddownlike

that.RandallisstillinsideAmara,hebeginswith

slowthrusts,havingmercyonthepoorwomanby



makingslowlovetoher.Amaraisenthralledagain,

readytoflyhigherthistime.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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NQABA…

LastnightIwenthometoshame,sadnessand

anger.ShamethatIfailedher,sadnessforthe

lonelinessinmyheartandangerthatIcouldn’thelp

herfightherdemons.

SpendingthenightwithoutThandiwewashard,

beingseparatedfromheryearsagobrokeme.Itis

nothingcomparedtonow,Ifindithardtobreathe.I

havepentupfeelingsIneedtorelease,mychestis

constrictingandheavy.ThereisnooneIcanturnto

forassistance,peoplehavelosttheirlivesbecause

ofus.Icannotriskthatanymore.



IfailtounderstandhowThandiwebecameworse

insteadofhealingafterIwastoldthatonlyIcan

keephersafefromthedemon.Ourlovewasmeant

toconquerthewitchdoctor.Isitlosingitspower?

Somanyquestionshauntmymind,theysuffocate

me.

DoctorHacoapproacheswithherhandextended,I

reachouttoshakeit.

“IamsorryforkeepingyouwaitingMr.Biyase.”She

ramsherhandsinthepocketsofthewhitecoat,

hanginglooselyonhersmallstructure.

“Whatisgoingondoctor?IwastoldIcan’tsee

Thandiwe.”Anursestoppedmefromgoingintoher

room,saidsomethingaboutThandiwenotwanting

toseeme.Thatisridiculous,Irefusetobelievethe

womanwhowasscreamingformejustyesterday

hassuddenlychangedhermind.



“Thatistruesir,thesearesomeofthesignsof

mentalillness.Extrememoodchangesand

withdrawalfromfriendsandfamily.”Whatisthis

womantalkingabout?IknowThandiweisnotcrazy,

Ibroughtherheretokeepoursonsafe,tokeepher

safe.“It’snormalforhertofeelneglectedand

perhapsthisisherwayofdealing…”

Therestofherwordsbecomeablur,Iwanttosee

myThandiwe.Iamnotinterestinginlearningabout

mentalillness,myheavyheartneedstocatcha

glimpseofThandiwe.

“Iappreciatethelessondoctor,howeverIdonot

havetime.Excuseme.”Idon’tgiveherachanceto

respond,noonewillstopmefromseeingthe

womanIlove.IcurtailmyangerwhenIgettothe

doorandopenittotakeapeek,myheartjolts

seeingherseatedonarockingchairfacingthe

window.

Regretswampsmyentirebeing.



“Tshabalala.”Sheflinches,Iwaitforhertoturn

around.Okay,okay.Sheisstillupset,that’sokay.I

canmakeituptoher.Iletmyselfin,herscenthas

filledtheroomandthatscaresmetodeath.The

thoughtofherbeinglockeduphereforalongtime.

“Won’tyoulookatme?”Silence…

Ineedhertospeak,hearinghervoicewillprobably

makemeforgetthatI’manasshole.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Hervoiceiscold…dead.

“Ipromisedtocomeseeyou.”God,turnaroundsoI

cantakealookatyouTshabalala.

“Iwon’tleaveyoursightagain,Ipromise.”Thandiwe

articulateswordsthatsoundfamiliar.“Thenightof

yourbirthdayparty,youmademethispromise.”

“Tan-tan…”

“It’sokay,”sheinterjects.“Youdon’thavetokeep

yourpromises.”WhatdoesshemeanIdon’thaveto

keepthepromise?Ineedtokeepit,formyown



sanity.Listentoyou,Nqaba,soundinglikeaselfish

bastard.

“Idon’tunderstand.”I’manidiot.

Whyhasn’tsheturnedaroundyet?Iknowthis

heartbreak,Ifeltityearsago.WillIsurviveitthis

time?

“IneedtobeindependentNqabayomzi,”

Nqabayomzi?Nqabayomzi?SincewhenamI…“I

willbefinehere,Ipromise.Yougoandtakecareof

ourson,heneedsyoumorethanIdo.”

Thissoundsfinalandithurts.

“WhatisgoingonThandiwe?Tellmeyou’reokay.”I

hearhersigh.

“Iam,Iwillfocusongettingbetter.Youfocuson

ourson.”

“Areweokay?”Pleasesaywe’reokay.Iwaitforher

tomakeamove,tiltherhead…raiseahand…rock

thatchairsheissittingon.MoveformeTan-tan,



please.

Thesilenceisgettingtome,it’stoomuchformeto

handle.Idon’twanttopaniclestIscareher.Ioptto

movecloser,atouchfrommeshouldhaveher

turningaround.

“LookatmeTshabalala,”herhandslinkwithher

ears.Loudscreamsgushoutofhermouthbefore

shestartschantingafamiliarbiblescripture.

“EventhoughIwalkthroughthevalleyofthe

shadowofdeath…”

“Thandiwe.”Paniccradlesme,Itrytoholdherand

shejumpsfromthechair.Hereyesarewidewith

fear,theylookatmeasifI’mastranger.Likethey

haveneverlookedintomine.Iwanttoconsoleher,

butDr.Hacoandtwomalenursesrushin.

Idon’twanttoseewhathappenedlasttime,Ican’t

seeherhurtinglikethatagain.

Thecowardinmeforcesmeoutoftheroom,I



standbythedoorfacingthelobby.Icanhear

Thandiwefromhere,sherecitestheversewithfear.

IwanttoclogmyownearsasIcan’tstandtohear

herbeingtormented.Itdoesn’ttakelongforherto

quietdown.Dr.Hacosauntersout,lookinghopeless

andirritated.

“ItoldyounottogointhereMr.Biyase.Thepatient

willnotmakeanyprogressifyoucontinuetoupset

her.”Thisdoctorisannoyingme.

“Doyouexpectmetoabandonher?”

“Absolutelynot,butwehavetoputherfirst.What

wewantisforThandiwetohealandgobackhome,

comebackinafewdays.Perhapsherangerwould

havesubsided.”

HowcanThandiwenotwanttoseeme?IknowI

hurther,howcanIgoonwithoutseeingher?

“I’llbeheretomorrow,8amsharp.”Iwillnotneglect



youThandiwe…

BULELWA…

LindiwewentintolabourlastnightrightafterBetty

madeherpresenceknown,shegavebirthtoababy

boy.ThelankyLonwabolooksthehappiest,Istill

don’tlikehim.Hismotherishereaswell,Idon’t

knowwhyhebroughther;thewomanlookssour

thanalemon.

Shebetternotbethosewickedmotherin-laws,Iwill

pavetheshortestwaybacktoEasternCapeand

shovetheminit.WearecrampedupinLindiwe’s

deliveryroom,Thobekileistheonewiththebabyin

herarms.Lonwaboisseatedonthebednextto

Lindiwe,thelittleshitbetternotforgethehasto

marrymysister.

“Haveyouchosenanameyet?”That’sLilian,Idid

notplanonseeinghersoon.Lifeisabitch,that’s



whyIdrinkwineandIneedaglassrightnow.

Lindiweandthegiraffelovinglyglanceateach

otherwithcornysmilesontheirfaces.Don’tthrow

upBubu…Ismellloveintheairandit’snauseating.

Ihatemylife.

I’mcreepedoutastheireyesturntome,Ishrug

motioningahighcaseofconfusion.

“Wewerethinkingthatyoucouldnamehim.”

Lindiwestates…

Isshecrosseyedorisshereallylookingatme?I

turntoseeifthereisanyonebehindme.Okay…she

wantsmetodothehonours.

“Areyousure?”Thismakesmefeelspecial,

however,Idon’twanttobecrucifiedwhenIgivethe

childaheavynamefromtheancestralworld.

“Yes,youaremylittlebrother.Myfirstlove,my

numberone.YouarethebravestpersonIknow

Bubu,youhavebeenthroughsomuch,yetyou’re

standingherestrongandreadyforthenextbattle.I



wantmysontobelikeyou,youaremyHercules

andIwanthimtobeaHerculestohissiblings.”

Lindiweisgoingtomakemecry…BreatheBubu,it

isnotthatdeep.

“ThankyouTwiggy,Idon’tknowwhattosayreally.”

“Justgiveusaname.”Lilianchirpsin…Whosaid

shecanlaughwithme?Nonsense.

“Bhekisizwe.”Isaywithoutasecondthoughttoit,

bigeyespinmeonthespot.WhatdidIsay?OhGod!

DidIsayadifferentname?Mymindisnotwithme

lately.

“Bhekisizwe?”Lindiweconfirms,Inod,relievedthat

Ididnotcurseatthebaby.

“IthoughtZizweandIweregoingtogetmarried

andmaybeadoptoneday,butlifedoesnotloveme.

Bhekisiswewashistwinbrother,unfortunatelyhe

didn’tbelongwiththem.Ihaveseentheloveand

paininZizwe'seyeswhenhetalksabouthimand



that’swhenIdecidedthatIwillnameourchild

Bhekisizwesohecanhavehalfofhisheartback.”I

explainmyinsanitybehindthenameIhavechosen,

thenameoftheonewhohashalfofZizwe’sheart.

Ididnotintendtocry,soIdropmyheadtostopthe

tearsfromembarrassingme.

“Wowthatisbeautiful,Iloveit.”Lindiwesays,faces

intheroomgleamincludingLonwabo’s.Inod

proudly.

“Youdo?”

“YesandIwantyouandZizwetobeBhekisizwe’s

godparents.”

Isthiswomantryingtogivemeaheartattack?

“ZizweandIbrokeupTwiggy,it’snotgoingto

work.”Idon’tseeit,Ijustdon’t.

“Youwillmakeitwork.”Thobekiletwitters.“You

havenochoicenow,lookatSizwe’sangelicface.”



“Excuseme.”Lilianfliesouttheroom,Ialmost

forgotthatsheishere.Doesshehavefeelingsfor

Zizwe?StopitBubu,don’tentertainsuchmalicious

thoughts.Youwillonlygiveyourselfheartache.

“Itissettledthen,BhekisisweBaneleMtlontlo.”

Lonwaboconcludes,Iamshockedbyhischangeof

hearttowardsmeandmypreference.Whatwasthe

dramaforinthefirstplace?Xhosas!!!

BHEKIZIZWE…

Ifeellikeadipshitforattackingmybrother,he

mightbeanass,butheistheclosestthingIhave.If

onlyhedidn’tsaythosethingstome,Iwouldn’t

haveraisedahandonhim.Nowordshavebeen

saidbetweenus,Iseeguiltinhiseyeseachtimehe

looksatme.Hewantstoapologise,butheisa

pridefulmansoIdon’tseeithappening.

Ican’ttolerateanyinsultsagainstBulelwa,he



doesn’tdeservetobedegradedlikethatbecauseof

hispreference.LordknowsIlovethatmanandI

lovehimmorenowafterwhatIhaveheard.

FollowingorstalkingBulelwaratherwasnotinmy

bucketlist,Icouldn’thelpit.Ineededtoknowhow

heisdoing,ifheiscopingandmycuriositygrew

eachtimeIsawhim.Iwouldprowlaroundhis

premisesbeforegoingtowork,justtocatcha

glimpseofhiminthemorning.

Afterwork,mypathincludedgoingtohisplaceor

followinghimaround.

HereIamatthehospital,hissisterjustgavebirth.I

overheardtheirconversation,Ididn’tthinkBulelwa

waslisteningwhenIwouldtalkaboutmybrother

whodied.Naminghissister’schildBhekisizweis

thegreatestgifthecouldevergiveme.Ineedto

makeamendswithhim,wehavebeenatdagger’s

drawnforfartoolong.



NQABA…

IhadtocancelbreakfastwithRandallyesterday,

Zuluneededmyattention.Heisbackhomewithme,

wearepreparingtogototheOkolies.Thandiwe

refusedtoseemetodayaswell,Ididn’tforce

myselfinthistime,butwatchedherfromadistance.

Aglimpseofherwasenoughforme,Iintendtogo

backeveryday.

NowIamleftwithataskoftellingmybabythathe

won’tseehismotherforawhile,hopefullyuntilI

findasolutiontotheproblemathand.OrGod

finallyintervenes.IjoinZuluinthelivingroom,he

hasabandageonhisforehead.Heisastronglittle

boy.

“Whatareyouwatching?”Iask,perchingmyself

besidehiminthecornercouch.

“DragonballZ.”Heretortswithoutlookingatme,he

won’tgivemeattentionwiththisthingon.Ireach

fortheremoteonthecoffeetableandswitchitoff.



Hisinquisitiveeyesimmediatelymeetmine.

“Peanut!”Istart,hopinghewon’tbehurtbythe

news.“Mamahastogoawayforawhile.”Thereis

nootherwaytosaythis,gettingtothepointisthe

onlywayIknow.

“Where?CanIgowithher?”

“Uh…Whataboutme?Whowillkeepmecompanyif

youbothleaveme?”Heshrugsatmyquestion.

“Youcancometoo,we’llallbetogether.”Thatisa

beautifulpictureson,ourtimewillcomeoneday.

“That’sthethingPeanut,mamahastogoalone.We

won’tbeallowedin,butshewillbeingoodhands.

Therearedoctorswhowilltakecareofheruntilshe

getsbetter.”Hiseyestwitchwithpain,heisnota

crierthankGod.

“Ismamareallysick?Isthatwhyshehitme?”Zulu

questions,Itrytodecipherhisemotions,butkids

aresopure.Ican’tseeasingledoseofresentment

forhismother.



“Youknowshelovesyou,right?”

“Yesuncle…”Hiseyesextensivelymovefromleftto

right,thenawidesmileflashesandlightsupthe

room.“Imean…yesDad.”

“Good,here’swhatwe’regoingtodo.Wewillwrite

herletterseverydaywithoutfail,hearingfromyou

willmakeherhappy.”Thandiwewilllovethose,they

willmakeherfeelclosertoherson.

“CanIdrawpicturesaswell?”

“Yes,youmaydothat.”

He’ssuddenlysad,howfasthetransitionedfroma

happykid.

“Whatisit?”

“Willmamacometomywedding?”

“Wedding?”



“Yes,I’mgoingtoaskLiyatomarryme.LookwhatI

got.”Zuluplungesahandinthepocketofhisshorts

andrevealsapurpleplasticring.

“Igotthisfromaluckypacketatschool,Liya’s

favouritecolourispurple.Shewon’tsaynotome

whensheseesthisbaby.”Hegrinsmischievously

attheringandkissesit.Whereismybaby?

“Aboutthat…thereissomethingyouhavetoknow.”

HowwillIbreakhisheartwiththosebambieyes

staringatmeandthatinnocentsmile?“Liyana’s

fatherismybrother,sothatmakesLiyanayour

cousin.”

Hekeepsthesmile,Idon’tthinkheunderstandsme.

“So…youcangiveusyourblessings?”His

miniaturebrainhasn’tgraspedanythingyet.

“No,Liyanaisyourcousin.”Zulufrowns.

“Firstcousin?”Therewego.

“YesPeanut,”Zuluscratcheshishead,pondering

uponthenews.



“Dad,Iwillgodowninhistoryasthefirstmanto

marrytheirfirstcousin.”Didhesayman?Hiseyes

lightupandIamconfused.“Aweeesome!!!”

“Whoareyou?Whydoyouspeaklikeanadult?”I

ask,drowninginconfusion.

“Comeondadanddon’tsaythatinfrontofuncle

Randall.HemightgiveLiyanaawaytosomeone

else,I’mtooyoungtodieofabrokenheart.”Iam

defeatedbythislittleboy.

“YouaregivingmegreyhairsalreadyPeanut.”Itell

himandthelittlebratthrowshisheadbackand

laughs,it’sadorable.Iaminlovewiththischild,my

baby.Ireachoutahandtogentlyrubhishead.

“I’llallowthatdad,butdon’tdoitwhenLiyaoruncle

Randallarearound.Ihaveworkedsohardtoget

himtolikeme.”ZulusaysandIgiveup.

“Let’sgogetsomeicecreambeforewegomeet

youruncleRandall.”Iwhiskhimupandhelaughs,



bashfully.

“Daaaadd.”Hewhines.

“Whatisit?”

“Youcan’tdothat,I’mnotababy.Putmedown.”In

hisdreams.

“You’remybaby,Idon’tcarehowoldyouget.”Itell

him,walkingoutthehousewithhiminmyarms.

Funnyenoughheisnotfidgeting.

“Mylifeisover,Iwillnevergetmarried.”Zulu

grumbles.

ThistimeI’mtheonetolaugh,whoknewthatZulu

wouldbemycure,thepillIneeded?Hisarmsloop

aroundmyneck,heburieshisheadonmyshoulder.

“Iloveyoudad.”

Myheartleaps,tearsfloodmyeyes.Thisispure

genuinelove,Iholdhimtighterandkisshishead.

“IloveyoutooPeanut.”

Ipullupthemomentwearesettledinthecar.



“CanwebringLiyaicecreamtoo?”Theboysays.

Iwillneverheartheendofthis.

“AndR.J,he’salittlemessysowe’llgethimanice

pop.Chiomalovessweetthingstoo,shesayseven

thoughshelosesallherteethshewillneverstop

eatingsweets.”Hegigglesandcontinuestotellme

stories,allIdoislistenandbaskinhisambiance.

Tobecontinued…

BURN
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RANDALL…

ThekingoftheAshantikingdomhadtogiveinto

hisbrother’sdemandstoseetheirmotherandaunt,

themanformerlyknownasDumaBiyase’sson

wouldnotstopnagginghistwinbrother.

DayandnightNqabawouldbugRandallwith



questionsaboutBarbraandSandra’swellbeing.

Thetwowomenhavebeenlockedupfortendays

withoutfoodorwater.DoesitmattertoRandallthat

histwinthinkshewillletthewomendie?Don’twe

knowtheanswertothat?Thereisabeastlivingin

thatmananditisnotkindtohisenemies.

“We’rehere.”Randallannouncesasheparksthe

carinfrontofatallbuildingintheoutskirtsof

Johannesburg.Theystepoutofthevehicleatthe

sametime.

“Whyhere?”Nqabaqueries,lettinghiseyesscan

thelavishglasstoglassbuilding.Biyaseisleft

wonderingwhyhisbrotherhasbroughthimtoan

over-the-tophotel.

“Whynothere?”Thatwasexpectedanddamnitstill

stings,yousureweararrogancewellMr.Okolie.

Randallansweringaquestionwithaquestionisnot

abanger,Nqabahasofficiallyfoundhisbrother

rudeasfuck.Itissomethinghehasalwaysknown,



butRandallseemstobeworseasNqabaspends

timewithhim.

Nqabahasnochoicebuttofollowsuit.Thehotel

buildinghasinhabitants,itisabusyplacewith

peoplecomingandgoing.Nqababumpsintoafew

ashetriestokeepupwithhisbrother.Thelobby

hasacleanefficiency,yetwelcomingallthesame.

Itisilluminatedwithasoftandhospitablelight.

“Whoseplaceisthis?”ZuludefinitelylivesinNqaba,

themanhasthecuriosityofachild.Theygettoan

elevator,Randallcallsitbypressingthebiggreen

button.Insecondstheelevatorwhistles,likehehas

beendoing,Nqabafollowshisbrotherinsidethe

sparklycleanelevator.Randallisyettogivean

answerforthequestionthatwasaskedseconds

ago.

“KwameHeights,IwantedtoinvestinR.J’sfuture.

Thiswasagoodwaytostart,everyprofitfromthis

placegoestohistrustfund.”



“Isee,soyouthoughtitbesttogiveourmothersa

luxuriouslifewhileholdingthemhostage?”Sono

oneiswillingtoshutthismanup?

Inaway,Nqabaisgratefulthathismotherisnot

goingthroughpain.Randallhoweverdenieshiman

answer,theyreachthebasementfloor.Hehands

Nqabaafacemaskandamblesout.Lookatthat

bastardleavinghisbrotherbehindwithoutfeeding

hiscuriosity.

Nqabaistiredofbeingkeptinthedark.The

basementisjustascleanastherestofKwame

Heights,nothingisstoredinit.Theflooris

cemented,thewallspaintedwhiteandlightswork

perfectlyfine.Howeveritisascoldasawinter’s

night,theAcmustbeon;Nqabathinksasherubs

hishandstogethertocreatefrictionsotowarm

themup.

“Youshouldhavetoldmetobringajersey.”Wewill

letNqabacomplain,hewasnevergivenachance



asachild.Ntuthuko’sspoiledprivate-school-ass

hadalltheattention.

NqabatriestokeepupwithRandall’sbigsteps,as

hegetscloserastrongsmellharasseshisnose.

Hisbrainrelaysamessagethatsomethingmustbe

rotten,Nqabaisquicktoputthefacemaskon,

Randallisalreadyset.Hestopsinfrontoftwobig

cageswhereBarbraandSandralayweak,

dehydratedanddirtierthanasnortybratwhowas

outplayingalldayonadustystreet.

“Whatistha…”Nqaba’swordsarecutshortwhen

hiseyesfallonhismotherlayingalmost

unconsciousonasinglemattress.Thesmellof

urineandfaecesissostrongthatitpenetrates

throughthemasks.Theskinofthetwins’mother

seemstobepeelingoff,itisdecayingandsmellsas

badasaratthatdiedunderahoarder’sbed.Barbra

hasnotfoundacureforhercondition.Timeisnot

onherside,deathisatthedoorreadytoshipherto



hades.

“Mother!”Nqaba’sheartpains,seeinghismotherin

aterriblestate.“Whathappenedtoyou?”

Ohhowthewitchhasdescendedfromherthrone.

Barbraisabletoturnherweakeyestohersons,

shamekissesher.Ifthereisawaytohide,she

wouldbehidingnow.Sheisashamedthatthey

havetoseeherlikethat.Nqaba’sgazeturnstoa

passedoutSandrainthecagenextdoor,hecan’t

help,butwonderhowhisbrothercoulddo

somethingsovicioustothesewomen.

“What’sgoingon?”Everybodytakeasit,Biyaseis

notdoneaskingquestions.Howeverhisenquiries

aredirectedtoanunbotheredRandall.

“Yousaidyouwantedtoseethem,heretheyare.”

Nonchalantly,Randallrejoinders.Nothinginhimis

touchednormovedbyhismothers’sufferings.



“WhathaveyoudoneRandall?Howcanyoubeso

evil?”OhNqaba,youshouldknowbynowhowcold

heartedyourtwinis.

“Areyoudone?Ineedtogethome.”Randallfolds

hisarmsacrosshischest,leanshisshoulderonthe

barswhilemaintaininghisdeadpanexpression.

“Letthemoutnow!”Nqabaorders,readytofightfor

hismother.Sheneedsmedicaltreatment.Can’t

Randallseethat?

“RelaxMzi,todayistheirlastnight.Iftheysurvive

thenight,maybeIwilltakethemtothehospital.OrI

coulddumpthemunderabridgeandleavethemto

die.Iftheyarelucky,someonewillfindthem.”

Randallseemstofinddelightinhisdeeds,hiseyes

areonhisbrother,tryingtodecipherhisemotions.

“Closeyourmouth,”Randalldemands,predictingan

ajarmouthunderhisbrother’smask.Nqaba

grimacesatRandall’ssixthsenseandshutshis

mouth.

“Youcan’tkillVero’smotherRandall,youcan’tkill



ourmotherandaunt.Theyarenotanimalsyou

disposeof,theyarehuman.”Yes,yes…PoorMziis

doubtingThomas,hewantstoseeBarbraflying

withabroombeforebelievingthatshereallyisa

witch.NqabaisangeredbyRandall’scoldness.

HowwasAmaranotabletocurbthismanofhers?

“Whosaidanythingaboutmurder?”Howcan

someonesoundsodemandingandarrogantyethis

facelooksascoolasacucumber.

“Randall,Iamnotplayingwithyou.Givemethe

keysnow.”Randallseesthehurtinhisbrother’s

eyes,somethinghehascometohate.Nqabamust

haveaholdonhimbecauseRandallgivesin,he

ramsahandinthepocketofhisfittingblackjeans.

PullsthekeyoutandhandsittoNqaba.

“Fine,haveityourwayNonso.”Randallrevealshis

Brother’ssecondnametoldtohimbyBarbrawhen

sheexplainedhowtheycameintoexistence.



WhileonvacationinSouthAfricawithherhusband

Segun,Sandraandhersisterputtheirplaninto

motion.TheydruggedSegun,gotBarbratosleep

withhim,luckilythewitchfellpregnant.Sandrahad

tofakeapregnancyforninemonths,herhusband

wasn’treallyhandsonwiththe“pregnancy”and

thatworkedinSandra’sfavour.

Twomonthsbeforethetwinswereborn,Barbra

travelledtoGhanacourtesyofhersister.Allthis

whileDumathoughthiswifewasinthevillagewhile

hetoiledundertheJo’burgsunjusttomakeends-

meat.

BarbranamedthetwinsThamsanqaUzeand

NqabayomziNonso…Thenativenameshadtobe

giventothechildrensonocalamitybefallsthemas

theOkolieshadtorecognisethem.Thebabieswere

thenseparated,Sandradidawaywiththename

ThamsanqaandnamedhernephewRandallUze

Okolie.

“Whatthehell?”YepBiyase,letthenamesinkin…



Nqabaisshockedbytheforeignname.Whois

Nonso?Hesureashellknowsit’snothim.Randall

leaveshisbrotherbehindwithquestionsheisnot

willingtoanswer.Heisdonearguingwithhim.

IFEANYI…

Ntsikaaskedtomeetup,IagreedforthereasonI

wanttotellhimfacetofacethatIneedspacefrom

him.Hehasbeenthereforme,webecameclosein

averyshortspaceoftime.Whenallmenseemed

likemonsters,hecameandchangedmy

perspective.Iwillforeverbegratefultohim,forhis

effortstoteachmetosmileagain.

IchoseCrestaMall,mybrotherseldomcomeshere.

Iamstilldisconcertedbycrowds,smallmovements

orsomeonewalkingbehindme.Ihavetowatchmy

backeverywhereIgoandIhavecutmycircleof

friendsshort.



Iselectedatableatafarendcorner,awayfrom

people.Myeyeswanderallovertherestaurantin

searchofNtsika,theyfindhimrightatthedoor.He

justgothere,awaiterapproacheshimandsays

somethingtohim.Iwanttostandandwave,he

seesmefirst,dismissesthewaiterandmakeshim

waytome.

Wedon’tdohugs,heknowsit.

“SorryI’mlate.”Hekeptmewaitingalright.

“That’salright.”Helooksatmydrink,drylemonis

whatI’mhaving.Atasteofalcoholwillhaveme

cravingforabottle,itisbestIavoidit.Ntsikaasks

whatI’mhaving,Itellhim.Heordersthesamefrom

thewaiter,Ntsikalooksedgy,tensed.Iwouldthink

heknowswhatI’mabouttotellhim,Icouldn’tbring

myselftoanswerhiscallsafterthedayoftheparty.

Thisisourfirstmeetingsincethen.

“Areyouokay?”Iask,abitworried.Themanlooks

likeheisabouttopassout,hesighsanxiouslyand



givesmeanod.Idon’tknowwhattomakeofit.

Thistoughmanwhoalwaysworepowerand

confidencelikeatailoredsuitistremblinglikea

silkygownonawashingline.

Thewaitressdoesn’twastetimewithhisdrink,

Ntsikagulpsitdowninonegoandorders

somethingstronger.NowI’mworried.

“Howhaveyoubeen?”Hequeriesunbuttoninghis

blackbuttondowngolfshirt,showingalittlebitof

hischest.Thismanissweatingprofusely.

“Good,I’mgladyoucalled.”AmIreadytobreakhis

heart?IknowNtsikaislookingforarelationship,it

issomethingIcannotgivehimrightnow.Maybein

thefarfuture,Idon’tknow.

“ThereissomethingIwanttotellyou.”Webothsing

inunison,Imovemyeyesfromhisintensegaze.

“Goaheadnkosazane.”(Lady.)



“Iwantustotakeabreakfromeachother.”Hurt

flashesinhiseyes,hewipesitawaywithinablink

ofaneye.“I’mgratefultoyouforbeingagood

friend,youcamewhenIwasreadytogiveuponlife

andhelpedmestand.Youbecamemyconfidante

andIwillneverforgetthat.”

“Areyouleaving?”Hequestions.

“No,Ijustneedspacethat’sall.NtsikaIknowthat

youhavefeelingsforme,Ihaveseenhowyoulook

atme.Theloveinyoureyesdoesnotshyaway

whenoureyesmeet.”Ntsikadropshisheadand

rubshisnape.

“Thatobvious,huh?”Hechortles.

“YeahandIamnotrejectingyou,maybewewill

meetagainoneday.RightnowIcan’tgiveyouwhat

youwant,Ihaven’tcrossedthatbridgeyetNtsika.I

havebruisesallovermysoul,mymindismuddled

andmylifeisamess.You’reagreatman,you

deservesomeonewhowillgiveyoutheloveyou

want.Iamnotthatperson.”Ifeellikehellfor

breakinghimapart.He’stryingtohidethe



disappointment,butIseeit.

“IunderstandIfe,Iwillbackawayandgiveyouthe

spaceyouneed.IwantyoutoknowIwillalwaysbe

thereforyou.YoucancallmeanytimeandIwill

dropitalltogettoyou.”Hearticulates,myheart

shouldskipabeat.Nevertheless,ithasn’treached

thatstageyet.TheonlythingIcancontributeisa

smileofgratitude.

“Whatdidyouwanttotellme?”Myquestionbrings

asmileuponhisface.

“YouhavesaiditallIfe,letmenotruinthis.”NowI

amcertainthathewantedtoconfesshisfeelings

forme,helookscalmernow;liketheoldNtsikaI

know.Wedecidetoorderandstayabittoconverse,

itisneededconsideringitisthelasttimeweare

seeingeachother.

NQABA…



SpendingtimewithRandallhasbecomemyescape

fromreality,thereisawayhecalmsmewithout

knowing.HeiswhereIrunandhidewhenlife

seemstothrottleme,Ifindmyselfinhispresence

everydayaftervisitingThandiwesoIcanhavethat

tasteofbeingwantedandloved.Thandiweissofar

fromme,yetsoclose.Myheartisnotstrong

enoughtoendurehersilence.

Mybrotherhasn'tbeentothehospitaltosee

BarbraandSandra.Hewasnothappyaboutmy

decisionoftakingthemtothehospital.Barbra's

caseisbad,sheisnotmakingprogress,hersister

justneedsbettercare.

Todayonmywayfromthementalhospital,I

receivedacallfrommyfather’sdoctor.Dumais

braindead,hisbrainhasstoppedrelaying

messagestohisbody.Hewillneverbeabletodo

anythingbyhimself.ThestrongmanIknewisgone,



allthatisleftofhimisabodyincapableofmoving.

“Mzi?”RandallsaluteswhenIwalkintohislounge,

StylesandNeoarepresent,settledonthesame

couch.Randallisseatedonasinglesofa,oneleg

crossedovertheother.Hisrightelbowrelaxingon

thecouch’sarmrest,aforefingerandindexfinger

pressedonhischeek.

Themanexudespowerandauthoritywithoutdoing

anything,heownstheroomthemomentheenters,

evenbeforehesayssomething.Evenifnobody

knowshim,theroomgoesquiet.Everyone

immediatelysenseshispresence,heisthetypeof

manIaspiretobe.

“Myfatherisbraindead.”Ipronounce,positioning

myselfonthecouch.

“Youmeanhe’sacabbage?”Neospillswithout

thinking,herealiseshismistakeandgivesan

apologeticglance.



“HowamIgoingtocope?Ntuthukoisleavingfor

Germany,Veroisnotexperiencedtotakecareof

him.”

“Andyou’rebankaccountisfloodingwithMandela

notes.”Neointerposes,frustrated.“Ihateitwhen

peoplethrowpityparties,somepeoplearegoing

throughrealshitoutthere.Areyouawarethere’s

someonewhocan’taffordawheelchair,theyhave

todragthemselvesonthegroundtogofromAtoB?

Thereissomeoneinyourfather’sconditionwho

can’taffordaprivatenurse,theirchildhastodrop

outofschooljusttolookafterthem.Andyou’re

hereMzisulkingabouthowyouwon’tbeableto

lookafteryourfaather,yetyouhavemoneythatcan

buyyounurses.”

ShockedbyNeo’sspeech,IchaseRandallwithmy

eyestofindhimglaringatNeo.Heshakeshishead,

disapprovingofNeo’sstatementandheadstothe

minibartopourhimselfadrink.



“Ididn’tmeanitlikethatNeo.”Ihavetodefend

myself,IamgratefulforwhatIhave.

“Don’tmindNeo,Mzi.Hehasdayswhenhefeels

likebeingapreacher,maybeifhefinallybuildsa

churchhewillcutussomeslack.”Styles

interpolates,throwingaglareatNeo.

“What?”Neosnaps.

“Youinsensitivebastard,Mziisgoingthrough

enough.”Stylessmackshishead.

“Hey,Itellitlikeitis.Peopleneedtostartcounting

theirblessings.”Neo.

“ShutthefuckupNeo,whatthefuck?”Stylessnaps

back,clearlyannoyed.Neocouldrollhiseyes

judgingbytheirritationonhisface.

“Youknowyoucan’tcontinuewiththisBiyase

name.”Randalldropsabomb,takinghisseatback.

Hiswayofbringingthisgnawingconversationtoa

stop.“Forgetit.”NowayamIgoingtochangemy

surname.



“Tellthattoyourancestors,theytendtobevery

jealous.Theyarenotgoingtoshareyouwiththe

Biyases.”

“ThatisabsurdRandall,Iamnotchangingmylast

name.”Mybrothershrugs,whyisheshrugginghis

shoulderslikethat?StylesandNeoareoglingatme

expectantly,Iamobliviousastowhattheywant

fromme.

“RandallisrightMzi,Zuluneedstochangehisas

well.You’reanOkolie,youhavetorecogniseyour

ancestors.”Stylesseemstoknowalotaboutbeing

anOkolie..

“Don’tbeanidiotMzi,doyouthinktheywillletitgo

justlikethat?Worsenowthatyouknowwhoyou

are,askUzeabouthisgrandfather.Heistheleader

oftheundergroundgang,thatoldgeezerwillturn

onyousofastyourwholefamilywilljointhe

ancestralland.”That’sNeo,Randallissuddenly

discreet.Hestartedit,whythesilencenow?



“That’sthethingaboutbeinganOkolie,youhaveto

acknowledgeyourpeople.Youtwoaretwins,you

havetobereunited.”Stylesexclaims,givingme

somethingtothinkabout.

“Whathappenedtoyourtongue?”Iquestionan

unbotheredRandall,hissilenceisstartingtopiss

meoff.

“What?Youwantmetogrovelandkissyourass?”

Thepompousbastardarrogantlyripostes,Ican’t

believeheismytwinbrother.

“Thatisexactlywhatyoushouldbedoingactually,

consideringthatIamolder.”Iretorttohavehim

laughatmyremark,Idon’tappreciatehisconceited

demeanour.Hesitsbackonthecouch,crossesa

footovertheotherandfocusesontheliquorinhis

hand.

“FunnyhowI’mbiggerandtaller,yetyouclaimthe

bigbrothertitle.”

“You’renottallerthanmeThamsanqa.”Iknewthis

namewouldrilehimup,hescowls,shootingmea



glareorderedfromthedeepestpitofhell.

“CursethatnameNonso.”Randallthrowsbackwith

anugliername,curseBarbrafordubbingmeNonso.

“ThatislowRandall.”Ishoot,thefuckerisnot

touched.Hesmirksandcontinuestokisstheglass.

Ihearlaughter,Ialmostforgotthesetwoidiotsare

here.Theyareslumpedoneachothersilently

laughing,Neohastearsrunningdownhisface.

Stylesshouldstop,thisstupidactdoesnotsuithim.

“Whatisfunny?”

“Sorry,Nonso.”Neolaughsthemeaningless

apology.

“Ineedadrink.”AsIgetup,IfeelRandall’sgazeon

me.Hisseriousexpressionhasmeworried.

“Youcan’tescapefromthemMzi,youhaveto

recognisetheOkoliesorthingsmightgosouthfor

you.Iwillcallmygranduncleandlethimknowthat

you’reready.”Randallissousedtogivingdemands,

howsureishethatIamready?

“AmIbeingforcedintothisfamily?”Iask.



Everythingishappeningsofast,Ican’tturnmy

backonDuma.Especiallynowthathehasbecome

adelinquent.

“Youwerebornintothisfamily,ifsomethingever

happenstome,youwillbenextinlinetorulethe

Kingdom.AbiyasecannotruleinplaceofanOkolie,

itisnotdone.”

“Shouldn’tmybloodbeenough?”

“Denyingtoacceptwhoyouareisthesameas

spittinginthefacesofmyancestors,your

forefathersMzi.Onemorething,Thandiweis

havingyourbaby,boththekidswillhavetotake

yoursurnameandforthattohappen,youhaveto

marryher.”Whoishe?Myfather?

“WhydoIfeelthatyouwanttocontrolmylife

brother?”

“Onthecontrary,yourancestorsarecontrolling

yourlife.Mineaswell,wedon’tbelongtoourselves

brother.Nowyou’regoingtodoeverythingIhave

mentioned,endofdiscussion.”Randallandhis

controllingtendencies,Ihavenevermetthese



Okolies,yetIamexpectedtochangemyentirelife

topleasethem.

“Andstopthinkingtoomuch,yourheadwill

explode.”Stylessings,heandNeoseemtobe

enjoyingthedisputebetweenRandallandI.

“IwishBarbrawasmymother,”Neodeclaresfrom

nowhere.Hisinterjectionisbrushedoffbyeveryone.

Thereisnoturningbacknow,Iwillneedtoponder

uponwhatRandallhassaid.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

84…

BULELWA…



MyheartracesfasterthanitsnormalbeatwhenI

spotZizwewalkingtowardsme,lookingpompous

asever.Myheadsaysturnaroundandwalkaway,

butmyheartwon’tletme.Helooksabitthin,

roughedupandhasgrownabeard.Lookatthis

twentyyearold,lookingsogrown.

“What’sgoingon?”Thequestionisdirectedto

Thobekilewhodraggedmetothemallinthepretext

ofbuyingbabyclothes,thesisterhasn’tboughta

singlesock.

“You’resostubbornthatIhadtolietoyou.”Iwant

torollmyeyesatherstupidanswer.

“Youdidn’thavetoliethough,maybeIwouldhave

agreedtoseehim.”Thatisabigmaybe,I’ma

shamelessprick.

“Really?”Sheprobes,catchingmeonmylie.

“NoThobe.”WhenisthenextflighttoMozambique?

Thiswomanisallupinmybusiness.

“Pleasehearhimout,youtwohavebeenapartfor



toolong.It’senoughnowBulelwa,wearetiredof

thisbickering.”I’mtiredaswell,amIreadythough

tohavehimbackinmylife.WillIeverbeabletolet

himtouchmewithoutthinkingaboutmymother?

Confusionknowshowtomakeitselfathome.

Musinguponmysister’swords,Ispinmyhead

aroundtofindZizwestaring,Ican’tlookaway.His

eyesarepleading,Lordgivemestrength.

BHEKIZIZWE…

Nowthisismychance,Ihavetogethimbackat

anycost.Westand,staringateachotherforwhat

seemslikeforever.Myheartjumpsvigorouslywhen

heturnsaroundtowalkaway.

“Buttercup!”Hestopsandswivels,eyeingmelike

heexpectedmetostophim.

It’snowornever.ThisisnotsomethingI’ddo,butI

havetotakeachance.



<Yougottagoandgetangryatallofmyhonesty.>

<YouknowItry,butIdon’tdotoowellwith

apologies.>

<IhopeIdon’trunoutoftime,couldsomeonecalla

referee?>

IseeThobekilesubduealaugh,amIthatbad.

SerenadingBulelwawasheridea.Bulelwaisas

seriousasmymotheratachurchservice.Ican’t

stopnow,Ineedtocontinue.Bulelwaisamusic

lover,hemightfindthisgesturesweet.Iwould

embarrassmyselfamilliontimesforhim.

<‘CauseIjustneedonemoreshotatforgiveness.>

<IknowyouknowthatImadethosemistakes

maybeonceortwice.>

<ByonceortwiceImeanmaybeacoupleof

hundredtimes.>

<Soletme,ohletmeredeem,ohredeem,ohmyself

tonight.>



<‘CauseIjustneedonemoreshotatsecond

chances.>

<Yeah,isittoolatenowtosaysorry?>

<‘CauseI’mmissingmorethanjustyourbody.>

<Oh,isittoolatenowtosaysorry?>

He’smovingcloser,thisisworking.I’mtakenaback

whenhepressesapalmonmymouth,bringingmy

performancetoahalt.

“You’vesaidenough.”

“Said?IthoughtIwassinging,amIthatbadofa

singer?”Bulelwanodsunashamedly.

“You’reembarrassingme,don’teversinginpublic.

Yoursingingbelongsinthetoilet,forgettheshower

you’llmakethewatercoldwiththatvoice.”Thisis

thebluntBulelwaIknowandlove.Imissedthis

Bulelwa.

“…andhereIwasthinkingIsoundedbetterthan

JustinBieber.”Hethrowshisheadback,laughing.



“Ididn’tknowyouknewthesong.”Bulelwaplaces

hishandonmychest,thisgivesmeassurancethat

Icantouchhimaswell.Myhandssnakearoundhis

waistasIbringhimclosersothatweareflush

together.

“Someoneoncetoldmethatgoogleisyourbest

friend.”Myexplanation,Ihadtomemorizethelyrics

intwodays.

“Wellthatsomeonewasright,lookatthisZuluman

singingawhiteman’ssong.”Bulelwaistryingtobe

funny,Iwillneverheartheendofthis.

“Canyoubelievemyluck,Ihappentolovethat

someoneandheismockingmyvoice.”Iexpress,

helaughsdisdainfully.

“Canwegetpastthis,you’rebecomingtoomushy

andwe’reinpublic.”Bulelwafoldshisarmsacross

hischest,heisstillasdramaticasever.Ijusthave

tolaughathissally.Iforcemyarmsaroundhim

andpullbackintome,Bulelwastiffenshisbody.

“Thankyouforforgivingme,IloveyouButtercup.”



Hiseyessheepishlywandereverywhere,he’s

flushed.

“Ihadtoforgiveyou.Youneedtoshaveandcut

yourhair,BigZuluisnotmytype.”Bulelwamocks,

I’mnotcomplaining.IsendThobekileasmileof

gratitude,thiswouldn’thavehappenedifitwerenot

forher.

“Let’shavedinner,Imisswatchingyouchew.”Itell

him.

Thisissurelytoannoyhim,myplanfailswhenhe

laughsatmylamejoke.Wewalkwithmyarms

wrappedaroundhim,that’srightIintendtobe

clingyforaslongaswearetogether.

NQABA…

Threemonthslater….



ItisThandiwe’sbirthdaytodayandthedayIbreak

myfast.Ididn’ttellanyonethatThadiweisturning

twentysixtoday,onlyMamSontoisaware.Shetold

metofastandprayandthatthebaby’sbirthwill

saveThandiwe’slife,erasethedeathcurse.Idon’t

knowhowaccuratethatis.Ihaveheardsomany

theoriesoverthepastmonths.Astohowthewitch

doctorwillbedefeatedisstillunknown.

Inspiteofmyfatherbeingexcessivelyill,Ntuthuko

couldnotstaybehind.Iunderstandwhereheis

comingfrom,helivedmostofhislifeunderthe

wingofourmother.Venturingoutonhisownis

goodforhim,perhapsinthenearfuturewewill

rebuildourrelationship.

Anxiousandtremblingfromfear,Ipreparemyself

toheadtothehospital.IbelieveThandiweisstill

alive,thehospitalwouldhavecalledmeif

somethinghappenedtoher.Ishouldcalldoctor

Hacobeforegoingthere.Speakofthedevil,the



doctoriscalling.

“Yes.”Iholdmybreath,notknowingwhattoexpect.

“Thandiweisinlabour,wecan’tgethertopush.Her

conditionseemstohaveworsened,allshedoesis

scream.Sheisinthetheatreroomrightnowand

theyneedyoutosignconsentforms.Thebabyhas

tobetakenoutimmediately.”Thedoctorsaysover

thephone,Iknewtodaywasn’tgoingtobeeasy.

Thebirthofthechildisunexpectedthough.

Thandiwehadtwomoreweeksbeforegivingbirth.

“I’monmyway.”

Thandiwe’scaseworsenedtwomonthsago,she

completelywithdrewfromreality.Everything

aroundhercametoastop,shestaresatawallall

daywithoutblinking.Shehastobeforcefed,

cleanedandputtobed.Iwaswithjusther

yesterday,notoncedidhereyestwitch.Iamlosing

control,IhateitwhenIcan’tfindsolutions.Itdrives

mecrazy.



I’mdrivingfasterthanIshould,myminddrowning

inamillionthoughts.MamSonto…Yes,Ineedtocall

her.

Thephoneringsunanswered…pleasepickup,

pleasepickup.Afemaleresoundsonthereceiving

linesecondsbeforeIcontemplateonhangingup.

“Mzi.”Hervoicesoundsurgent.

“Thandiweisinlabour,”ItrytostaycalmasIdeliver

themessagetoMamSonto.

“Thandiweisnotalone,thewitchdoctorissitting

onherstomach.Hedoesn’twantthebabytobe

born,thechild’sbirthishowthecursewillbe

broken.Thandiwewillnotdietoday,thebabywill

giveherlife.Don’tworry,yourdaughterwillbefine.”

MamSonto’swordsarecomforting,althoughher

voicesoundsgloomy.Sheisstillinadarkplace,I

can’taskhertodoanythingmoreforme.

Interveningwillputherniece’slifeindanger.

“Mzidon’tletthebabyoutofyoursight,nomatter

whathappens.”



“Issomethinggoingto…”Thelineisdisconnected,I

tryhernumberanditsendsmetovoicemail.What

thehellisgoingon?

********

IgettothehospitaltofindDoctorHacowaitingfor

me,shehandsmeconsentformstosign.It’stoo

latetoseeThandiweasthedoctorswereon

standby.Iamcombustingwithfearandplausible

angerfortheoneIcannotsee.Theonewhowon’t

leaveusalone.

Thandiwehastobeokay.Ican’tloseheragain.I

can’tloseourbaby…Ican’tconcentrate…Mymind

isnotwithme,it’sscatteredeverywhere,causing

panictoriseinsideme.Icannoteventhinkof

praying,Ifailtoconjureupthattinyamountoffaith.

Iwanttoscream.Iwanttoshout.Releaseallthis

angerassemblinginmychest.Pacingaboutinthe



foyer,IseeRandallformidablyemergefromthe

elevator.Hispresenceeasesalittleofwhatevershit

I’mfeeling,henodsandwhenatearshotsays…

“You’renotbreathingagain.”

“Mychestisheavy,feelslikeaplaneissittingonit.”

Ipuffoutthecomeback,hecocksabrow,face

impassive.

“It’ssupposedtobeatruck…”Hishandpressesmy

shoulder.“We’lltakeplanebecauseyou’reababy

rightnow.”

Iappreciatemybrother’sefforttomakemelaugh.I

failatitstill,feelingdisconsolaterather.Forty

minutesgobyinadaze,I’mlosingmymindwaiting.

“Yourmotherisdead.”Randalldeliverswitha

deadpanvoice,Iwhipmyeyestohim.Heisonthe

phone,unbotheredasusual.

“Barbraisdead?”Henodslikeitisnobigdeal.Itis

forthebest,wewillbeokaywithouther.



“Whathappenedyesterday?”IscowlatRandall’s

question,hegavetheimpressionthathedoesn’t

careaboutBarbrawhenItoldhimshewantedto

seeus.PerhapsI’mreadingtoomuchintothings,if

hecaredaboutherhewouldhavehelpedandnot

keptherlockeduplikeaprisoner.

>>>>>>>>>>>

Rewindtoyesterday…

“Youcalledforusmother?”Isay,showing

sympathytowardsher.Wehadtowearmasks

enteringherroom,herskinisdecaying.Thereisan

undeniablenauseatingfoulsmell,shehadtobe

quarantined.VeronicaandIaretheonlyoneswho

couldcomeherewhenBarbrarequestedforallher

children.Randallblatantlyrefused,mybrothersure

knowshowtoholdagrudge.Ntuthukoofcourse

couldnotflydownfromGermanyduetotheshort

noticeupdate.



“Wh…Where…iseveryone.”Mymotherstrugglesto

speak,hervoiceroughandbreathingweak.Ilookat

mysisterwhohasashawloverthefacemask,a

lookofdisgustonherface.

“Theycouldn’tmakeit.”PainflashesinBarbra’s

eyesbeforetheyshifttoVeronica,mysisterdoes

notwanttobehere.Ihadtoforceher.

“ThankyouforcomingVero.”Mymotherstarts,

gratitudecoveringhervoice.Veronicawon’tgive

herasingleglimpse.“Mytimeisnear,I’mgoingto

die.IwanttoapologiseforeverythingIhavedone

toyou,Ifailedtoloveyouasmyonlydaughter.Ilet

powerandgreedtakeovermyheart,Ididn’tmean

tosacrificeyou.”

“Whatdoyoumeanmother?Whatareyoutalking

about?”Ienquire,inquisitively.

“Ihaven’tbeenagoodmothertomydaughter.”

Don’tweallknowthat?“Verowaschosentobea

sacrificewhenshewasinmywomb,shewasn’t

meanttobebornalive.Thegreatonewasangered



byherbirthandItoohadmyownwrathbrewing

insideme.

IhatedherthemomentIheardhercryinginthe

deliveryroom,Iwantedtosmotherhertodeath.Her

fatherbecameobsessedwithherthathedidn’tlet

heroutofhissight,asshegrewmyhatredforher

didtoo.

Ihateditwhenshesmiledatmewithherinnocent

eyes,whenshewouldclingontomeseekingmy

attention.Ihatedeverythingabouther.Itookher

brainthatisthereasonshehasthementalcapacity

ofachildatthisage.”

IchecktoseeifVeronicaisokaytomeetan

impassiveexpressiononherface,herjawclamped

andhandsformedintoatightfist.

“Imarriedherawaytoaspiritualhusband,sono

mancaneverseeawomaninher.Mywickedheart

lovedseeingherinagony,Iwantedhertosuffer.”



“Whymother?Whywouldyoudothattoyourown

child?”IcannotexpresshowangryIam.

“I'msorry,Ican’tprovideyouwithasolidreason

son,pleaseacceptmyapology.Bothofyou,

Ntuthukoaswell.IusedhimtogettoThandiwe.”

Motherexplainshowsheworkedwiththewitch

doctorthatisafterThandiwe,theevilthingsshedid

toher.Iaminbafflementlisteningtoher

confession,thiswomanisevil.

“Burnthesmallroominthebackyard,makesure

everythingisreducedtoashes.Mycatandthe

spiritualhusbandIhadgiventoVerolivethere.”I

amtakenabackbyBarbra’sconfession,an

incredulousgaspslipsoutofVeronica’smouth.Her

facemeltsintoapuddleofmixedemotions,hurt

beingamongstthem.“Ifthatcatisnotkilled,hewill

wanttoconvertVerointoawitchorherfuture

children.Thisisalsotheonlywayshewillbe

completelyfreefromthecurse,theonlywayshe



willbeabletoliveanormallife.Thandiwewillbe

freefrommycurseaswell.”

Neowasrightallthiswhile,Barbraisawitchand

hadboundThandiwe.Mysurroundingsare

unexpectedlygloomy,Veronicaleansherheadon

myshoulderforcomfort.Ienfoldmyarmaround

her.

“ThedemonthatisafterThandiwewillneverstop

untilhegetsher,heisstrongerthanyouthink.Do

notmisjudgehim.”Barbracontinues,Iamawareof

that.

“HowdoIstophim?”

“IwouldtellyouifIknew,pleaseburnthatroom

tonight.Thecatisawareofmyconfessionandhe

mightdosomethingtostoptheplan.”Barbrasays,

urgently.

Idon’tcaretoenquireaboutherdecayingskin,Ifeel

nothingbuthatredtowardsher.



“Tellyourfather,I’msorryforeverything.Iloved

him,Ialwayshave.”ThatissomethingIfindhardto

believe,anevilwomanlikehercannotbecapableof

lovingsomeone.”

Endofflashback…

>>>>>>>>>

“Weburntthesmallhousethatlastnight.”Ifinish,

Randallhaskeptthepoker-facesinceIbeganthe

tale.

“Howisitthatwehadevilparents?”Hequestions

withnotintofhurtinthetoneofhisvoice.Segun

wasjustasevil,itisunfortunate.

Idon’tknowhowtofeelaboutSandra,Idon’tknow

ifhelpingherwouldcausetroublebetweenmeand

mybrother.ShewentbacktoGhanaaftershewas

banishedbyRandallandhisgrandunclefromthe

AshantiKingdom.

Ihavevowedtoprotectmyfamilyandlovethem



thebestwayIcan.IwanttomoveVeronicaandmy

fatheroutofthathouse,I’llneedtocontactmy

broker.Gohousehaunting,thathousehasbad

memories.

“AfiaOkolie.”Randallrandomlysays,coollyleaning

onthewallwithhandsinthepocketofhisblack

jeans.

“What?”Hefacesmeandfaintlysmiles.

“ItmeansbornonaFriday,itcomesfromAfiada

whichisFridayinAkan.”Aghostofasmiletakes

overhisfurrowedbrow.“AfiaOkolie.”

“Thatisabeautifulname,butIhaven’tchangedmy

surnameyet.Westillhavetodotheceremony.”I

havedelayedthisforwaytoolong,itistimeI

acceptmypeople.Randall’ssoftfeaturestransition

toaglare.

“AfiaOkolie,youneedtowhisperthisnameinher

ear.Itistheonlywaytheancestorswillprotecther.



Otherwisetheywon’tseeher,theywon’tbeableto

protectyourdaughter.”Randallexclaimsgravely,

whereisthissuddenlycomingfrom?

“IhearyouRandall,MamSontosaid…”Thesoundof

ababycryingsurgesoutofthetheatreroom,

interjectingme,myheartstopsforasecond.

Consumedbyeuphoria,Iturntoaninexpressive

Randall.

“She’shere.”Myvoiceisawhisper,Randallsmiles.

It’snotthere,butit’sthere.Ihughimoutof

excitement,Idon’tfeelhisarmsonmeandthathas

meawkwardlydrawingback.Heisbacktothecold

facedman,Iamaccustomedto.

“Congratulations,IneedtocallAmara.”Randall

statesalreadywalkingaway.Withoutbeingtold,I

directmypathtotheoperatingtheatre.Myeyes

findThandiwefirst,sheisunconscious.Mybabyis

inthearmsofayoungfemalenurse,therearetwo

doctorsintheroom,plusanothernurse.

“AfiaBongiweOkolie…”Thenameplaysinmyhead



asIreadymyselftowhisperinherears.Myarms

areextendedtothenurse,agesturethatshegives

mybabytome.

“Wehavetocleanherfirstsir,”shesaysandgoes

toacornertable.

“Mr.Biyase,congratulations.”DoctorHacoappears

frombehind.

“Thankyou,howisThandiwe?”

“Physically,sheisfine.Mentally,sheisstilllostin

herownworld.Sheisoblivioustowhatisgoingon

aroundher.”ThedoctorexplainssomethingIam

consciousof,swiftlyIfeelsomethinginmychest.

Myheartjumpstomythroat,somethingisamiss.

Thebaby’scrieshavestopped,Iturnbacktowhere

thenursewas.

“Wheredidshego?”Itrytocalmdown,itisnot

working.

“Who?”Hacoabsentmindedlyasks.

“Thenurse,wheredidshetakemydaughter?”My



voicerisesalittle,panicevidentinit.

“Tocleanher,Mr.Biyase.”No,MamSontosaidnot

toletthebabyoutofmysight.Ionlyturnedmy

gazeforasecond.Howdidthenurseslipout?I

scurryoutofthetheatreroom,browsethehallway

tofindnoone,justthehospitalstaffdoingrounds.

Thereisnooneinthebabyroom,butthreebabies

wholookafewdaysold.

“Whatisit?”Randallaskscoolly,whileI’mlosingmy

mind.

“Idon’tknowRandall,Idon’tknow.”Idon’tmeanto

snap.“Thenursesaidshewascleaningthebaby,I

turnedawayfromherforasecond.Justamere

secondRandall,nowshe’sgone.”

“Didyoucheckthebabyroom?”

“Thereisnoonethere.”Igrunt,fightingtocontrol

thefuryevokinginsideme.

“Calmdown,wearegoingtosearchthewhole

hospital.Shecan’tbefar,thisplaceisbig.”My

brother’swordsarenotenoughtocomfortme.



“Mr.Biyase,Idon’tunderstand.Whatis

happening?”DoctorHaco’sstupidityisstartingto

pissmeoff.

“Thenursethatwasassistinginthere,Iwanther

file.”Randalldemands,thedoctorlooksoffended.

“Wedon’tgive…”

“Ababyhasbeenkidnapped,doyougetthat?Now

getmethefileofthatbitchorelseyouandyour

doctorfriendswillbedoingsurgeriesbehindbars.”

Randallgrowlsinanger.

Idon’tknowhowstupidthiswomancanbe,itonly

clicksinnowthatacrimehasbeencommitted.

“I’llgetitrightaway,”shetrudgesoffinsearchof

thefile.

Randallfishesforhisphoneinthepocketofhis

jeans.“Iwanteveryentranceofthishospitalclosed

now.”Histoneisdemanding,whoeverhe’stalking

tomustbeoneofhisworkers.



“Idon’tcarewhoownsthedamnplace.We’lldeal

withthemlater.”Hegruntsdismissively.

RandallisonthephonewithStylesthistime,I

decidetorunoutsidetocheck.Theparkinglotis

empty,thereisnooneinsight,nocarsnortaxis

passingby.Howisthatshedisappearedinbroad

daylight?It’ssohardtobreathe,it’sasifsomeone

ischokingme,deprivingmeofair.Mylegsgiveme

away,Istumbleandcomecrashingkneedown.A

handsqueezesmyshoulder,Itiltmyheadtohavea

doublecheck.

“Wewillfindher,Mzi.”IwanttobelieveRandall,but

MamSonto’swordskillthelittlehopeIhave.

“Yourdaughterwillbeborn,butIdon’tseeher

future.”

“WhatwillItellThandiwe?”



BULELWA…

Runningabusinessisnotaseasyasitlooksin

movies,Iamdepleted.Ihavealwaysknownanine

tofiveisnotforme.Myfatherleftmeinchargeof

allhisasserts,heleftmewith60%ofthecompany

shares.The40%beingsharedbetweenmysiblings.

DesiresInc.isdoinggreat.

ThobekilesaidMozambiqueisherhome,shetrusts

menottobringthebusinessdown.Iwork

alongsideLindiwe,we’reagreatteam.Mymother

wasleftwiththehouseandamotelmyfatherbuilt

inLimpopo,Ithoughtshewouldfighttoothandnail

forabiggershare,shesurprisedme.

Ithinkshehasrepentedforhersins,our

relationshipisstillrocky,wearetryingtomakeit

workforthesakeoflittleBhekisizwe.Bettywas



givenahouseinBloemfontein,plusenoughfunds

tolasther,herwholelife.

LilianwillneveracceptBettyandwehavecometo

livewiththat.Thobekileontheotherhandistrying

tobuildarelationshipwithherbiologicalmother,

althoughshesaystheywillneverhaveamother

anddaughterrelationship.Bettyisokaywithit,her

daughteracknowledgesherpresenceandthat’s

whatmatters.

“Isitsafetocomein?”Ilookupfrommylaptopto

seeZizwepeekingthroughthecrackofthedoor,his

chiselledfeaturescreatingawhirlwindinmy

stomach.Ithinkit’stimeIgetusedtothefactthat

heismineandhe’snotgoinganywhere.Iclosethe

laptopwhenhestridesinandmeethimhalfway.He

cupsmycheekstocapturemylipsintoadeep

passionatekiss.

“Icametogetyouforlunch.”Heremindsme,I

almostforgotaboutlunch.

“IhavebeenswampedwithworkZizweandIstill



havemoretodo.”

“WearehavinglunchwithNtsikaandhisgirlfriend,

remember?”Heremindsmeofthedreadfullunch

date,Ntsikamakesmenervous.Thelasttimewe

met,hegrilledme.TalkingabouthowImadehis

brothercrywhenIbrokeupwithhim.Veronica

looksgrown,ImustsayIamproudofherprogress.

LindiweandLonwaboaregoingonavacationtoday,

leavingbabySizwewithZizweandI.Thejoysof

beingagodfather,thiswillbeourfirsttime

babysittinghimformorethanaday.Iamanervous

wreck,twoweeksistoolongtoplaydaddy.Whatif

wemessup?

“Okayletmegetmyphoneandwallet.”AsIturnmy

phonerings,it’sacallfromanunknownnumber.

“Yes.”Ianswer,clearingmythroat.Zizweis

browsinghiseyesaroundtheoffice,hesayshestill



can’tgraspthatI’maCEOofacompany.Alllazy

me,it’sfunnybecauseIdon’twanttodoanythingat

home.Yes,welivetogethernow.

Hemovedinwithmenotlongafterwemadeup,he

isacleanfreak.CooksandwashesdisheswhileI’m

whiningaboutswollenfeet,heisgentlewithme.

PerhapsonedayIwillhelphimaroundthehouse,

whenmylazinesshasdecidedtopackupandgo.

Mywholeworldcomescrushingdownasthecaller

tellsmethatmysisterhasdiedinacaraccident.I

feelmychestconstricting,myhandclaspsaround

thegadget.

“Therearenosurvivors,bothvictimshavedied.”

Thecallerfinishes,Idon’theartherestofthewords.

Mykneesweaken,theydroptothefloorwithathud.

Zizweisbesidemeinflash,cuppingmycheeks.His

visionisblurryduetotheunshedtearsinmyeyes.

“What’swrong?”Hisbreathingisshaky,fearlurking

init.Thewordsarestuckinmythroat,I’mafraidI

willburstintotearsifIopenmymouthtospeak.



Tearsarebangingmypupils,theywantout.Ishake

myheadtostopthemfromfalling.

“Don’tdothatButtercup,don’tscaremelikethat.

Tellmewhat’swrong.”Zizwecommands,myarms

looparoundhisneckandIhidemyfaceinhisneck.

“LindiweandLonwaboaredead.”Painfully,I

breathethewordsout,claspingmyarmsaround

Zizwe.

Tobecontinued…

BURN

85…

SeasonfinalePart1

Twoyearslater…

THANDIWE…



“Someoneiscoming.”Shesaystome,runningto

hideunderthebed,Iblinkafewtimesandmymind

suddenlyseemstorecognisemysurroundings.

Thishasbeenhappeningforthepasttwoyears,I

losemyselfwhenthegirlcomestovisitme.The

momentsheappears,myworldstops.Everything

aroundmeslowsdownandIbecomelostinaworld

whereit’sjustmeandher.Ihaven’ttoldanyone

abouther,theywillthinkI’mcrazy.Idon’twant

themtothinkI’mcrazy.

“Thandiwe.”Thisisthesamedoctorwhomade

Nqababringmehereyearsago,Idon’tlikeher.I

don’tlikemanypeoplehere.Idon’tlikeNqabatoo,

heleftmealonehere.

Thegirlsayseveryonehatesme,sheistheonlyone

wholovesme.

“DoyoumindifIsit?”Thedoctorasks,Ishrug.I

don’tcare.ShesitsonthebedandIamafraidthat

shewillseethegirl.PerhapsIshouldtellherabout



her,maybeshewillunderstandandhelpusescape.

“Don’tsquashthebed,mybabyisunderthebed.”I

tellthedoctor.

“Yourbaby?”Thedoctorlooksinterested.Letme

tellher.

“Yes,sheismybaby.”Asmileformulatesonmy

face.“Shetellsmethings,likehowweshould

escapethisplaceandgoliveinthemountains.

She’sbeenlivingwithmefortwoyearsnow,she’s

sweet,butwhenshe’sangryshechangesintoa

monster.”

“Amonster?”

“Yes,untilIsingtoher.That’swhenshechanges

backtoasweetlittlegirl.”IrememberthefirsttimeI

hadanencounterwithher,Ihadtohideunderthe

whitesheetstogetawayfromtheangrymonster.

Sheturnsintoanoldmanwhensheisangry,his

voiceisthescariestthingIhaveeverheard.He

looksfamiliarsometimes,mymindalwaysfailsto

rememberhim.



“Andwhatsongdoyousingtoher?”Thedoctor

questions,Ilovethatsheisinterestedinmystory.

“Doyouwantmetosingit?I’mshy.”Thisisexciting,

Ican’twait.

“Iwon’tlaughIpromise.”

“Incywincyspiderclimbedupthewaterspout,

downcametherainandwashedpoorincyout.”I

expecthertoclapforme,butshewritessomething

downonanotepad.

“Mommy,sendheraway.”Thegirlwhispers,sheis

underthebed,yethervoiceisinmyears.

“Didyouhearthat?”Iaskthedoctor,sheshrugs.

“Sendherawaynow!”Thegirlgrowlsthistime,she

isgettingangry.Idon’twanthertochangeintoa

monster.“Mommy,mommy.”

Hervoiceiseerie,itscaresme.Iclogmyearsand

screamforthedoctortogo.



“Shesaysyouneedtoleave,getoutofhere.”

Thedoctordoesn’targue,whensheclosesthedoor

behindher,thegirlcreepsoutfromunderthebed.

Hersmileisbone-chilling,hereyesalluringand

hypnotising.

“Welldonemommy.”Achillywhisper,Iwantto

movewhensherestsherheadonmyshoulder.She

feelsheavyandcold.

BULELWA...

Iwakeupwithasplittingheadache,everythingin

mybodyhurts.Mybuttcheeksarethrobbing,I

didn’tknowspankingcanbesopainfuland

pleasurableatthesametime,wellthepleasureleft

me.AllIfeelnowisnothingbutpain.

Ineedtousethebathroom,I’mnakedasthedayI

cameintothisworld.Myeyesscanthebedand

whatdoyouknow?ChristianGreyleftapairof

pyjamasrightonhispillow.Sorenessmocksmeas



Ithrowthepantson,dammit.

Iforcemyselfoutofbed,painjoltstomybutthole

asmyfeethitthefloorandIshriek.Zizweisinthe

bedroominaflash,holdingmeup.He’sdressedin

jeansandasimplet-shirt.Whereisheofftothis

early?

“Whathappened?”Youhappenedbastard.

“Ineedtopee,mybutthurts.Ithinkyousplititinto

two.”Anarrogantsmilecreepsonhisface,the

pompousbastard.

“Letmehelpyoutothebathroom.”Hesays,

attemptingtotakemeinhisarms.

“Don’t,youdarepickmeup.”Isnap,pushinghimoff.

“Yousaidyouwanttoreleaseyourself.”

“Ialsosaidmybutthurts,notmylegs.”Fucking

asshole.“Ihateyourightnow,Idon’twantyou

touchingme.”Iknowheishurtbymywords,hewill

healwhileIstillwalkaroundwithmyassonfire.



AsIfinishthegnawingmorningmundane,Ifeel

Zizwe’sarmswraparoundmefromtheback.He

snuggleshisfaceonmyneck.

“Areweokay?”

“Yes.”Whywouldhethinkotherwise?OhyesBubu,

youhaveawaywithyourmouth.

“DidIhurtyoulastnight?Maybeweshouldstop,

I’mokaywithit.It’snotreallyanecessity.”Zizweis

crazy,Iknowhelovesthistypeofstuff.Damnhe’s

beensingingthesongeversincewemet.Theman

lovescontrolandinflictingpainstrangelyarouses

him.I'minlovewithafreak.

“Idon’twanttostop,itspicesupoursexlife.Idon’t

wantyougettingboredandstartlettingyoureyes

wander.IwillgaugethemoutZizweandservethem

toyouasmeatballswithspaghetti.”Hechortles,

dippingsoftkissesonmynape.

“Butyou’reinpainButtercup…”Thisman…Iturnto

facehim,hepecksmylipsswiftly.Hisarmscaress

myspineandback.

“IresearchedwhatBDSMiswhenyouintroducedit



andIknewwhatIwasgettingmyselfinto.”Icuphis

cheeksandhatetheregretinhiseyes.“Iloveyou

Zizwe,Iwouldliterallygotohellandbackforyou.

HeckIwouldkillmyselfifyouaskedmeto.”

There’sthesmile,itgoesawaytooquickly.

“Iknewyouwereafuckingsadistwhenmyheart

decidedtoloveyou,thepainyouinflictonmeisnot

tohurtme.Iknowandhaveacceptedit.”Hecradles

mycheeksandcapturesmylips.

“IloveyouButtercup.”

“You’retoocorny,IthoughtthisBDSMshitwould

havechangedyou.”Helaughsandkissesmeagain.

“Letmeseeyourhands.”Hetakesthemandrubs

histhumbsonmybruisedwrists.

Iwaswrigglingonthebedwhilemyhandswere

tiedandthesearetheresultsofnotobeyingthe

master.Zizwehadtoldmenottomovelastnight,of

courseeroticatookovermywholebodythatI



couldn’tcontrolmyself.Hewasexasperatedbymy

disobediencethatheuntiedme,placedmeonhis

lap,stomachdownandgavememultiplebutt

spanks.Thepainwastoomuch,yetsoarousing.

Tearscascadeddownmyeyes,tearsofpleasure

andpain.Thebloodysadistwentontodenymean

orgasm,heflewalone.Ihatepunishments.

Zizwegentlykissesthemarksonmywristsand

blowsairtolessenthepain.“Doesithurt?”Likehell.

“No!”Lieslovemymouth.

“CanIcarryyoubacktotheroom?”IfIhadthe

strength,Iwouldcarryhimaswell.Inod,sonotto

breakhisheart.I’mscoopedupagainandtakento

thebedroom.

“Dada,papa.”Wefreezeandturntothelittlebrat

standinginthedoorway,dressedinanimated

pyjamas.Hisbigeyesglisteningwithunshedtears,

heextendshisarmstoZizwe.IknowSizwewants

himbecausehelovesbeinginhisarmsandfidgets



whenI’mcarryinghim.

“Putmedown.”Iorderwithafrownontop.

“Dada.”Sizwewhines,waitingforattention.Zizwe

smirksandchortlesbeforeplacingmedowngently.

Sizwetoddleshiswayinandisscoopuptoo,I’ll

sleepthepainawaywhilethosetwobondsinceit

seemsIamnotwelcomed.

“Areyouhungrybaby?”

“Yes.”Isay,settlingdownonthebed.ThenIrealise

heisnottalkingtome,butSizwe.Zizwesmiles,

arrogantly.Whyisthatanaturaldemeanour?AndI

hatethathewearsitsowell.

HetellsmeheisgoingtomakebreakfastandI

shouldn’tmovefromthebed.HowwillImovewhen

hemadesureIwon’tbeabletowalk?

Intheirwill,LindiweandLonwabostatedthatthey

areleavingBhekisizwetoZizweandI,wewanted

himtolegallybeourson.Sowegotmarriedatthe

magistrates,hadasmallceremony.Myhusband’s



parentsdistancedthemselvesfromtheirson.

Whenhetoldthemweweregoingtogetmarried,

Zizwewasmadetochoosebetweenmeandhis

parents.Iwasreadytogivehimup,buthewould

havenoneofit.Hehasn’tseenhisparentsintwo

years,hisfatherprobablyinfluencedhismother’s

decision.

Westartedtheadoptionprocesssoonafterwegot

married,itwasn’thardforustogetBhekisizwe

becausehewasalreadyours.He’sovertwoyears

nowandabundleofjoy.Beingayoungmarried

coupleisnoteasy,wemakeitwork.Aslongaswe

haveeachother.

Ihavemadepeacewithmymother,sheandZizwe

arenotbestoffriends.NonethelessforSizwe’s

sake,theyhavetogetalong.I’mokaywiththe

hellosandbyes,it’sgoodthattheykeepitlikethat.I

canbeveryjealous.

Overtheyears,IvisitedThandiwewithoutfail.I



doubtsheknowsIhavebeentoseeher,myfriend

islostsomewhereinhermind.Itisasadthingto

watch,allshedoesisglanceatthewallwhile

mumblingwordsnoonecanmakeout.Withany

luck,shewillcomebacktousoneday.

RANDALL…

Twolongyears,searchinghighandlowforAfiaand

finallysomethinghascomeup.Nkosi,Randall’s

loyaldogworkedtirelesslytofindthechild.Visitsto

varioustraditionalhealersbecameNkosi’sdaily

bread…“Thechildiscloakedwithablackcloth,

thereforeherlocationremainshidden.”Thehealers

wouldsay,givinghimnohopethathewilloneday

findher.

NqabadedicatedhislifetofindingAfia,hecouldn’t

bringhimselftovisitThandiwewithouther

daughter.EvenMamsontocouldnotseethechild,

sheisnotGodafterall.Besides,herprimacies



sincethepassingofherfamilyisherniece,heronly

family.Shehadtokeephersafebyallmeans,the

onlyvaluableinformationthewomanofGodgave

NqabawasthatAfia’spresenceinThandiwe’slife

meantthedestructionofthewitchdoctor.

Beingafamilyman,Nqabaunderstoodand

respectedMamSonto’sdecision.FindingAfiawas

imperative,hevowedtounitemotheranddaughter

andbringthemhometolivewithhimandZulu.

NqabaacceptedtheOkoliesurname,his

grandunclehadsuggestedtheyflytoGhana,

howeverRandallwasnotreadytogobackwhereit

allbegan.Heknewtheywouldconvincehimtosit

onthethrone.

TheyhadbeendrivingforhourstogettoLimpopo,

asmallhutinanisolatedland.Thesunjustset,

therearenostreetlightsintheplace.Achild

silentlyplaysoutsideanoldhutwithnoonetokeep

aneyeonher.



“That’sher.”NkosisaystoNqabaandRandall,he

hasbeenhereacoupleoftimes.Observedthelittle

girlabouttheageoftwo,eachtimeNkosiwould

findherseatedaloneoutsidethescorchingheat

untilnightfall.

Whatstoodoutwastheoldblackdressthechild

woreandblackheadwrapthatneverleftherhead,

heknewhehadfoundher.Thewitchdoctorwas

smart,hewaswellawarethatkillingAfiawasan

impossibletask,sowhynothideherinthedark?

That’smybaby?”Nqabamumbles,tryingnottoget

emotional.Buthecan’thelpthelumponhisthroat.

Ohcomeon,disposeofthosejudgementallooks.

Don’tblamethemanforbeingacrier,hishearthas

beenshredtopieces.Losingtheloveofhislifeand

hisdaughterdestroyedhim.

“Ihavenodoubtthatitisher,anoldwomanlivesin

thathutwithherdaughter.Iaskedaroundthe

village,thevillagerssaidithasalwaysbeenjustthe



twoofthemuntiltwoyearsago.Therewas

suddenlyababy,thedaughterwasneverseen

pregnant.Sheisalonerjustlikehermother,people

areactuallyafraidofthemastherearespeculations

ofwitchcraft.Noonedaredtoquestionthem.”

Nkosidishesouttheinformationhegathered,

catastrophenudgesatNqaba.

Heblameshimselffortheterriblefatefallenupon

hisdaughter.Hisvisionbecomesblurry,eyesstart

towater.Hedoesnotwanttobeseencryingnor

canhestophimselffromsheddingtears.

Hishandscoverhisface,hedropshisheadandhis

shouldersbegintovibrate.Itisnotagoodsightfor

Randall,hedoesn’twanthisbrotherhurting.

Randallgripsthedoorhandle,pushesitopenand

dashesoutofthecar.Nkosifollowsalongwiththe

manhe’sbeenworkingwith.

Gatheringhimself,Nqabafollowssuit.Hisstrides

arelonger,hepassesthethreemenandswiftly

takesthetoddlerinhisarms.



Wewillpretendthisisanormalthingtodo…Oh!

Whattheheck?TheOkoliebrotherswereprobably

presentwhenGodcreatedtheworld,hencethey

thinktheworldistheirs.

Shockinglythechilddoesnotmakeasinglesound,

shestaresincredulouslyatthemanwhoislooking

atherlikesheisanalien.NqabaseesThandiwein

her,mostlyhimself.Shehashiseyesandnose,let

usnotforgettheplumplips.

“Yeah,that’sAfiaalright.Can’tmissthatbighead.”

Randallmockshisbrother,Nqabawantstolaugh,

buttearsofsorrowarenotlettinghim.Hecuddles

thechildamidstofthestrongsmelloftraditional

herbs.Aneggoughttobejealousofthewaythis

happyfatherholdshislonglostbaby,asifshe

wouldcrackthemomenthedropsher.

“Hey!Whatareyoudoing?”That’sit,whofailedto

telltheyoungwitchtherearetworagingOkolie

beastsoutsideherhouse?



Thefourmenturntoayoungwoman,standingby

thedoor.Herclothesandappearancescream

poverty,herskinprobablycharredbytheblazing

sun.“Mama.”

Theyoungwomanscreamsforhermotherwhen

shespotsthelittlegirlinthearmsofastrangeman.

Quickatthinking,Nkosipullsoutagun.Hepointsit

atherandgesturesthatshewalksbackintothe

house.Goggleeyedandafraidforherlife,she

obeys.

“GotothecarMzi.”GivingordersiswhatRandallis

knownof,hehastakenthebigbrothertitle.Tellshis

brotherwhattodoandwhen.Nqabadoesnot

objectunlesshefeelsitisnecessary.

Rightnowheisheadedtothecarwiththebabyin

hisarms,Thandiweoccupieshismind.Hecan’t

waittointroducethetwo,hellhecan’twaitfor

Thandiwetobewholeagain.

**********



“Whydidyoutakethechild?”Randallquestionsthe

youngwoman,shakinginherboots.Itmustbehis

intimidatingmuscularstructure,perhapsthewayhe

isstandingerectlikeasoldier.Onewouldsayhe

wasonceinthemilitary.Itcouldbethatheis

toweringoverthetwomenbesidehim,orthe

murderouslookonhisface.Hiscoldblackheart

thatonlycomestoplaywhenprovoked,verymuch

evidentonhisdemeanour.

“Mymother…sentme.”Theyoungladycries,

stumblingonherwords.Tearsnotshyingaway

fromhereyesthatruntothemiddleagedwoman

sittingonherhaunchnexttoher.Fearhasthemby

theirtits,bodiesvisiblytrembling.Randalltiltshis

headtothesidetogetagoodlookatthewitch,

thereisnomistakingthatsheisone.

Theirhutreeksofmutiandotherfunnysmellshe

cannotmakeout.Itisadarkhovel,nohumancan

livelikethis.ThethoughtofAfiasleepinginthishell

holeangersRandall.AnOkolieprincesslivedlikea

slave…hecan’tforgivethisatrocity.



“Shereceivedordersfromthewitchdoctor,hesaid

hewillsparemylifeifItookthechild.Hedidn’tgive

anyreasonsastowhyIhadtokidnapher.We

haven’tseenorheardfromhimsince.”Givefearof

deathamedal,theladyissinginglikeabird.

Randallshoveshishandsintothepocketofhis

pants,heslantshisheadtowardsNkosiandnods,

gesturinghedoeswhathewasinstructedtodo

beforetheygotthere.

Nkosiandthesecondmanhurryoutsidethehut,

whileNkosicomesbackwithacanofgasolineand

startspouringitfromcornertocorner,his

accomplicepaintstheoutsidewithenoughgasoline

toburnthehousedown.

Theyoungwoman’sbrainisquicktothinking,she

startsscreaming,grovellingandpleadingfor

forgiveness.Themothercanonlysob,shehasno

strengthtofightanymore.Shewouldratherdie,

thanbethewitchdoctor’sslave.



Whendone,NkosihandsRandallaboxofmatches.

Ohhowthekinglovestorturinghisenemies.

Withanimpassiveexpressiondancingonhisface,

helightsthematchesandwithoutblinkingtossesit

ontheground.

“Enjoy.”Asinistergrinaccompaniestheterm

spewingoutoftheangryking’smouth.Randallis

thefirsttowalkoutwithNkosifollowingbehind.He

stopsatthedoor,turnstothehorrifiedwomen,a

smuglooklacedonhisface.

“DankieSiyabonga.”(Wethankyou.)

Nkosisingsbeforelockingthescreamingladyand

hermotherinsidethehut.Heistheonetosetthe

hutablaze,theystandatafardistance,watchingit

burn.

Nqabahasundressedhisdaughter,leavingherwith

nothingon.Heuseshisjerseytocoverthetoddler’s

miniaturebody.Hejumpsoutofthecar,covers

Afia’sheadtohidehereyesfromthefire.Randall

seeshisbrotherjustashewalkspastthem,Nqaba



tossestheblackdressandheadwrapintothefire

andimmediatelymarchesbacktowheretheothers

are.

Heartwrenchingscreamsareheardfrominsidethe

hut,notonepersonwatchingistouched.Theyleave

oncethehuthasburntdowntoashes.

Nkosiisdriving,thetwinsareperchedintheback

seatwithAfia.Thereissilenceinthecar.Afiahas

fallenintoasoundslumberinherfather’sarms.

Randall’seyeschasehisbrotherbesidehim,he

frownsasheseesNqaba’sredeyes,helookslike

heisabouttobreakdown.

“Agrownmancrying?”Randallistalkingaboutthe

unshedtearsinhistwin’seyes.“Iwillneedto

sanctifymyeyesafterthis.”

Nqabachortles,hehasnocomebackforthesally.

“Don’tfret,noonewilltakeherfromyouagain.”



ItisapromisefromtheOkolieKing,Nqabanods.

Heisnotwillingtoletgoofhisbabyanytimesoon.

“Thankyou.”Nqabasendsgratitudedownhis

brother’sway,itfeelsweirdforRandall.Theydon’t

saythankyou,theydon’tsayplease…theydon’tsay

IloveyounordotheysayImissyou.Thatisthe

natureoftheirrelationship,theyspeakwithactions

ratherthanwords.

Tobecontinued…
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Thecreakingsoundofadooropeningandclosing

alwaysturnsmyheadinthishovel,notthistime.

Shiversripplethroughmeandafamiliarscent

pricklesthemostsensitivepartsofmynostrils.

TwoyearsawayfromhimandIhavenotforgotten

thescentthatgotmehighonecstasy,itoncemade

mefeelsafe,likeIwasuntouchable.Timekilled

thatfeeling,nowhisscenttormentsme,itcomes

withanoverflowofpainfulmemories.

Thisrockingchairshouldhaveavoicebynow,Iuse

itmorethanIusethebed.Ihavemadethiswindow

andeverythingoutsideitmycompanions.There

wasnothingelsetodo,thelonelinessofthisplace

wouldturnanunintoapartyanimal.

“Areyouheretotakemehome?”Sevenhundred

andthirtydaysIpicturedhimwalkthroughthedoor

andaskmetocomehomewithhim,Iyearnedto

hearthewordsrolloutofhistongue.

WhatIdidnotpreparemyselfforismyreactionto

therequest.I'mangry,Iwasangrywhenhebrought



meherethatdayandIamstillangrytoday.

The23rdofAugust2018,itwasadustyTuesday

around4pm.Thereceptionistwaswearinga…let

mestoptherebeforeIprovemenright,theysaywe

keeptrackofdates,timeandhowfarthesunwas

positionedawayfromthecrescentmoonwhena

particulareventtookplace.

“Yes.”Herepliestomyquestion.

Whydoweinquireaboutthingswedon’twantto

hearanswersto?WhatwillIdowiththis‘yes’he

hasjustgivenme?

Thesoundofhisfootstepsruntomyears,he’s

takingslowstridesin.Icanseehimfromthecorner

ofmyeye.HealwaysthoughtIwasinsyncwith

him,wentwhereverhepointed.SomehowIbelieve

thisishowmydownfallcameabout.

“Let’sgo.”Acommanderheis,heshouldhave

joinedthearmy.



“Idon’twanttogo.”Mymouthoughttohurtafter

thislie,mypunishmentwillbetentimesfold.I

prayedeverydaytoaGodIdonotknowexists

anymore,Iasked,pleadedandcriedthathetakes

meoutofthishospital,sinceIwaslockedaway

withmydemons.

TheworldthoughttheywouldbesafeifIwereput

awaywithmysecrets.Theywerenotreadytohear

theterriblerealitythatonlymymindconcealed.

“Thandiwe.”Argh,Iamoverthrownthathestillgets

whathewants.I’mlookingathim,althoughIdidn’t

wantto.

Sjava’slonglostbrother,Icanhardlyrecognizehim

withthatbushyhairandthebeardthathasbuilta

forestofhairaroundhischeeks.

Hisfacehadbecomeadistantmemorytome,Iwas

beginningtoforgetit.Whydidhehavetocome

backandtormentme?Iwasbetteroffwithouthim,

histoxicpastandthehalfofhimthattookmysoul

away.



“Iloveyou.”Hisheavy-liddedeyesdonotlackthe

passion,althoughstainedwithfatigueanddread,

thelovethatoncedweltthereisglazedinthem.The

strugglesoflifearecreasedbeneathhiseyes.

HoweverIhatethisexpressionandeverythingit

comeswith,everythingitrepresents.Loveisevil.

“Don’ttellmethat.”Ididn’tstophimyearsago,Ican

doittoday.

“IloveyouThandiwe.”Hisdeepvoiceringsinmy

earsbringingaboutathudinmyheart,Ican’tfall

again.Iwouldcomecrushingfacedown,andno

matterhowmuchhetriestocatchme,hewouldfail.

“Thandiwe.”Hesnaps.

Iwouldthinkhemissedcallingmyname,Ineed

himtostop.Iamnotstrongforthis,maybeIam

betteroffinthisplace.

“Comehomewithme.”Hesays,movingawayfrom

thedoorpost,he’scomingtome.Onestepcloser



andIwouldbefollowinghimlikealostsoulthat

can’tfindthelight.

Unwillingly,myfeetmoveback,Igaspasmyback

hitsthewindow.

“Isthatwhatyoureallywant?”Iask,Icanhardly

recognizemyvoice.Itcouldbefear,thesoundof

myheartbreakingorhavinghimclosetomeafter

twowholeyears.

Guiltisonemeandictator,hisheartmightnotbein

it.Mymotheralwaystoldmethat,ifyouwantto

knowwhatamanisthinking,lookintohiseyes.I’m

afraidofthetruth,hencemyeyesareeverywhere,

butonhim.

“Iwanttobewithyou.”Herevealsthesecretbehind

hisdarkeyes,Iwantthesamething,buthowcan

webewhenmyhandsarestainedwithblood?Iturn

backtofacethewindow,Iwishforhimtogo.Iwish

Ineverheardhisvoicenorlookedathim.



“Thandiwe.”IfI’mnotafraidofadoggrowlingatme,

whatmakeshimthinkhisgrowlwouldmakeme

tremble?Icanhearhisheavybreathingfrombehind

me,hisangerisnothingcomparedtomine.

“IleftyouhereyearsagoandI'veregrettedit

everyday,Iwillnotdoitagain.”Guiltyisburninghim,

that’stheonlyreasonhecameback.

“WhataboutZulu?WhatdoItellhim?”Heasks.

ThelasttimeIheardthatnameIwasbeingdragged

intothisplace.MyZulu,hehasn’tseenmeorheard

myvoiceinalongtime.Howdidhesurvivewithout

me?

“Whateveryoutoldhimtwoyearsago.”I’vebeen

givenahammerandIamusingittoshattermyown

heart,IyearnformyZulu.Iyearntoholdhimclose

andtellhimthatIlovehim.

“Thatyou’regoingaway?”Idon’tknowifthat’s

meanttobeaquestionorheischeckingifmy

screwsarestillloose.Itakeoffenceineverything

sinceIwasdiagnosedwithSchizophrenia,afancy

Englishwordusedtodescribeagiftedblackperson



whoseesthesupernatural.

He’stooclosetome,Icanfeelhiswarmbreath

slidingdownmyneck.Ifeelsuffocated,Ican’t

breatheandIwantittostop.

Atightgriponmywaistforcesmetoturnaround,I

refusetolookathim.Iwillnotbelookingintohis

eyes.Butthenagain,myhandshavefoundshelter

onhischestandIfeeltheweightofhiseyesonme.

“LookatmeThandiwe,”hisvoiceispleading,yet

demanding.“Rememberallyouhavetodoislook

intomyeyes.”That’swhatIdon’twant,Ihatehim.

Butmycheeksrecognizethetouchofhishands

andtheydecidetogetcomfortable.

“Allyouhavetodoislookintomyeyes.”Hemoves

hisfacelowertomeetmyeyes,heiswaitingforan

answerwhiledrillinghisgazedeepintomysoul,he

won’tletgountilIgiveittohim.

“AndIwillnevergetlost.”EventuallyIfinishthe



sentencelikeIalwaysdid.

“Mommy,mommy,mommy.”Theyareback,the

demonicvoicesarechantingmynameagain.

Whimsical,eeriewhispering,child-likevoices

murmurmynameinarhythmictune.

IknewIshouldn’thavetouchedhim,thisisa

punishment.Goddecidestotakeawalkdownthe

streetsofgoldeachtimeIenterhisthroneroom

meanwhileintheotherspiritrealm,myancestors

arenapping.

“Youhavetogo,pleasegetoutofhere.”A

desperateappealspluttersoutofmymouth.

Myscreamrefusestoblockthevoices,I’mcurled

upunderawhitesheet.Itkeepstheevilaway,that’s

whatIbelieve.

“EventhoughIwalkthroughthevalleyofthe

shadowofdeath,Iwillfearnoevil.”Ichantthe

verseasloudasIcan,myhandshavegoneto

battlewithmyears,it’sanordertopushoutthe

voicesandbringmymindbacktosubmission.



*******

Nqaba'spresencehasclearedeveryblurrythingin

mymind,Ihaven’tfeltsoaliveinalongtime.Being

inhisarms,feelinghim…thewarmthofhisskin.

Nowheisgoneagain,Ichasedhimaway…again.

Ihaven’tmovedfromunderthewhitesheets,there

isapresencewithme.It’shim,heisalwayswithme.

I’mtired.Idon’twanthimhereanymore,Idon’t

wantthegirlhereanymore.

“Mapula,”thatname…Ihaven’thearditinyearsand

thatvoicesoundssofamiliar.“Itistimetogo,come

withme.”

“No,Idon’twanttogo.”Idispute,notbraveenough

togetoutofthesheets.

“YouhavenochoiceMapula,youbelongwithme.

Wewillescapethroughthewindow,noonewillsee

us.”

Ashecontinuestospeak,Istarttorememberhis



face.It’stheoldman,thewitchdoctor.Heistheone

whowaswithmeallthiswhile,heisthelittlegirl

whocalledmemommy.

Lord,hesleptinmybed,satonmylapandmade

mebelievethathewasmychild.

Thebedsheetsflyopen,ImuffleascreamwhenI

seehimstandingbeforeme.Heisthewayhewas

thelasttimeIsawhim,thewayhewaswhenhe

wouldchangefromthelittlegirlintohim.

HowisitIcouldn’trecognisehimorthelittlegirl?

Heglaresdeadly,Iscootback,afraidoftheblazing

stare.Hispresenceweighsmedown,myheadfeels

likeit’sgoingtoexplode.

“JumpoutthatwindowMapula.”Hepointstothe

closedwindow,Ihaveneverseenitopen.AndifI

jumpfromthiswindow,Iwillbreakanarm.We’re

fivestoriesup,Iwon’tsurvivetheimpact.Hewants

metodie,Idon’twanttodie.



“GetupMapula,getup.”Thelightsflickasheyells

atme,Iwanttorunoutoftheroom.Fearhasme

paralysed.Outoftheblue,thedoorswingsopen.

Nqabacameback?Hecamebackforme.

Ithinkofrunningtohim,buttheoldmanstands

betweenus.

“HeishereNqaba,hewantsmetojumpoutthe

window.”IshouttoNqaba,butIthinkhecan’thear

me.AmIdreaming?PerhapsI’mhallucinating,my

headspinswithconfusionwhenNqabaturnsback

around.Hedoesn’twalkoutthough,Iseehim

extendhishandsandRandallappearswitha

toddlerinhisarms.Hegivesthechildoverto

Nqaba.

“No.No.Whatisthatthingdoinghere?”Theold

manyellswithshoutsofhorror,hestumblesback

whenNqabaamblesinwiththekid.Nqabaputsthe

childonthebednexttomeandpercheshimselfon

theedge.



“Whoisthis?Theoldmandoesn’twantherhere.”

Panictakesover,Idon’ttrustthisevilman.He

mighthurtthem.Meanwhile,Ican’thelp,butnotice

thesimilaritybetweenNqabaandthetoddler.

“SheisourbabyTshabalala,yougavebirthtoher

twoyearsago.”What?Itouchmystomach,it’s

empty.Irememberbeingpregnant,Idon’t

remembergivingbirththough.

“Idon’tunderstand.Whycan’tIremember?”

“I’llexplainallofthatlater,Afiaisyourlifeline.Your

savinggrace.”Nqabaplacesthechildonmylap,

shehasn’twhinedorshedatear.Sheisapeaceful

child,myheartleapswithunspeakablejoyatthe

sightofher.Iwanttogiveherallmylove,a

yearningIcan’tseemtoignore.SoIholdhercloser

andloveonher.

Thelightsstartflickeringagain,theoldmanis

ragingmad.



“Iwillkillher,Mapula.”HisvoicesoundsweakandI

amsuddenlynotafraidofhisthreats.Thebabyin

myarmsgivesmesomuchpeace.

“Comewithme.”Nqabatakesmyhandtoleadme

out.

“Nqaba,he’slookingatme.”Itellhim.Iunderstand

hecan’tseetheoldman.Heknowsabouthim

though.

“Don’tlookathim,”Nqabaexclaims,hishand

tightensaroundmine.I’mstillholdingmybabyfor

dearlife.Ifinditstrangehowtheoldmanisnot

abletoshowthefulllengthofhispowers.Hisback

ispressedagainstthesamewindowhewantedme

tojumpfrom,theconfidenceandsupremacyhe

heldisnolongerthere.

“Youaremine…Mapula,you…are…mine.”Hisvoice

falterswithanger,IdoasperNqaba’sinstructions

andkeepmyeyesgluedforward.Nqabatouches

thedoorknobandtwistsit.Thedoorrefusesto

open,itislocked.Inthetwinklingofaneye,



somethingexplodesfromtheroof.Nqabahasus

coveredunderhiswing,thebabymustbestartled.

Hercrieserupt,Iholdherclosertomychest.

“Dammit.”Nqabacursesunderhisbreathashe

looksback,myeyesfollowhisgaze.Thebedison

fire,thelightburstandmusthavecausedafire.

“MAPULA!MAPULA!”Gosh,canheshutupalready?

Idon’twanttoacceptthatname,itisnotmyidentity.

“God,Iknowyoucanhearme.Getusoutofthis

place.”Nqabaprayssilentlywhiletryingtopullthe

dooropen.Thinkingstraighthasbecomeamission

withthebabyscreamingandtheoldmancallingfor

me.Myheadisfilledwithsomanyvoices,Ican’t

takeitanymore.

“Don’tletgoofherThandiwe,holdonforme.I’llget

yououtofhere.”Nqabapromises.

I’mfacingthedoorwithhim,afraidtolookback.

Thicksmokehoversabout,thefireseemstobe



growingprofusely.Icanfeeltheheatonmyback,

wecan’tdieinhere.Notlikethis,notafterIhave

comebacktomyfamily.

“Mzi,holdon.”ThatsoundslikeRandallfromthe

othersideofthedoor.Westepback,thedooris

kickedopen,agonisingscreamsbreakoutfrom

behindus.Failingtochidemycuriosity,Iturntosee

theoldmanengulfedinflamesandscreaminghis

lungsout.

“Let’sgo.”Nqabapullsusoutfirst,wearefussed

overbynurses.Onetriestotakethebabyfrommy

arms,Nqabarejectsherbyraisingahand.Thefire

drillison,panickypatientsarescattered

everywhere.Someblaring,otherscrying.Iwantto

getoutofhere,Randallleadsthewayaswefollow

thelineofpeoplemarchingoutside.Lord,Ihope

theywon’tthinkIstartedthefire.

“Areyouokay?”Nqabaquestions,cuppingmy

cheeks,Inod.IthinkAfiaisokaytoo,sheislooking

upatme,peacefully.



Idon’tknowwhatisgoingoninthere,butIthinkthe

oldmanisdead.

“It’soverTan-tan.”Nqabaseemstothinksotoo,his

armsarearoundme.Ileanmyheadonhisshoulder

thankfulthathecamebackforme.

“I’mgoinghometomywife.”Randallmurmursand

sauntersdauntinglytowardstheparkinglot.

“Weshouldgetyouchecked,andtakeyoutwo

home.”Nqabastates.

Ican’twaittogethometomyson,myfamily.

“Don’teverletmegoagain.”Itellhim,Iwoulddieif

thateverhappensagain.

“You’restuckwithme,Tan-tan.”Hisarmsenfold

aroundme,hekissesmyforeheadwhileatitand

strokesbabyAfia’shead.

******



FivemonthssinceIcamebackandmylifehas

beennothing,butblissful.ForthefirstweekIhad

nightmaresaboutthelittlegirlandtheoldman,I

hadtoseeapsychiatrist.Thedreamsaredeflating,

MamSontosaidshecan’tseetheoldmananymore.

MeaningheisgoneandIpraywewillneverhavean

encounterwithhimagain.

Afiahadtobetakenforcleansing,sinceshelived

underthespellofwitchcraftfortwoyears.The

blackdressandheadwraptheyfoundherwearing

weremeanttoshadowher,sonoonewouldever

findher.HenceMamSontocouldnotseeherfuture.

Mybabyisgettingusedtohersurroundings,sheis

gainingweightaswell.Shecan’tspeakyet.The

peoplewhohadabductedherkeptherisolatedfrom

them,shewaskeptawayfromhumaninteraction.A

childherageshouldbeabletoatleastputa

minisculesentencetogether.

Isuggestedspeechtherapy,butNqabadeclined.He

saidshewilllearnbyimitatingthepeoplearound



herlikeeverychilddoes.Ithinkhehasdevelopeda

fearforhospitalssincemyandAfia’sexperiences

athospitals.

Veronicaisofficiallyaworkingwoman,Nqabatold

mehowBarbrawasresponsibleforherdaughter’s

travail.I’mgladsheisanindependentwomannow,

sherewroteMatriclastyearandisstudying

JournalismthroughUnisa.

Veronicaiswritingabookaboutherlifeexperience,

sheisobsessedwiththeproject.I’mproudofher.I

gottomeetthemanwhoisresponsibleforher

relationshipweightgainandIapprove.Themeeting

wasnotplanned,Ihappenedtobumpintothemata

mall.Shehadnochoice,buttointroduceus.

Dumaliveswithusatournewplace,wejustgota

housetwoweeksago.Theflatwastoosmallnow

thatweareafamilyoffour,fiveifweincludeDuma.

Hehasalive-innursewhoisathisbeckandcall.



Istillseedeadpeople,theycometomeforhelp.

Speakingofthedead,Randallrefusedto

communicatewithhisfather.Segunwaswithme

whenRandallopenlysaidhewantednothingtodo

withthedead.Segunhasn’tbotheredmesince,I

believeheroamstheearthwithnoplacetogo.

Nqabahadnosayinthematter,itseemedhis

brothermadethedecisionforthemboth.

DidImentionthatNqababoughtabungalowbefore

Iwasreleasedfromthehospital?It’satwo

bedroomedcabinoutinoutskirtsofJohannesburg.

Itisbeautiful,thesetispicturesque,pleasingtothe

eyeandsopeaceful.

Thecottageiscomfortable,madeofcedarwood.

Thereisawoodburningchimneyrightintheliving

room,thebackdropoutsideismyfavourite.Thereis

anarchofpinetreeslinedaround,Icanimagineus

growingoldtogetherinthatplace.



Thereisaknockonmybedroom,Bulelwapeeksin

andhiseyeswideninmarvel.

“Wow,lookatyou.”Hesings,stridingin.Itwirlfor

himandmydressflieswithme.

“DoyouthinkNqabawilllikeit?”I’mnervous,from

thetimeIputthedresson.Myhandsaretrembling

andIfeellikeIcan’tbreathe.

“Areyoukiddingme?Heisgoingtoloveit,youlook

perfectinthisdress.”

“Thankyou,Bubu.Thankyouforbeinghere.”Ican’t

expresshowgratefulIamthatheisstillinmylife,

weshareabriefhug.Bulelwapullsoutfirst,heisas

emotionalasIam.

“Stopcrying,you’regoingtoruinyourmakeup.”He

lovesrollinghiseyeslately.“You’regoingtobeMrs.

Okolie.Howdoyoufeel?”

Yep,youheardright.NqabaandIaregetting

marriedtodayrightatthecabin,thesceneryoutside

isbreathtakinglybeautiful,Iknewfromthemoment



Isawthepinetreesthatitwouldbeagreatplace

forawedding.

“Iamovercomebyintensehappiness,IswearIam

drowninginit.”Myfaceprobablyshows.

“IwouldfeelthesameifIweremarryingNqaba,

haveyouseenthatman?”He’sstarting,Ican’thelp

butlaugh.

“Believeme,IhaveseenhimandZizwe.I’veseen

howpossessivehecanbe,letZizwehearyoudrool

overothermen.”Iloveburstinghisbubbles,he

fizzesinlaughter.

“Let’sgetyoumarriedbeforeyouruinmyday.”

There’sasingleknockatthedoor,Bulelwarushes

toopenandmybreathcatcheswhenmyeyesmeet

thepersonatthedoor.WhatisRandalldoinghere?

Hiseyesareonme,Ithinkhewillsmile,butnotthis

man.

“I’llbeoutside.”Bulelwaexcuseshimself.

Randallmakesmenervous,he’sstandinginthe



doorway,handsrammedinthepocketsofhispants

andapuckeronhisface.Helookssopowerfuland

majesticinthatblacktuxedo.Idon’tknowifI

shouldofferhimaseatorlethimstandthere.

“Nqabaisagoodman.”Okay,awkward.Isthiswhat

hecameherefor?

“Yes.”That’sallmystupidmouthcanutter.

“Helovesyou.”HecontinuesandIcan’tgraspthe

reasonbehindhisvisit.

“Iknow,Ilovehimtoo.”Dammit,Iamsweating.My

handsfeelclammy,mymakeupwillberuined

beforeIsayIdo.He’snodding,thatmeans

something,right?

“Goodbecausethereisnodivorcereportedinour

familyhistory.”Randallconfidentlyreveals,isit

safetosayIamintimidatedbyhim?

“IwillneverleaveNqaba,likeIsaid,Ilovehim.”

Anothernod.

“Good.”Hesizzles,Iguessheapproves?He’s

frowningatmeasifstudyingorsearchingme,my



eyescan’tlookintohisanymore,soIdropthem.

“Congratulations.”HesaysandisgonebeforeI

couldrespond,thatwasthemostawkward

conversationforme.

Itakeonelastglanceinthemirror,todayismyday.

Thebeginningofforever.

“Thandiwe!”Mymotherishere,Iaskedhertowalk

medowntheaisle.Weshareabriefhugandhead

out.

LookingatNqabasliparingonmyfourthfinger,my

mindtakesmebacktowhereitallbegan.Backto

thevillagewhereourlovebegan.Hecribsmy

cheekswhenthepastordeclaresusmanandwife,

hislipsmeetmineinaslowgentlekiss.Applause

andululationresonatefromfamilyandfriends.

“Ngiyak’thandaTshabalalawam.”(Iloveyou.)

Anundertonethatsendsshiversthroughoutmy

body,henuzzleshisnoseagainstmineandkisses



mesoftly.

“IloveyoumoreNqabayomzi,myGhanaianman.”I

lovehimmorethanIcouldeversay,aghostofa

smileplaysonhislipsbeforeweshareonelastkiss

andturntotheguestswhoaredrowningin

jubilation.

“WehavemadeitTan-Tan,don’teverletgoofmy

hand.”Nqabadeclaresbesideme,squeezingmy

handintohiswhiledotinglyoglingatZuluandAfia

inthefrontrow.

“Iwillneverletgo.”Imurmur,fightingthetearsthat

wanttobepresentatmywedding.Godhasfinally

touchedmylife.

Attheweddingreception…

“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Liyanaturnstohercousintomeetawidesmileon

hisface,shefindshimfunnyhencethereturned

smile.



“Here,wearthis.”ZuluhandsLiyanaapairof

sunglasses.

“Why?”Heiscausingconfusion,maybeweshould

havehimcheckedoutbyapsychologist.

“Becauseourfutureistoobright,youmightgoblind

mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Whosaidtheageofelevenisanormalagefora

human?Thisisproof.Zuluthoughtimitatinghis

uncleRandallwillscorehimpointswithLiyana.Ah!

Thejoysofbeingachild.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

“Don’tyouseeit?Lookatmyparents,that’susone

day.”Zulupointsatthecoupledancingtotheirsong.

“Icanalreadyseeyouinmymother’swedding

dressandmeinmydad’stuxedo,standingatthe

alterdeclaringourloveforeachother.”Liyana

shakesherheadindisapproval,sheisawareof

Zulu’scrush.Liyanapushesthesunglassesback

intohercousin’shand,shegogglesathimwitha

raisedbrowandasmirkpastedonherlips.



“Thatisnevergoingtohappen.”GoodgirlLiyana,

nowgoaheadandschoolyourlittlebrother.

“Neversayneverbaby.”ThesmugonZulu’sface.

“Lookoverthere.”LiyanapointsatahealthyAfia

andR.Jjumpingtoasongonthecrowdeddance

floor.“I’mAfiaandyou’reR.J.Wearesiblings,

idiot.”

“Likebrotherandsister?”Child,howdidyounot

knowthis?

“YesPea…nut…”Shepokeshischestwitha

forefinger.“I...am...your…sister.”

“Eeeewwww!!!Ihavebeendeceivedforthree

years.”Gee!Youdon'tsay...

Zulupresseshistemple,hecan’timaginehowhe

couldhaveseenawifeinhissister.“Ineedtoclean

mymind,erasethreeyearsofterribledata.”Liyana

ishavingablastwatchinghercousinfreakout.

“YoudothatwhileIjoinmybrotherandsisteron



thedancefloor.”Sheputsemphasisonbrotherand

sister,causingmoredamageinZulu’straumatised

headandmarchestojointhelittlekidsrecklessly

dancingonthedancefloor.

Zulushrieksinshock,herushestothecakestand

andbeginsstuffinghisfacewithsugarytreats.

Anythingtomakehimforgetthecrushhehason

hiscousin.

Well…tookhimlongenoughtowakeupandsmell

thedamncoffee…

Theend***


